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I screamed his name as the building began to fall.

The sound was swallowed at once by stone and thunder.

The world did not collapse all at once; it gave way in stages, like a body surrendering piece by piece under unbearable strain. The upper wall shuddered, bowed inward, and then released itself in a violent cascade. Brick tore loose in sheets. Timber snapped with a report like gunfire. A cloud of dust exploded outward, hot and choking, swallowing the doorway and driving me back several paces before I could regain my footing.

“Get clear!” someone shouted behind me.

I did not.

The sirens wailed overhead, shrill and relentless, as if they might keep the sky itself from splitting further. Another formation passed low, the engines so near I felt their vibration in my teeth. The second blast struck somewhere beyond the row, rattling what remained of the façade and sending fresh debris raining down upon the pavement.

“Tom!” I called again, though reason had already begun its quiet, merciless whisper.

The stairwell was gone.

Not damaged.

Gone.

Where the narrow wooden steps had twisted upward only minutes ago, there was now a slanted void of fractured beams and collapsed plaster. Smoke rolled thickly from the opening, carrying the sharp stench of burning insulation and something darker beneath it—older, heavier, the smell of ruptured foundations.

Two wardens barreled past me, helmets askew, one dragging a hose line that snagged uselessly on broken masonry. I seized the nearest by the arm.

“There’s a man inside,” I said, though my voice sounded foreign, stripped of its usual measure. “Second floor. Injured.”

“They’re all injured,” he snapped, wrenching free. “Stand back!”

I did not stand back.

I climbed.

The rubble shifted treacherously under my boots as I pulled myself over the collapsed threshold. Dust stung my eyes; my lungs rebelled against the thickened air. Somewhere deeper within the building a beam cracked and fell, sending sparks briefly flaring in the gloom before vanishing again into smoke.

“Tom!”

No answer.

The second floor had slanted at an impossible angle. What had been my room—our room—was now a jagged hollow of torn brick and splintered wood. The mattress lay half-visible beneath shattered plaster, the pillow I had insisted upon crushed and grey with dust. The small table had been driven against the far wall, its legs twisted like broken limbs.

My mind refused the image.

He had been there.

Ten minutes.

I began to dig.

There is no dignity in it. No order. Only the desperate removal of whatever lies between your hands and the person you love. I tore at brick with bare fingers, heedless of the sharp edges that bit into skin. I heaved aside beams far heavier than they ought to have been lifted, fueled by something beyond strength. Each movement sent fresh avalanches sliding inward. Each shift of weight threatened to bring what remained of the ceiling down upon me entirely.

“Get out of there!” another voice barked.

I ignored it.

“Tom!” My throat burned with the effort. “Answer me!”

For a moment there was nothing but the steady, suffocating roar of distant engines and the crackle of unseen flame.

Then—

A sound.

Faint.

Not a voice.

A knock.

Once.

Twice.

From beneath.

I froze.

The rubble before me trembled slightly, as though something beneath it had shifted.

“Again!” I shouted, falling to my knees. “Do it again!”

There—three dull thuds against wood or stone, weak but deliberate.

He was alive.

Relief did not come gently; it struck like a blow, stealing what little air remained in my lungs. I leaned forward and pressed my ear against the debris.

“Tom,” I said, forcing calm into my voice with brutal discipline. “Can you hear me?”

A pause.

Then a rasp, barely audible.

“...Elliott.”

The world narrowed to that single sound.

“I’m here,” I said. “I’m here.”

A beam had fallen diagonally across the space where the bed once stood, pinning what remained of the floor beneath it. I could see the faint outline of his arm through a narrow seam of broken plaster, sleeve torn, skin-streaked grey.

“Don’t move,” I said, though the instruction was absurd. “We’ll lift it.”

“We?” came the faint reply.

The wardens had finally followed me in, curses on their lips as they took in the instability of the room.

“Mad bastard,” one muttered, but he knelt beside me all the same.

Another explosion thundered somewhere perilously close. The remaining wall shuddered; dust cascaded from above.

“We’ve got one chance,” the warden said sharply. “When I say lift, you lift. If it shifts the wrong way, we’re buried with him.”

I nodded.

My hands found purchase beneath the cracked timber. The wood was warm from the blast, splintered and slick with grit. I braced my shoulder against it, ignoring the tremor in my arms.

“Now!”

We heaved.

Pain shot up through my spine as the beam resisted, then gave with a grinding protest. The warden shoved a broken chair leg beneath it to wedge the weight.

“Again!”

We lifted higher. Brick slid free in a violent rush, striking my thigh and drawing blood I did not feel.

The opening widened.

I saw him fully then.

Pinned at the hip by a slab of fallen masonry, chest heaving shallowly beneath the thin fabric of his shirt, face streaked with dust but unmistakable.

Unmistakably alive.

His eyes found mine at once.

Even now.

Even here.

“You’re late,” he managed, though the words dissolved into a cough.

I laughed—a broken, disbelieving sound that bordered on hysteria.

“Insufferable,” I said hoarsely. “You’re insufferable.”

Another detonation ripped through the street, closer than before. The building groaned in protest.

“We have to move!” the warden shouted.

The slab was too heavy to lift outright. We pried at it from either side, levering it inch by inch until at last it shifted enough for Tom to wrench free with a strangled gasp. His body collapsed forward against me, all weight and heat and tremor.

I caught him.

For one terrible second the room seemed to tilt again, and I thought we would not make it out. But the wardens dragged us toward the fractured stairwell, half-carrying, half-pulling as the ceiling above gave a warning crack.

We stumbled through smoke into open air just as another section of roof caved inward behind us.

The street was chaos.

Flame licked from neighboring windows. Civilians ran bent double against the falling debris. A child cried somewhere unseen. The sky was thick with aircraft, dark crosses against the sun.

I lowered Tom carefully against the wall of the opposite building, my hands shaking now that the immediate violence had passed.

His breathing was shallow.

Too shallow.

“Stay with me,” I said, kneeling before him. “You’re all right.”

He gave a faint, incredulous huff.

“That’s... a lie.”

I brushed dust from his hair with hands that would not steady.

“I told you ten minutes,” I said.

His fingers, cold despite the heat around us, curled weakly into my coat.

“You took eleven.”

And above us, relentless and screaming, the sirens continued to cry.
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I did not remember how we reached the hospital.

There were fragments—the slam of ambulance doors, the metallic scent of blood not wholly his, the rough wool of a blanket thrown over his shoulders while the wardens argued in tight, urgent voices—but none of it arranged itself into proper sequence. The only constant was the weight of his hand in mine and the terrible awareness that it might loosen at any moment.

He did not lose consciousness.

He drifted, certainly. His head tipped back against the stretcher more than once, his jaw tightening when the wheels jolted over broken stone, but he did not slip entirely away. Each time his grip weakened I leaned closer, murmuring his name as though repetition alone could tether him to the world.

The hospital corridors were louder than the bombing.

Not in volume, but in human sound.

Crying. Shouting. The clipped instructions of nurses already too tired to temper their urgency. Boots against tile. The scrape of metal trolleys. Somewhere a radio crackled with updates that no one truly wished to hear.

They took him from me at the swinging doors.

I followed without permission.

“You can’t—” a nurse began.

“He was trapped,” I said, and something in my voice must have convinced her I would not be removed by reason alone.

They cut his shirt away.

The bruising along his ribs had deepened grotesquely since morning, swelling beneath the skin like ink spreading through water. Fresh abrasions marked his shoulder and hip where the masonry had pinned him. Blood—thank God—was minimal. The danger lay beneath the surface.

“Collapsed structure?” a doctor asked without looking up.

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“I don’t know.”

“Was he conscious?”

“Yes.”

Tom’s eyes flickered open as if summoned by the question. He attempted to sit upright at once.

“Don’t,” I said sharply, pressing a hand to his chest.

He gave me a look that was equal parts annoyance and fatigue.

“I’m not made of glass,” he murmured.

“No,” I replied. “Just brick, apparently.”

The doctor probed along his ribs with methodical pressure. Tom’s breath hitched once—only once—but I felt it like a blade through my own side.

“Likely cracked again,” the doctor muttered. “No obvious puncture. We’ll X-ray if the machine’s still functioning by this afternoon.”

“If?” I echoed.

He did not answer.

They moved him to a narrow bed separated from the others by nothing more than a curtain that did not quite meet the floor. I sat beside him while they wrapped his torso and administered something for the pain. He resisted at first—of course he did—but the exhaustion overtook his pride.

When at last the staff moved on to the next crisis, the curtain swayed gently in their wake.

Silence did not follow. There was no true silence in that building. But there was a pocket of stillness between us.

His fingers sought mine beneath the thin hospital blanket.

“You shouldn’t have gone back in,” he said quietly.

“I wasn’t leaving you.”

“That wasn’t what I meant.”

I understood him perfectly.

I leaned closer, lowering my voice though no one around us was listening.

“The landlady,” I said, because the thought had pressed itself against my ribs since the moment the roof came down.

His eyes shifted slightly.

“Mrs. Whitcombe?”

I nodded.

“She was on the ground floor,” he said.

“So was the grocer next door.”

We both knew what that meant.

When I had been dragged back into the street, before the ambulance, before the smoke had thinned enough to see properly, I had caught sight of the front façade entirely gone. The lower level had collapsed inward in a manner that suggested no corridor, no shelter beneath the stairs, would have remained intact.

I had not seen her carried out.

I had not seen anyone from the first floor emerge at all.

Tom’s thumb brushed the back of my hand.

“Don’t,” he said.

“I should have warned them.”

“There was no warning.”

“There’s always a moment.”

“Not this time.”

His voice held no accusation. Only fatigue. Only truth.

A nurse returned briefly to check his bandages and, finding him stable for the moment, moved on again. Through the thin curtain I glimpsed other shapes on other beds. A child with soot streaked across his face. A man whose arm lay at an unnatural angle beneath a sheet. A woman staring at the ceiling as if waiting for it to fall as well.
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