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London, September 1940

The siren was already wailing when I reached the street.

I had not even managed to button my collar properly; the blasted thing hung open at my throat as I ran, braces half-fastened, boots unlaced and striking the pavement harder than was wise. The blackout curtains in my boardinghouse window had scarcely stopped swaying before I was down the stairs and into the night with the rest of them — men in shirtsleeves, women clutching shawls about their shoulders, children dragged along half-awake and frightened.

The sound of the siren rose and fell like something alive, stretching across the rooftops and settling into my bones. It had done so every night that week. One grew accustomed to it, or so people said. I had not.

Searchlights were already sweeping the sky, pale fingers searching the clouds. Somewhere to the east the horizon glowed faintly, as though dawn had come in the wrong direction.

“Shelter!” someone shouted.

I ran.

The street no longer resembled the one I had first walked down when I arrived in this district. A tobacconist’s shop stood half-open and abandoned, its window boarded over after the last raid. Brick dust lay in the gutters. There was a smell in the air that did not belong to autumn — sharp, metallic, and tinged with smoke.

The first explosion sounded far enough away to seem almost manageable. The second was nearer. The ground trembled beneath my feet, and glass shattered somewhere behind me in a cascade of breaking.

I did not see the building begin to fall. I heard it — a deep groan of stone surrendering to force — and then the pavement seemed to leap up at me.

I struck hard, breath driven from my lungs. For a moment there was nothing but dust and ringing. Something heavy pinned the edge of my coat; when I tried to move, pain shot through my shoulder and I tasted grit between my teeth.

I rolled onto my back and blinked against the smoke. The sky above was fractured with light — orange flares blooming against blackness. I could hear the engines now, steady and merciless, circling.

I pulled at my coat. It would not budge.

Panic came then, sharp and humiliating. I had not thought myself a coward. I had endured the first raid by the river without losing my composure. Yet lying there beneath fallen stone, the street suddenly emptied around me, I felt a most unworthy terror claw up my spine.

Another blast struck so near that the pavement quivered. Dust fell in a choking cloud.

I tugged again, uselessly.

And then a figure moved through the smoke.

He was not retreating toward shelter like the others. He was running toward the ruin — toward me — as though the bombs were little more than an inconvenience. He wore a tin helmet strapped hastily beneath his chin and a white shirt thrown on without care for its collar. His braces hung loose at his sides, sleeves rolled to reveal forearms darkened with soot.

He dropped to one knee beside me without hesitation.

“Don’t thrash about,” he said, his voice steady despite the thunder overhead. “You’ll only make it worse.”

I tried to answer but coughed instead.

He seized the slab of masonry that trapped my coat and strained against it. The muscles in his arms tightened beneath the thin fabric of his shirt. Another explosion sounded somewhere behind us, and for a moment I feared the building would finish what it had begun.

The stone shifted.

He dragged it aside with a grunt and reached for me at once, his hand firm at my back as I attempted to sit up.

“Can you move your arm?”

I nodded, though the motion made the world tilt unpleasantly.

Before I could gather myself, the night split open again. The force of it sent us both to the ground. He pulled me with him, turning so that his body shielded mine as debris rained down.

The streetlights failed entirely.

For a brief and terrible second there was nothing but darkness and the roar of the sky.

He lay half over me, one arm braced against the pavement near my shoulder, the other curved protectively about my head. I could feel the heat of him through my shirt, the solid line of his chest pressing against mine. Dust settled over us like ash.

“Are you struck?” he asked, his breath close enough that it brushed my cheek.

“I don’t believe so,” I managed.

Another detonation shook the street. Instinctively, I reached for something solid and found his braces. My fingers closed around the fabric, clutching as the ground trembled.

He did not pull away.

In the wavering light of distant fires, I could just make out the shape of his face — jaw set, eyes narrowed against smoke and flame. There was no fear in him that I could see, only fierce concentration.

I ought to have been afraid of dying.

The thought had visited me often enough these past weeks.

Yet lying there beneath him, the world reduced to heat and breath and the steady strength of his arms, I was struck by something far more unsettling than fear.

If the street collapsed entirely.

If the sky gave way.

If this was the night London ceased to stand—

I did not want to be torn from him.

The realization arrived with quiet, dreadful clarity. It was not desire, not in any form I would have recognized or dared to name. It was simply the knowledge that the warmth and weight shielding me felt more certain than the burning heavens above us.

The lights flickered back in fragments as generators somewhere struggled into life. Sound rushed in again — shouting, sirens, the crackle of flame devouring timber.

He shifted first.

The sudden absence of his weight left me cold.

He rose swiftly and offered his hand.

“Up,” he said. “Shelter’s at the end of the street.”

I took his hand.

His grip was firm, calloused, steady. He hauled me upright as though I weighed nothing at all. Up close I could see him clearly now: soot streaking sharp cheekbones, dark hair fallen loose beneath the rim of his helmet, eyes bright despite the smoke.

Another blast sounded, closer still.

He did not release my hand until I was steady on my feet.

We ran together toward the narrow stairwell descending into the underground shelter, shoulders brushing as ash drifted around us like black snow. I could feel the echo of his body still, the memory of it pressed into my skin.

I did not know his name.

I did not know why he had come running toward ruin instead of away from it.

I knew only that when the darkness had closed in around us, I had found myself unwilling to let him go.

And that knowledge followed me down into the shelter like something newly awakened and impossible to ignore.
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The stairwell was narrow and steep, the walls sweating with condensation as we descended with the others into the earth. The air below was already thick with breath and damp wool, with fear poorly disguised as brisk conversation. Someone held a hurricane lamp aloft; its yellow glow cast long shadows against the curved ceiling of the Underground platform that had been turned into a public refuge.

I did not realize I was still watching him until he glanced back to ensure I was following.

“Mind your footing,” he said, steadying me at the elbow when I nearly slipped on the worn stone.

The contact was brief. Necessary. Entirely proper.

Yet my pulse reacted to it as though it were something else.

We emerged onto the platform, where families were already laying out blankets in neat territories, marking their small claim to safety. A woman in a nurse’s uniform hurried past with a canvas medical bag. Somewhere down the line a baby began to cry. The rumble of the trains had long since ceased; the rails sat cold and useless beneath the flicker of oil lamps.

He guided me toward a stretch of wall not yet claimed.

“Sit,” he instructed, in the same tone he had used in the street — not commanding for the sake of dominance, but because in crisis someone must give direction.

I lowered myself onto the cold stone bench and only then became aware of the trembling in my hands.

He crouched before me without ceremony.

“Let me see that shoulder.”

“It is nothing,” I protested automatically.

“Nothing does not make a man wince when he breathes.”

There was no arguing with that.

He reached for me, fingers careful but firm as he eased my coat aside and pressed lightly along the joint. The lamplight caught the soot along his knuckles. I felt the warmth of his hand even through the thin cotton of my shirt.

“Bruised,” he said at last. “You were fortunate.”

Fortunate.

The word felt almost absurd under the circumstances.

“And you?” I asked, my voice sounding strange in my own ears.

He shrugged slightly, as though the bombs overhead were a mild inconvenience rather than a sustained assault.

“I’ve had worse.”

He straightened then and removed his helmet, running a hand through hair flattened with sweat. Without the shadow of it obscuring his face, I could see that he was younger than I had first thought. Not a boy, certainly, but not hardened with age either. There was a sharpness to him — in his cheekbones, in the line of his mouth — that suggested discipline rather than indifference.

The platform shook faintly as another explosion sounded above. Dust sifted down from the curved ceiling. A collective murmur rose and fell among the gathered crowd.

He did not look up.

Instead, he sank down beside me, close enough that our shoulders nearly touched.

“I’m Thomas,” he said after a moment, as though the introduction were an afterthought. “Tom, if you prefer.”

“Elliott,” I replied.

The name felt curiously intimate between us, spoken in the dimness while London burned overhead.

“Elliott,” he repeated, testing it.

The syllables lingered in the air.

Another tremor ran through the platform. Instinctively, my body tightened. Before I could stop myself, my hand moved — not in panic this time, but in anticipation — and found the edge of his sleeve.

I meant to withdraw at once.

He noticed.

I knew he noticed because his arm did not move away.

Instead, he shifted slightly, so that our shoulders aligned fully. His thigh pressed against mine, solid and steady.

“It’s worse when you imagine it,” he said quietly. “The sound. Feels as though it’s directly overhead every time.”

“Is it not?” I asked.

“Sometimes,” he admitted. “But not always.”

His voice had lowered, grown almost conversational. As though we sat in a public house discussing the weather rather than sheltering beneath a bombing raid.

I realized then that he was not untouched by fear. He simply refused to display it.

The platform lights flickered again, plunging us briefly into deeper shadow. Somewhere nearby someone began singing softly — an old music hall tune, wavering but determined. A few others joined in, their voices thin but stubbornly cheerful.

Tom exhaled, a faint huff that might have been a laugh.

“Londoners,” he murmured.

“Stubborn to the end,” I replied.

He turned his head then, and for the first time since the street our eyes met without urgency between us.

There was dust along his jaw I had not noticed before. A faint cut near his temple, already drying.

“You ran toward it,” I said before I could stop myself.

“Toward what?”

“The building.”

He regarded me for a moment, as though weighing whether to dismiss the observation.

“Someone was pinned,” he said at last.

“Yes,” I answered quietly. “I was.”

His mouth tightened faintly.

“That’s not what I meant.”

The implication settled between us, heavier than the tremors in the stone.

He had not known who lay beneath the rubble.

He had run anyway.

Another explosion thundered above, closer this time. The entire platform seemed to shudder. A woman gasped. A child began to cry harder.

Without conscious thought, I leaned into him.

His arm came up at once, not hesitating, not asking permission, settling around my shoulders in the same instinctive manner as before. Not possessive. Protective.

The contact felt different now.

Up on the street it had been necessity.

Here, in the dim underground glow, it was choice.

I became acutely aware of the length of his arm, the breadth of his chest as I pressed nearer to avoid the crush of others shifting along the bench. The scent of smoke clung to him still, but beneath it was something warmer, clean and unmistakably human.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Under Blackout Skles

WHEN THE BOMBS FALL, SO DO THEIR DEFENSES.

BOOK 1 OF THE LOVE BENEATH THE BLITZ TRILOGY

ALEXANDER GRANT





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





