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UNDER BLACKOUT SKIES


PROLOGUE
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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.

The song down the platform grew louder, a defiant chorus rising against the thunder above. Someone clapped in time.

Tom’s hand tightened briefly at my shoulder as another tremor passed through the stone.

“You’re safe here,” he said.

I knew he meant the shelter.

Yet the words settled deeper than that.

I ought to have shifted away. It would have been the sensible course. Men did not sit this way unless they were kin or drunk or careless of reputation.

But there was no room to move without drawing attention, and I found that I did not wish to.

Instead, I allowed my head to tilt slightly toward him as another blast sounded, my temple nearly brushing the line of his collarbone.

He did not correct the proximity.

For several minutes — or perhaps longer; time behaved strangely underground — we remained thus, the thunder above punctuating the murmured conversations below.

I did not know when I became aware that my fear had altered its shape.

It no longer centered on the bombs.

It centered on the space that would exist between us once the all-clear sounded.

And that, I suspected, was far more dangerous.
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The all-clear sounded just before dawn.

It was a thinner sound than the siren that had driven us underground — almost weary, as though the city itself were exhausted by the effort of surviving another night. A murmur moved along the platform, blankets folded, children lifted, lamps extinguished one by one. The air felt stale after so many hours below ground.

Tom rose first.

I had not realized I had fallen asleep until the movement of his shoulder beneath my cheek roused me. For a moment I did not understand where I was, only that I was warm and that something solid and steady lay beside me.

Then memory returned.

He shifted carefully so as not to disturb me too abruptly, though the gesture could hardly be called discreet. When I straightened, I was aware that others along the bench had noticed the proximity. No one spoke of it. Londoners had developed a particular talent for looking away from what they preferred not to see.

“Come on,” he said quietly. “Best to see what’s left of the street.”

We joined the slow procession up the stairwell. The morning air struck cool and sharp after the underground heat. Smoke still hung low over the rooftops, and the eastern sky glowed a muted grey, reluctant to commit to sunrise.

The damage revealed itself in stages.

The corner shop had lost its façade entirely, its interior exposed like a doll’s house split open — shelves tilted, tins scattered across broken floorboards. A row of houses farther along had collapsed into themselves, leaving a jagged absence where walls once stood. Fire wardens moved with deliberate urgency, hoses snaking across the pavement. Somewhere a man was already sweeping glass from his doorstep, as though the act alone might restore order.

I stopped.

The place where I had fallen was scarcely recognizable. Stone lay scattered across the road. The lamppost that had shielded us leaned at an angle, its glass shattered.

Tom surveyed the scene with a practiced eye.

“Could have been worse,” he muttered.

I followed his gaze to the building that had partially collapsed. It stood precariously but upright. Smoke drifted from its upper windows.

“You say that rather often,” I observed.

He glanced at me, a faint line appearing between his brows.

“It’s usually true.”

We began walking.

Our lodgings, it transpired, lay in the same direction — a fact discovered without ceremony. He gestured vaguely up the street, and I nodded, and somehow that was enough. The pavement was littered with debris, forcing us closer together than was strictly necessary. At one point our hands brushed as we navigated a pile of fallen brick.

Neither of us commented.

The morning revealed him more plainly than the shelter’s dim glow had allowed. The soot along his jaw had dried into pale streaks. A thin cut near his temple had clotted but not yet been cleaned. His shirt, once white, bore smudges at the collar and cuffs. He walked with the ease of someone accustomed to broken ground.

“You’re with the wardens,” I said at last.

“Auxiliary Fire Service,” he replied. “Mostly clearing debris. Dragging fools out from under it.”

The corner of his mouth lifted faintly.

“I see,” I said. “And do you consider me among the fools?”

He looked at me then, fully.

“I consider you fortunate,” he said again, more quietly than before.

We passed a woman distributing tea from a large urn set upon a wooden crate. She pressed enamel mugs into our hands without asking names. The tea was thin and over-sweet, yet it tasted better than anything I could recall.

Tom removed his helmet at last, tucking it beneath his arm. Without it he seemed less official, more simply a man who had run toward danger rather than away.

“Were you always in this district?” he asked.

“No. I was near the river until last week.”

He nodded. “Docklands have taken it badly.”

“And you?” I ventured.

“Born here.”

There was something in the way he said it — not boastful, not sentimental — that suggested he belonged to the city in a manner I did not. London was not merely where he resided; it was something he defended.

We resumed walking, our shoulders nearly aligned.

The street narrowed briefly where rubble encroached, forcing us to step single file. He went first, offering a hand back to steady me over a broken threshold. His fingers closed around mine without hesitation.

It was a practical gesture.

It should have felt no more significant than that.

Yet the memory of the night before rose unbidden — the weight of him shielding me, the warmth of his breath in darkness. My grip tightened fractionally before I could prevent it.

He noticed.

Of course he noticed.

His thumb shifted slightly against my knuckles, not pulling away, not encouraging — simply there.

Once we cleared the debris, he released me.

The absence of his hand felt colder than the morning air.

Ahead, a pair of children skipped around a crater in the road as though it were a new and exciting feature rather than the scar of destruction. A milkman picked his way carefully between fallen stone, bottles clinking softly in their crate.

London, it seemed, refused to collapse entirely.

“My lodging is just beyond that corner,” Tom said, nodding toward a narrow row of brick houses miraculously untouched.

“So is mine,” I replied.

We slowed without meaning to.

This, I realized with a curious tightening in my chest, was where the night would end. Where daylight would reclaim its authority and whatever had passed between us beneath the burning sky would be forced back into the realm of unspoken things.

He stopped first.

“You should rest,” he said. “We’ll likely have another tonight.”

The words were sensible. Predictable. Entirely appropriate.

I searched his expression for some trace of the man who had held me against the trembling pavement, who had shielded me without question.

He was there still — but contained now. Reassembled.

“And you?” I asked.

“I’ll report in an hour.”

Of course he would.

I hesitated.

It would have been simple to nod, to offer thanks, to retreat behind the safety of doors and daylight. To convince myself that fear had exaggerated the intimacy of the night.

Instead, I heard myself say, “Where do you report?”

His eyes sharpened slightly.

“Old council hall on Mercer Street.”

“I may come by,” I said. “To see if you require assistance.”

The statement surprised even me.

He studied me for a moment, as though weighing the sincerity of it.

“It isn’t gentle work,” he said.

“I gathered as much.”

A faint smile tugged at his mouth — not amusement exactly, but something warmer.

“Very well,” he said at last. “Mercer Street.”

Another silence settled between us, less awkward than the first.

He extended his hand once more.

“Until tonight, then.”

The phrase struck with quiet force.

Until tonight.

As though the coming darkness already belonged to us in some unspoken way.

I took his hand.

This time the shake lingered a fraction longer than custom required.

When he released me and turned toward his door, I remained standing in the street longer than was reasonable, watching the set of his shoulders, the easy strength in his stride.

The city around me bore its scars openly.

Mine, I suspected, were only just beginning to form.
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I did not sleep so much as drift.

The room in the boardinghouse was small and plain; its wallpaper faded in uneven patches and the window made useless by blackout curtains that smelled faintly of damp. When I returned, the landlady was already in the hallway with her hair pinned up in a hurry, speaking in brisk tones to a neighbor about the raid as though describing a troublesome storm. She paused long enough to look me over, her eyes narrowing at the dust on my coat and the smear along my sleeve.

“You’ll want to rinse that off before it sets,” she said, not unkindly, and then returned to her conversation without waiting for my reply.

Upstairs, the quiet felt unnatural after the Underground. The building creaked softly with settling timbers. Somewhere a kettle whistled. Life was already attempting to resume its shape, even if the shape had changed.

I washed at the basin with water that ran cold and reluctant, scrubbing soot from my face until my skin stung. The mirror showed a stranger for a moment: eyes rimmed with fatigue, hair flattened and dusted grey, a faint bruise darkening along my shoulder where the masonry had caught me. When I rolled my sleeve, I found a scrape along my forearm I had not noticed in the night, already crusting over.

I should have been grateful to be alive.

I was.

And yet, each time I closed my eyes, I felt again the weight of Tom’s body shielding mine, the heat of him pressed close while the city shook above. It had been necessity. It had been survival. It had been nothing at all, I told myself, except the natural closeness of two men pinned briefly under the same danger.

The trouble was that I could not recall the moment as mere necessity. Each time I returned to it, something in me tightened with the same strange, unsettled awareness, as though the memory carried a pulse of its own.

I lay down fully dressed, intending only to rest my eyes for a few minutes, and woke an hour later to the sound of voices in the street below. The sirens had ceased. The raid had passed on. London had survived again, which felt less like triumph than habit.

I sat up slowly, listening.

Footsteps. Shouts. The rumble of a cart. A woman calling for her child with the weary impatience of someone who could not afford hysteria this early in the day. I rose and parted the blackout curtain a fraction, peering out.

The morning light was thin and grey, filtered through lingering smoke. Down the street, men in tin helmets moved with purposeful urgency. A queue had formed already outside the grocer’s, women holding ration books and empty string bags, speaking in low voices that rose into laughter now and then, defiant and ordinary. A delivery boy wove between them with a stack of papers under his arm, shouting headlines about the damage in the East End.

London went on.

It was a remarkable thing, to witness life insist on itself so stubbornly.

And yet my mind kept pulling toward a single point, like a needle finding north.

Mercer Street, Tom had said. Old council hall. Report in an hour.

Until tonight.

The phrase returned to me with unwelcome clarity.

It would have been easy to remain in my room and allow day to swallow the night. To return to my own concerns, to my work, to the illusion that I had any sort of control over what happened to me. I told myself I ought to do precisely that. I told myself I had no business involving myself further with the Auxiliary Fire Service, no aptitude for it, and certainly no appetite for danger now that my limbs had carried me through it once.

But when I imagined not going, I felt something colder than fear.

I dressed properly then, not because it mattered, but because it gave my hands something to do. I fastened my collar, adjusted my tie, pulled my coat on. I found my ration book and tucked it into my pocket with the routine care of a man pretending his life was still governed by ordinary necessities. Downstairs, the landlady had set out toast so thin it might have been a joke in better times. I ate without tasting it and took a cup of tea that was more water than anything else.

“You’re going out?” she asked, watching me over the rim of her mug.

“Yes,” I replied.

“Well, don’t do anything heroic,” she said, which was as close to tenderness as she ever ventured.

“I’ll try not to,” I promised, and found that I meant it in more ways than one.

Outside, the city looked as though it had been rubbed raw. Streets wore new scars. Some windows were boarded, others gaped open, curtains blown out as if the homes themselves were exhaling. Men and women moved around craters with careful familiarity, as though such obstacles had always belonged there. A group of boys stood at the edge of a bomb site, watching the wardens work with a fascination that made my stomach twist.

Further along, someone had chalked a rude message on a surviving wall about Hitler and his mother. It was crude and childish and, unexpectedly, it made me smile. There was a kind of comfort in that too: the refusal to be cowed into politeness.

As I walked, I became aware of how my body held itself differently in daylight. In the Underground I had leaned into Tom without thinking, allowing his arm around me as naturally as if we had always belonged in the same small circle of warmth. In morning air, with the city visible, with eyes everywhere, I found myself tightening, drawing inward, as though bracing for scrutiny.

I did not know what I expected.

A part of me imagined that Mercer Street would be crowded enough to lose him among strangers, which would solve the problem neatly. Another part of me feared it would not.

The council hall announced itself by noise before it came into view. The street around it was crowded with men in shirtsleeves, women in aprons, older boys eager to be useful. A chalkboard sign had been propped outside the entrance. Someone had written in large, hurried letters: volunteers needed. First aid. Fire watch. Debris clearance.

Inside, the air was warm with bodies and the scent of wet wool. Tables had been arranged in lines. Clipboards moved from hand to hand. A woman in a sensible hat shouted instructions above the din while a man with a moustache and a cigarette seemed to be attempting to organize three arguments at once.

I hesitated at the doorway, suddenly conscious of the absurdity of my presence. I was not built for this. I was not, if truth be told, particularly useful with my hands. My talents, insofar as I possessed any, lay in words and figures and quiet routines. The war had already revealed that such talents were of limited use when the sky was falling.

And then I saw him.

Tom stood near the back, his sleeves rolled as before, braces properly fastened now, a tin helmet in hand. The soot had been washed from his jaw, revealing the cut at his temple more clearly, but his eyes looked no less sharp. He was speaking to a man with a clipboard, posture relaxed, as though this crowded chaos were his natural environment.

Something in my chest eased, and I resented it at once.

He glanced up as if he felt my attention, and our eyes met across the hall.

His expression did not change dramatically. He did not smile or beckon. He simply held my gaze for a moment longer than courtesy required.

Then, without hurry, he moved through the crowd toward me.

“You came,” he said when he reached me, as though confirming a fact rather than expressing surprise.

“I said I might,” I replied, feeling suddenly foolish, as though I had arrived at a rendezvous rather than a council hall.

His gaze flicked over me, taking in my buttoned collar and properly arranged tie.

“You look like you’re going to an office,” he observed.

“I am,” I said, and then found myself adding, “Or I was meant to. This morning.”

“What do you do?” he asked.

The question was ordinary enough. Yet coming from him, spoken in that low, steady voice, it felt like something else: an attempt to place me properly in the world.

“I worked for an insurance firm before the river district became... less stable,” I said, choosing my words carefully. It sounded cowardly when spoken aloud, as though I had fled at the first inconvenience. “Clerical work. Accounts. Letters.”

Tom nodded slowly.

“And you thought that qualified you to pull rubble?” he asked.

There it was. The faint humor. Not mocking, not cruel, simply acknowledging the absurdity.

“I thought,” I said, unable to stop myself, “that if I was going to be frightened every night, I might as well be frightened with purpose.”

For a moment he said nothing.

His eyes held mine with that same directness that had unsettled me in the street, as though he was seeing past the neatness of my collar and into the mess beneath.

Then he said, quietly, “That’s the most sensible thing I’ve heard all morning.”

The hall shook faintly as a lorry passed outside, and someone in the corner laughed nervously as though anticipating another raid. Tom tilted his head toward a table where a woman was sorting volunteers into groups.

“Do you know how to carry?” he asked.

“Carry what?” I replied.

“Buckets. Boards. Stretchers. Anything that needs carrying.”

I hesitated. “I suppose I have carried a suitcase before.”

His mouth twitched again, that same faint warmth.

“You’ll do,” he decided, and stepped closer to guide me forward.

It should have been nothing more than direction in a crowded room, yet I felt again the instinctive awareness of him: the space between our bodies narrowing, the press of his hand at my back for the briefest moment as he navigated me through the crush. I was conscious of other people’s eyes, of their quick assessments, and I found myself straightening, becoming careful.

Tom did not become careful.

He moved as he pleased, and the crowd seemed to accommodate him naturally.

At the volunteer table, the woman looked me over with brisk efficiency.

“Name?”

“Elliott Hayes,” I replied.

“Address?”

I gave it.

“Any medical training?”

“No.”

“Any experience with fires?”

“Only the sort that burn a kettle,” I said, and earned myself a thin, exhausted smile.

She made a mark on her clipboard. “Debris clearance, then. You’ll be paired with—”

“With me,” Tom interrupted, and the woman’s brows rose.

“Are you in charge now, Thomas?” she asked sharply.

Tom’s tone did not change, but something in him hardened fractionally, the way a man stiffens when pressed by authority.

“He was with me last night,” he said. “I know what he can manage.”

The woman studied him for a moment, then scribbled again. “Fine. Don’t get him killed. I haven’t the patience for paperwork.”

Tom accepted the assignment with an easy nod, as though he had expected no other outcome.

And I, inexplicably, felt my throat tighten.

He had claimed me with a single sentence.

Not in the way one claims a possession, but in the way one claims responsibility.

It should have annoyed me.

Instead, it warmed something in me I did not wish to examine too closely.

We were given armbands and instructed to report to a street two blocks away where a row of houses had taken a direct hit. As we stepped back into the open air, the smoke seemed thicker again, as though daylight made the devastation easier to see.

Tom walked beside me at an unhurried pace, helmet tucked beneath his arm. The city around us seemed louder now: the scrape of shovels, the murmur of queues, the distant clang of metal.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” I said before I could stop myself.

“Done what?”

“Assigned yourself to me.”

He glanced at me, expression unreadable.

“I didn’t assign myself,” he said. “I made sure you weren’t assigned to someone who’d treat you like an inconvenience.”

“I am an inconvenience,” I replied dryly.

“You’re an extra pair of hands,” he corrected. “And you’re not stupid. That helps.”

It was such a practical compliment that I should have laughed.

Instead, I felt myself flush, and I was grateful for the lingering soot in the air that might disguise it.

We reached the damaged street and joined others already working. The tasks were simple in theory and brutal in practice: lift, move, stack, carry. The rubble seemed endless. The smell of smoke clung to everything. Sweat gathered beneath my collar. My shoulder protested with each heavy haul.

Tom worked without pause, efficient and focused, as though his body had been built for this particular kind of endurance. He did not fuss over me, but neither did he leave me to flounder. When I attempted to lift a beam alone, he stepped in wordlessly, taking the weight with me, his shoulder brushing mine.

At one point I stumbled on loose brick and swore sharply, a word I would not have uttered in polite company. Tom’s head turned, and his eyes held mine for a beat.

Then he said, with quiet approval, “There you are.”

I ought to have been embarrassed.

Instead, a laugh escaped me, surprising and almost inappropriate amid ruin.

For a moment, the war receded. Not in reality, but in my perception of it. I became aware of how strange and intimate it was to laugh with a man while standing amid the wreckage of other people’s lives.
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