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The first time the siren reached our village, I thought it was wind.

It rose low over the fields, bending across hedgerows and stone walls, dragging something cold through the night air. I straightened from the fence line, dirt still clinging to my hands, and listened.

It wailed again.

Longer this time. Sharper.

Not wind.

Across the lane, Thomas Whitaker stepped out of his barn with a lantern in his hand. Even at a distance, I knew the shape of him—the breadth of his shoulders, the steady way he moved, as though nothing could rattle him.

We’d lived side by side for years.

Nods across fences. Brief remarks about weather. Once or twice, tools exchanged without much conversation.

That was the extent of it.

The siren cut through the sky again.

Thomas glanced toward the low mound behind his barn. The shelter.

I didn’t wait.

The earth felt different under my boots as I crossed it—tense, expectant. Thomas reached the hatch at the same time I did. He pulled it open without speaking.

“You first,” he said.

His voice was rougher than usual.

I climbed down into the narrow brick-lined space below. The air smelled of damp soil and oil. The ceiling was low. Too low for him to stand straight.

When Thomas followed, the lantern light flooded the shelter in gold. Then the hatch shut above us.

The sound felt final.

The first distant explosion rolled through the ground like a warning.

We stood facing opposite walls.

There wasn’t room for much else.

The shelter was barely wide enough for two men without touching. I could feel his heat at my side, even without looking. The faint scent of sweat and hay clinging to him.

Another boom. Closer.

The lantern flickered.

Dust fell in soft streams from the ceiling.

I swallowed.

It wasn’t the bombs that unsettled me most.

It was how close he was.

Our arms brushed when the ground trembled again. Accidental. We both shifted at once, trying to steady ourselves.

The space shrank.

Another blast—hard enough to make the bricks groan.

Without thinking, I reached out.

My hand landed at his waist. Solid muscle beneath worn fabric. I told myself I needed balance.

He went still.

The shelter seemed to hold its breath.

I could feel him through my palm. The strength there. The warmth. The steady rise and fall of his breathing.

“I—” I started.

Another explosion cut me off.

The lantern swung wildly.

His hand shot out—not toward the wall.

Toward me.

He gripped my upper arm, fingers strong and certain.

It should have felt like steadying.

It didn’t.

We were closer now. Our chests nearly touching. My hand still resting at his waist. His grip tightening, not loosening.

Another blast shook the ground violently.

I stumbled forward.

This time there was no pretense.

My body collided fully with his.

Chest to chest.

Hip to hip.

He caught me instantly, one arm wrapping around my back. Protective. Instinctive.

I felt the length of him pressed against me.

Solid. Unmistakable.

My breath left me in a sharp exhale.

We stayed like that while the world fractured above us.

His arm around me. My hand sliding from his waist to the firm curve of his lower back.

The trembling finally eased.

The bombs moved farther off.

But he didn’t let go.

Neither did I.

We were breathing the same air now. Shared heat. Shared space.

Shared something else.

He turned his head.

Just enough.

Our faces were inches apart.

Lantern light caught the line of his jaw, the faint shadow of stubble. I had never been this close to him before. Never allowed myself to look this long.

In daylight, he was just the man across the field.

Down here, he felt different.

His eyes dropped once.

To my mouth.

“We shouldn’t,” he muttered.

I didn’t know which part he meant.

The bombs. The touching. The way my hand had tightened against him instead of pulling away.

Another distant explosion rolled through the earth.

He slid his hand from my arm to my waist.

Slowly.

Deliberately.

Testing.

My pulse thundered.

The war raged above us.

But down in the dark, something else had begun.

And when he pulled me closer again, it wasn’t from fear.

It was because he wanted to.
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Before the sirens ever reached our village, the war lived in the dark.

It crept in quietly at first. In the wireless reports. In ration cards tucked into coat pockets. In young men disappearing from lanes and not returning. But it was the nights that changed us most.

Every evening, just before dusk, the village dimmed itself into secrecy.

Blinds drawn tight. Curtains pinned at the edges. Lamps shaded and turned low. Not a sliver of light allowed to leak into the open air. They told us enemy bombers searched for glow in the countryside — a careless window, a chink in the dark — something to guide them.

So we smothered our homes.

The first week of blackout, old Mrs. Cartwright left her kitchen light uncovered. The warden banged at her door so hard the whole lane heard it. After that, no one forgot.

By nine o’clock, the world beyond the hedgerows became ink. Fields vanished. Roads dissolved. Even the stars felt dimmer, as if they too were observing orders.

The village was to be kept safe.

We told ourselves that often.

As if safety were something we could command simply by obeying rules.

I lived at the edge of the lane with my mother, in the same narrow stone cottage I’d grown up in. Our fields stretched long and flat toward the Whitaker property.

Thomas Whitaker.

He’d inherited his land young. Strong back, steady hands, quiet mouth. A man who worked sun to sun and didn’t speak much about anything beyond crops and weather.

In daylight, he was solid as the fence posts he mended. Broad shoulders beneath rolled sleeves. Forearms corded from lifting hay. Dark hair always in need of trimming. There was nothing delicate about him.

He wasn’t soft with women either.

The village girls fluttered around him whenever he came into the grocer’s on Saturdays. He’d lean one elbow against the counter, hat tipped back just enough to show the line of his throat when he laughed. Low and easy.

They called him charming.

Some called him dangerous.

The vicar’s daughter cried over him once. That had been talked about for weeks.

He had a reputation for knowing his way around a woman’s waist. For slipping out of cottages before dawn. For leaving flushed cheeks and quiet smiles behind him.

The village womanizer.

Not cruel.

Just confident.

And in times like these, confidence was rare enough to feel reckless.

I noticed him the way any man might notice another who moved through a room without hesitation. Who took up space without apology.

That was all.

There was no time for anything else.

Not with war stretching its shadow over everything.

By late autumn, the tension in the air felt permanent. Even the cows startled easier. Even the wind carried a strange metallic edge.

Some nights the distant thud of bombs reached us faintly from cities farther south. A dull rumble beneath the soil, like something enormous shifting in its sleep.

We would pause at the sound.

Listen.

Wait.

Then return to our tasks as though nothing had happened.

I’d see Thomas across the fence line some evenings, both of us finishing chores before the blackout hour. He worked without hurry, shirt damp against his back, muscles flexing under lantern glow as he carried feed sacks into the barn.

There are things a man notices without meaning to.

The way sweat traces down a spine.

The way a body moves when it thinks no one is watching.

But noticing isn’t wanting.

At least that’s what I told myself.

War has a way of shrinking the world. Of reducing life to essentials. Food. Shelter. Survival.

There was no room for indulgence.

No room for distraction.

Certainly no room for imagining what it might feel like to stand close enough to him that his breath touched my skin.

Those were thoughts best left buried.

The blackout bell rang through the village just before nine. I stepped inside, fastening the last of the curtains until not a single seam of light escaped into the night.

Outside, the countryside disappeared into obedience.

We were hidden.

Or so we believed.
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The village still tried to pretend we were untouched by it all.

On Saturdays, we gathered in the church hall as though routine could ward off war. Women brought sponge cakes stretched thin with rationed sugar. The grocer poured weak tea. Someone always dragged in a wireless set, its crackling reports lowered just enough to be ignored.

That night, the blackout curtains were already pinned along the hall windows. Thick and heavy. No light allowed to slip through. Lanterns hung low from hooks in the rafters, casting everyone in amber shadows.

It made the air feel smaller.

Closer.

Sweat gathered quicker when people laughed.

Thomas arrived late, as he always did.

He ducked under the low beam near the entrance, cap in hand, sleeves rolled high from work. His shirt clung slightly at the shoulders, damp from the day’s labor. Even in lantern light, you could see the solid shape of him—thick through the chest, strong through the arms, built from work rather than vanity.

Three girls noticed at once.

They always did.

Margaret Hill touched her hair before he even reached the table. Elsie Carter straightened her blouse. The baker’s niece—home from the city now that it wasn’t safe—watched him the way city girls do, openly and without shame.

Thomas smiled at them in turn.

Not wide. Not foolish.

Just enough.

He leaned one elbow against the refreshment table and bent slightly toward Margaret as she spoke. Close enough that her laugh turned
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