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ONE

THE SOUND THAT WASN’T DEAD
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The first rule of surviving was simple:

If it moved wrong, you ran.

If it sounded wrong, you hid.

If it sounded right—you prayed it wasn’t lying.

The sound behind me didn’t sound dead.

I was already moving before my brain finished the thought.

Glass crunched under my boots as I ducked into the pharmacy doorway, shoulder slamming into the bent metal frame hard enough to rattle my teeth. I twisted sideways, dropped low, and dragged the shelving unit I’d already loosened across the entrance. It screeched like hell—too loud, way too loud—but I didn’t stop. Noise mattered less than teeth.

I crouched, breathing through my nose, pulse pounding in my ears.

Outside, something shuffled past the storefront.

Slow. Uneven. Dragging.

Dead.

Good.

I stayed still anyway. Counted my breaths. Five in. Five out. My fingers tightened around the crowbar in my hand, knuckles aching from how hard I’d been gripping it for the last—what—hour? Two? Time slipped when you were hunted by things that didn’t get tired.

The dead passed.

I waited longer than I needed to. Then longer still.

Only when the silence settled into something familiar did I stand and peer through the cracked glass.

The street was wreckage and shadow. Cars abandoned at angles that suggested panic, doors hanging open, a bus jackknifed into a storefront farther down. Bodies—old ones—slumped where they’d fallen. Nothing moved except a torn plastic bag caught in the wind.

I exhaled.

That was when I heard it again.

A sound that didn’t belong.

Not the wet drag of feet.

Not the hollow moan.

Not the clicking jaw or the rasping breath.

This was sharper. Quieter. Controlled.

A human sound.

I froze.

The second rule of surviving was harder than the first:

The living were more dangerous than the dead.

I slid back into the pharmacy, heart hammering, and climbed the rickety metal ladder to the stockroom loft. From there, I had a view of the street through a grimy skylight. I lay flat on my stomach, breath shallow, and waited.

Please be nothing, I thought.

Please be nothing.

The sound came again—a scrape, then a soft curse.

I swallowed.

Someone was out there.

I scanned the street carefully. Slow. Methodical. I’d learned the hard way that panic made you sloppy, and sloppy got you killed. My gaze caught movement near the overturned bus.

A figure slipped from shadow to shadow, keeping low. Not running. Not stumbling. He moved like someone who knew how to stay alive.

That alone put me on edge.

He paused near the bus, pressed his back against the metal, and peered around the corner. The way he held himself—tense but controlled—told me he wasn’t dead. The way he checked his surroundings before moving again told me he wasn’t reckless.

The way he nearly tripped over a body told me he was exhausted.

I watched him longer than I should have.

He was tall. Broad-shouldered. Moving like every muscle was coiled and ready to spring. A pack was slung over one shoulder, torn and overstuffed, and he held a knife in his right hand. Not a kitchen knife. Something heavier.

A survivor.

The third rule of surviving slammed into me all at once:

Don’t be seen.

I shifted back, careful not to scrape the metal beneath me.

That was when the dead noticed him.

It happened fast. Too fast.

A shape lurched out from behind the bus, arms flailing, mouth opening wide enough to unhinge. Then another. And another. Three of them, drawn by movement, by breath, by life.

The man spun, knife flashing, and drove it into the first skull with brutal efficiency. The body dropped, but the sound—God, the sound—was enough to draw more.

I saw his head snap up, eyes scanning wildly.

He was almost trapped.

I didn’t think.

I never thought, later, that this was courage or stupidity. It was just instinct—raw and undeniable.

I moved.

I slid down the ladder, hit the floor hard, and shoved the shelving unit aside just enough to slip through. The dead were converging on him now, four, five, maybe more, and he was backing toward the bus with nowhere left to go.

“Hey!” I hissed, waving one arm.

His head snapped toward me.

For a split second, our eyes met across the wreckage.

Recognition flared there. Not of me—but of opportunity.

He ran.

I slammed the shelving back into place behind us as we barreled into the pharmacy, momentum carrying us forward. We both dropped low as hands clawed through the doorway, fingers scraping metal, teeth snapping.

“Back room,” I said, voice low and urgent.

He didn’t argue. He followed.

We sprinted through the darkened aisles, shelves half-empty, the smell of dust and rot thick in the air. I yanked open the stockroom door and shoved him inside, then pulled it shut and jammed the handle with a broken chair leg.

We stood there, chest to chest, listening.

Outside, the dead pressed against the storefront, frustrated and mindless. The sound of them was a wall—scraping, moaning, relentless.

Inside, it was just the two of us.

He was breathing hard. So was I.

Up close, he was even bigger than I’d thought. Broad shoulders filling the narrow space, arms corded with muscle, skin smeared with dirt and dried blood that wasn’t his—at least, I hoped it wasn’t. His hair was dark and damp with sweat, falling into his eyes.

His eyes.

They were sharp. Alert. Locked on me like I might vanish if he looked away.

“Thank you,” he said quietly.

His voice was rough. Low. Not panicked.

It hit me then, hard and sudden, that I hadn’t heard a human voice forever.

“You’re welcome,” I managed.

Silence stretched between us, heavy and electric. The dead clawed and moaned on the other side of the wall, but in that moment, they felt far away. Like a storm outside a sealed room.

He glanced at the door, then back at me. “You alone?”

“Yes,” I said, too quickly. Then, after a beat, “Mostly.”

His mouth twitched. Almost a smile.

“I’m Aaron.”

The name settled into me like something I’d been waiting for.

“Ben,” I said.

Another pause. His gaze flicked over me—my pack, my hands, the crowbar I still held like a lifeline. Not judging. Assessing.

“Do you have a place?” he asked.

I hesitated.

The fourth rule of surviving whispered in my ear:

Don’t invite strangers into your shelter.

But the fifth rule—the one nobody liked to admit existed—rose louder:

Being alone would kill you eventually.

“Yes,” I said. “It’s safe. For now.”

He nodded once. No pressure. No pleading.

“I won’t be a problem,” he said.

I believed him.

Outside, something banged hard against the wall, making us both jump. Instinctively, his hand came up, hovering near my shoulder—not touching, but close enough that I could feel the heat of him.

Something about it unsettled me. 

“Let’s get out of here before they break through,” I said.

“Lead the way.”

I did.

And as we slipped out the back into the ruined city, the dead still clawing uselessly behind us, I had the strangest, most terrifying thought of all:

I didn’t want to survive this alone anymore.
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TWO

BEFORE & AFTER
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The shelter sealed behind us with a sound I’d come to trust—the dull, final clunk of metal braced against metal.

I leaned into the door for a second, just breathing, letting my heartbeat slow. Aaron stood a few steps back, knife still in his hand, shoulders squared, listening to the world outside like it might try something stupid.

“They won’t get in,” I said.

It wasn’t bravado. I’d tested every weak point myself.

Aaron nodded. “Good.”

I switched on the battery lantern. Soft yellow light filled the room, pushing the shadows back just enough to make it livable.

This was the part people never expected—the order. The shelves lined neatly, the supplies rationed and labeled, the mattress tucked against the wall like it belonged there. Survival wasn’t just about killing what came at you. It was about keeping yourself human when the world tried to grind you down into something feral.

Aaron took it all in slowly.

“You’ve been here a while,” he said.

“Long enough to know what breaks,” I replied.

He didn’t ask more. Just nodded, like he understood the weight behind that sentence.

I handed him a protein bar and sat across from him with one of my own. We ate quietly, the dead murmuring faintly above us like a storm that never quite moved on.

The silence pulled at me—not uncomfortable, just... full.

I’d been alone long enough that my thoughts no longer waited their turn.

It had been almost two years since everything fell apart.

Not all at once. That was the lie people liked to tell themselves later. That the world ended in a single night, a single scream, a single disaster. It didn’t. It frayed. It unraveled thread by thread while everyone argued about what to call it.

A virus. Then another. Hospitals overwhelmed. Governments promising containment right up until they stopped promising anything at all. People dying, then not staying dead. People waking up wrong.

The city collapsed fast after that.

I’d been living with my partner, Evan, when it started.

The memory came uninvited, as it always did—him asleep on the couch, arm flung over his eyes, the television murmuring bad news neither of us wanted to hear. He’d worked nights at a bar downtown. I worked from home. We joked that if the world ended, at least one of us would be awake for it.

I’d told him we should leave. Pack up, go somewhere quieter.

He told me I worried too much.

The night he didn’t come home rewired something inside me.

I never saw him again. Never got confirmation. Never got a body. Just absence, which was worse. Absence left room for hope, and hope was dangerous now.

I’d survived because I learned to stop waiting.

Across from me, Aaron shifted, the movement subtle but deliberate, like he was recalibrating. His eyes flicked to mine, then away again.

“You don’t move like someone who just got lucky,” he said.

I huffed softly. “Lucky’s not really my thing.”

That seemed to satisfy him. He set his knife on the table, slow and careful, the handle angled toward me, the blade turned aside.

I noticed anyway.

A quiet signal of trust.

“I don’t stay anywhere long,” he said after a moment. “Didn’t plan to today either.”

“But you did,” I replied.

“Yeah.”

I watched his hands as he spoke—scarred, steady, capable. A man who’d learned the hard way what the world demanded of him.

“I used to think movement kept me alive,” he continued. “Turns out it just kept me alone.”

A quiet pressure settled behind my ribs. 

“You can stay tonight,” I said. “It’s safer.”

He met my eyes, searching—not for weakness, but for intention.

“I won’t take advantage,” he said.

“I know.”

The words surprised both of us with how easily they came.

I laid out a second blanket on the large mattress, careful not to crowd him. The space between us felt intentional, respectful—and somehow heavier for it.

As we settled in, the dead scratched faintly above us, distant but persistent. Aaron leaned back against the wall, eyes closed but body alert, like rest was something he allowed himself in shifts.

“You’re organized,” he said suddenly.

I smiled despite myself. “You should’ve seen me before all this. Color-coded calendars. Labeled pantry.”
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