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ONE
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The gate closed behind us with a sound that wasn’t hostile—but wasn’t welcoming either.

Metal met metal. Final. Deliberate.

I stood just inside the perimeter, hands still raised because no one had told me to lower them yet. The welded bars were thicker up close, reinforced in ways that suggested repetition. This wasn’t their first gate. Probably not their second either.

Aaron lowered his hands first.

I followed a second later.

No one reacted. That, more than the weapons angled loosely in our direction, told me everything I needed to know about this place. They weren’t afraid of us. They weren’t impressed either.

We were inventory.

“Names,” a man said from just inside the fence line.

Aaron answered immediately. “Aaron.”

A pen scratched paper.

The man’s gaze shifted to me. “You?”

“Ben.”

Another mark.

The man looked between us again, more carefully this time. “You traveling together?”

“Yes,” Aaron said without hesitation.

The man tilted his head slightly. “How long?”

“Long enough to stop counting,” Aaron replied.

I glanced at him, surprised despite myself.

The man’s pen paused. “Together how?”

Romantically.

That was what he meant. The line people always made you cross.

Aaron didn’t look at me. He didn’t need to.

“We’re together,” he said. “Romantically.”

The word didn’t waver. It didn’t rush. It landed exactly where he placed it.

Something in me steadied—not relief, not triumph. Just the quiet certainty of being named. Chosen. Seen.

The man studied Aaron more closely now. Then he looked at me.

“Partners,” he said.

“Yes,” Aaron confirmed.

The man exhaled through his nose, like that clarified something inconvenient. “That’ll complicate intake.”

Aaron didn’t flinch. “It shouldn’t.”

“It does,” the man said calmly.

He scribbled something, then gestured toward the inner checkpoint. “You can proceed.”

We moved forward through a narrower gate, single file. Aaron’s shoulder brushed mine once before the space forced us apart.

Inside, the settlement unfolded in layers—not chaotic, not desperate. Intentional. Fires burned low and controlled. People moved with purpose. Someone was reinforcing a barricade near the riverbank. Someone else repaired a wheel with careful focus.

A child ran past us laughing.

Aaron slowed slightly.

I didn’t have to look to know why.

We were directed into a long structure that smelled faintly of disinfectant and oil. Intake. A woman sat behind a folding table, clipboard in hand, her expression sharp but not unkind.

She motioned Aaron forward first.

I remained standing.

“Any bites?” she asked him.

“No.”

“Recent injuries?”

“Nothing infected.”

She nodded and wrote. “Background?”

“Construction.”

Her pen paused. “Useful.”

She finished quickly, efficiently, then looked at me.

“Sit.”

I did.

“Any bites?”

“No.”

“Injuries?”

“Old,” I said. “Managed.”

Her gaze dropped briefly to my leg. She wrote something without comment, then stood.

“Sleeping assignments are posted outside,” she said. “You’ll be separated tonight.”

Aaron straightened immediately. “Why?”

“We don’t house couples together during intake,” she replied evenly.

“That’s not necessary,” he said.

“It is here,” she said. “Attachments complicate decision-making under stress.”

“They also keep people alive,” Aaron said.

“Sometimes,” she agreed. “Other times they get others killed.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but Aaron shook his head slightly—not dismissal. Protection.

“Orientation is at first light,” she continued. “You’ll both be evaluated independently.”

Aaron held her gaze for a long moment.

Then he nodded once. “Fine. But we stay together.”

She didn’t smile. “We’ll see.”

Outside, the sleeping assignments were posted on a laminated sheet bolted to a board.

Aaron’s name was near the top.

Mine was further down.

Different structures. Different zones.

Efficient.

We stopped near a water station. Aaron filled two cups and handed one to me without looking.

“Drink,” he said.

“I am,” I replied, already doing it.

Silence stretched—not awkward, just unaddressed.

“This is where things change,” I said quietly.

Aaron glanced around. “Because it’s safe?”

“Because it looks like it is.”

He considered that. “You want to leave?”

“No,” I said. Then, after a beat, “I want to know what it costs.”

That earned a real look—the one he didn’t give lightly.

Before he could answer, a voice called his name.

“Aaron.”

We both turned.

A man in his forties stood a few paces away, broad and solid, wearing a vest reinforced at the shoulders. Leadership without ceremony.

“Construction background?” the man asked.

“Yes.”

“Come with me.”

Aaron hesitated.

I didn’t move.

“I’ll be right here,” I said.

His jaw tightened slightly. “I know.”

He followed the man toward the inner perimeter without looking back again.

I stood longer than necessary, watching him disappear into motion. People greeted him. Someone clapped him lightly on the shoulder like they already expected him to belong.

I told myself not to read into it.

That night, I lay on my assigned cot staring up at a ceiling made of patched metal and belief. The sounds around me were unfamiliar—quiet conversations, low laughter, tools being set aside instead of raised.

Safety had a sound. I wasn’t sure I trusted it.

Aaron didn’t come check on me.

I told myself that meant nothing.

At some point, footsteps approached. I recognized them immediately.

Aaron stopped beside my cot.

“They want me on patrol rotation,” he said quietly. “Structural evaluations tomorrow.”

“That makes sense,” I replied.

“They didn’t ask you.”

“No.”

“That wasn’t accidental.”

“No.”

Silence settled between us.

“I don’t want this to be the thing that splits us,” I said.

“It doesn’t have to,” he replied.

“That’s not an answer.”

He exhaled slowly. “I don’t know yet what staying here requires.”

“Neither do I,” I said. “But we should know together.”

He nodded. “Agreed.”

He didn’t sit. Didn’t touch me. Didn’t promise anything he couldn’t keep.

But before he stepped away, he said, “I’m still here.”

Not dramatic. Not performative.

True.

When he left, I closed my eyes—not to sleep, but to hold onto the shape of that truth while I still could.

The gate had let us in.

That didn’t mean it would let us stay.

And it definitely didn’t mean it would let us stay together.
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TWO

TERMS & CONDITIONS
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Morning didn’t arrive so much as it asserted itself.

The lights came on gradually, not bright but unavoidable, the kind designed to wake bodies without startling them. I opened my eyes already aware of where I was. New places did that to me. They never let me forget.

Around me, people stirred. Some sat up immediately. Others groaned softly and rolled onto their sides like sleep was something they could bargain with. I swung my legs off the cot and stood slowly, testing my balance. My leg complained, but it held.

That counted.

The central hall was already busy by the time I reached it. People lined up near a makeshift counter for food distribution—thin porridge, rationed bread, water measured carefully. No waste. No indulgence. It was efficient in the way that made you wonder what they’d already had to learn the hard way.

I scanned the room without meaning to.

Aaron wasn’t there.

That shouldn’t have surprised me. He’d been pulled aside early the night before, marked as useful in a way I wasn’t. This place categorized quickly. I could feel it pressing in from all sides, fitting people into roles whether they were ready or not.

I took my bowl and sat near the edge of the hall, back against a support beam. I ate slowly, letting the routine settle around me. Somewhere to my left, someone laughed quietly. Somewhere behind me, someone argued over tool access. Life, insisting on itself.

When Aaron finally appeared, he wasn’t alone.

Two men flanked him—one older, one younger. Both carried themselves with the same steady confidence I’d seen at the gate. Authority without decoration. Aaron listened as they spoke, nodding occasionally, his posture open but guarded.

I watched the way he moved with them.

Not deferential. Not defensive.

Capable.

Something sharp twisted low in my stomach. Not jealousy—not exactly. Awareness.

He caught my eye across the room.

Not by accident.

His expression changed immediately—not softening, not brightening, but something quieter. Intentional. He angled his body just enough that it was clear who he was looking at.

He excused himself without apology and crossed the room toward me.

“Morning,” he said.

“Is it?” I asked.

A corner of his mouth lifted. “Technically.”

He crouched beside me rather than taking the bench opposite. Lowered himself to my level like it mattered.

“They’re doing assessments today,” he said. “Skills, endurance, logistics.”

I nodded. “Figured.”

“They want me on patrol rotation. Structural work too.”

“That tracks.”

“They didn’t mention you,” he added.

“I know.”

He studied my face like he was checking for something he didn’t want to find. “I pushed back.”

I looked at him then. “You don’t have to fight every battle for me.”

“I’m not,” he said. “I’m choosing where to stand.”

That landed differently.

Before I could respond, a woman’s voice carried across the hall.

“Ben.”

I turned.

The intake officer from the night before stood near a side doorway, clipboard already in hand. She didn’t gesture impatiently. She didn’t rush.

She waited.

Aaron straightened. “I’m coming with him.”

She met his gaze evenly. “This isn’t joint evaluation.”

“He’s not a separate unit,” Aaron said.

“I disagree.”

Aaron didn’t move.

The room had gone quieter around us. Not silent—people still moved, still ate—but attention sharpened.

“This is assessment,” the woman continued. “Not punishment. We need to understand individual limits.”

“You already decided his,” Aaron said.

Her eyes flicked briefly to my leg, then back to his face. “We made note.”

Aaron stood fully now. “Then note this too.”

He turned to me.

Not grand. Not loud.

Deliberate.

“I don’t accept placement that treats us like a problem to be managed.”

I felt heat rise to my face—not embarrassment. Something else. Recognition.

The woman exhaled slowly. “You’re new here.”

“Yes,” Aaron agreed. “That doesn’t make me wrong.”
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