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ONE
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I’d known better.

That was the worst part of it—not the sound, not the way the alley closed in, not even the bodies reaching for me. It was the certainty, sharp and immediate, that I had made a mistake I couldn’t undo.

Noise carries. Everyone learns that early, if they survive long enough. Footsteps, breath, metal scraping brick—anything louder than silence is an invitation. I’d spent months learning how to move without leaving a trace, how to disappear into ruined streets and half-collapsed buildings.

And tonight, I’d broken my own rule.

The sound hadn’t been loud at first. Just enough. Enough to wake something that had been waiting.

I didn’t bother counting how many of them there were. Numbers stop mattering once there are too many. The alley narrowed ahead of me, brick walls hemming me in, my boots slipping slightly on damp pavement as the first shape lurched into view.

I knifed it on instinct.

The blade went in clean. The body dropped. I stepped forward into the space it left—and the gap closed immediately.

Hands grabbed at my jacket. Fingers scraped skin. Another came at me from the side, mouth open, breath wet and wrong. I twisted, struck again, felt the jolt up my arm as bone gave way.

My shoulders burned. My grip faltered for half a second, then tightened.

Too many.

I fought forward because backing up wasn’t an option. Every movement cost more than the last. I could hear my own breathing now, harsh and uneven, louder than it should have been. That was how they found you—sound and motion and the simple fact of being alive.

Something hit me from behind.

I staggered, caught myself against the wall, turned just in time to drive the knife up and in. Blood slicked my hand. I wiped it on my jeans without thinking, already pivoting toward the next shape lunging out of the dark.

This was how it ended, then. Not heroically. Not even quickly.

Just worn down.

I felt the cold clarity of it settle in as my arm screamed in protest. I didn’t have enough left to keep this up. Not alone.

“Ben!”

Aaron’s voice cut through the chaos.

It shouldn’t have mattered—but it did. It snapped my focus sideways for just long enough that a hand caught my sleeve and yanked me back. Teeth snapped inches from my face.

I tore free, barely, heart slamming against my ribs as I stumbled forward—

And Aaron was there.

He moved like he always did—fast, deliberate, already bleeding but still dangerous. His knife flashed once, twice, dropping the two closest to me before they could close the distance.

He shouldn’t have come back.

Every rational part of me knew that. He could have run. He should have. We’d talked about this—about not being reckless, about not choosing attachment over survival.

But there he was anyway, shoulder brushing mine as we fell into step without a word.

Back-to-back at first. Then closer. Tight.

When I stumbled, he caught me. When he slipped, I grabbed his jacket and hauled him upright. There was no space for fear now—only motion, only keeping each other on our feet.

We broke free by inches.

I don’t remember deciding to run. I just remember moving—lungs burning, legs shaking as we tore down the street and into shadow, cutting through a narrow passage I barely recognized. The sound followed us, always did, but it thinned as distance and darkness worked in our favor.

We didn’t stop until we couldn’t hear them anymore.

I bent over, hands braced on my knees, dragging air into my lungs like I’d forgotten how to breathe. My hands shook. Sweat ran into my eyes.

Aaron straightened first.

He turned toward me immediately, eyes scanning my face, my chest, my arms. “You hit?”

I opened my mouth to answer and nothing came out.

He was closer before I realized it, hands firm but careful as he checked my ribs, my shoulders, the cut along my forearm I hadn’t felt yet. His touch grounded me in a way nothing else had.

“I think I’m okay,” I said finally.

“That’s not an answer,” he said, and there was something in his voice I hadn’t heard before. Not panic. Something sharper. Something personal.

I caught his wrist—not hard, just enough to stop him. “I’m here.”

He looked up then. Really looked.

For a second, the ruined street faded away. It was just us, standing too close in the dark, adrenaline humming under my skin.

“You shouldn’t have come back,” I said quietly.

“I wasn’t going to leave you,” he said.

No drama. No hesitation.

Just truth.

Something warm and dangerous settled low in my chest. Not relief. Something else. Something that made the world feel briefly, impossibly held.

“We need to move,” I said.

“Yeah.”

Neither of us did.

He stepped closer instead, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating off him. His hand brushed mine—an accident, maybe. Or maybe not.

The pull was still there, stronger now for being restrained. It sat low and insistent, impossible to ignore.

This wasn’t hunger.

It was need—with patience.

“We can’t be careless,” he said, voice low.

“I know,” I said.

But I didn’t step back.

Not yet.

Because the world was still out there. Still waiting. Still hungry.

But for now, we were alive. Together. And that felt like something worth holding onto.

The silence shifted—subtle, but enough.

“Shelter,” Aaron said.

I nodded.

We moved this time, fast and quiet, slipping back into shadow with a shared understanding that hadn’t existed before tonight.

Whatever this was—whatever we were choosing—it wasn’t nothing.

And it wasn’t over.
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TWO

SAFE, FOR NOW
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The shelter still smelled the same.

Dust and old fabric, metal that had never quite stopped being cold, even when the stove was lit. The scent hit me the moment we sealed the door behind us, familiar enough to make my shoulders sag with something dangerously close to relief.

Safe—for now.

Aaron checked the windows first. He always did. The wooden slats were still nailed tight across the frames, angled just enough to block light without trapping us completely in the dark. He tested each one, pressing his weight against them, listening.

I watched him while I pretended not to.

The way he moved was careful but efficient, like his body remembered this place even when his mind didn’t want to slow down yet. There was dried blood on his sleeve I hadn’t noticed outside. Mine, maybe. Or his. It was hard to tell anymore.

“You’re limping,” he said without turning around.

“I’m fine.”

He looked at me then. Really looked.

I sighed. “It’s nothing.”

“Sit,” he said.

Not sharp. Not unkind. Just certain.

I dropped my pack and lowered myself onto the chair anyway, the stiffness in my leg flaring as soon as I stopped moving. Adrenaline had a way of lying to you like that—letting you think you were intact until you weren’t.

Aaron knelt in front of me.

The sight of it made something twist low in my gut, not pain, not fear. Something else. He rolled up my pant leg carefully, fingers warm against skin that was still buzzing from exertion.

“Bruise,” he murmured. “No break.”

I exhaled, realizing I’d been holding my breath. “Told you.”

He shot me a look. “You tell me a lot of things.”

I huffed a quiet laugh despite myself.

He cleaned the cut on my forearm next. His touch was steady, practiced. We’d both patched each other up before—scrapes, burns, the occasional deeper wound—but this felt different. Slower. More deliberate.

“I shouldn’t have pushed it,” I said.

His hands paused for half a second.

“That wasn’t the problem,” he said. “Staying would’ve been.”

I didn’t argue. Some lessons stick.

He taped the bandage in place and leaned back on his heels, studying me like he was cataloging damage that didn’t show up on skin. His jaw tightened.

“You scared me,” he said.

The words hit harder than the attack had.

“I—” I stopped. Started again. “I didn’t mean to.”

“I know.”

That was worse, somehow.

He didn’t give me time to explain. Still kneeling, he leaned in and kissed me—fast, rough, all the restraint he’d been holding snapping at once. His mouth pressed hard, urgent, his tongue demanding like he needed proof I was here, breathing, alive.

I kissed him back just as fiercely, fingers curling into his shirt, the contact grounding us both.

When he pulled away, his forehead rested briefly against my chest, breath unsteady. He stayed there a second longer than necessary. Like letting go too soon might break something.

The stove crackled to life behind us. I hadn’t even noticed him light it. Heat crept slowly into the room, subtle but welcome, chasing the chill that had settled into my bones. The lantern cast a low glow across the walls, contained, muted.

Aaron stood and shrugged out of his jacket, hanging it near the heat to dry. When he turned back to me, he didn’t hesitate this time.

He took the chair beside mine and slipped an arm around my shoulders, pulling me in close.

I let myself lean into him, resting my head against his shoulder, the solid warmth of him steadying me in a way nothing else could.

We didn’t speak for a moment. We didn’t need to.

Outside, the world waited—always did—but for the moment it felt held back by wood and distance and the thin, fragile safety we’d built together.

“I thought you weren’t going to make it,” he said after a moment.

I swallowed.

“I heard you,” he continued. “You yelling. And I—” He stopped, exhaled slowly. “I didn’t think. I just moved.”

“You shouldn’t have,” I said, even though I knew I wouldn’t have wanted him to do anything else.

He turned toward me. “Would you have left me?”

No.

The answer came too fast to deny.

He saw it anyway.

We sat there, the space between us charged with everything we weren’t saying. My leg ached now, the pain dull and insistent. My hands still trembled slightly, though I couldn’t tell if it was exhaustion or something else entirely.

Aaron shifted, his knee brushing mine.

It was accidental. I knew that.

It didn’t feel like it.

The pull between us hadn’t faded. If anything, it had sharpened—refined by danger, stripped of anything unnecessary. I was painfully aware of how close he was, how warm.

“You should rest,” he said.

“So should you.”

He nodded. Didn’t move.

Eventually, he moved to the mattress on the floor and leaned back against the wall, stretching his legs out. I followed suit, easing down until my shoulder pressed lightly against his arm.

Neither of us commented on it.

The shelter hummed with small sounds—the stove, the faint creak of settling wood. My eyelids grew heavy, but sleep hovered just out of reach, my body too keyed up to surrender completely.

“You ever think about what happens if this stops?” I asked quietly.
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