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The Sunset Clause


Chapter One


The rejection, when it came, was always quiet. It was a soft, almost regretful, “I can’t,” in response to Ben’s relentlessly cheerful, “Coffee tomorrow?” It was a slight, almost imperceptible shake of the head when Ben would suggest they catch a matinee on the weekend. It was a wall, polite and apologetic, but as solid and unbreachable as concrete.




After the first few weeks, Ben stopped asking. The invitations died on his lips, replaced by a new kind of understanding. An unspoken treaty was negotiated in the silent spaces between them; its terms drafted in lingering glances and careful distances. Their relationship, whatever it was, had borders. It was a sovereign nation with a population of two, and its territory was confined to the sterile, fluorescent-lit halls of HemaLife Solutions. Its clock ran only from dusk until dawn. The sunset clause was in full effect.




This new normal settled into a tense, unspoken rhythm. The anchor of their week, the one fixed point in their strange, intersecting orbits, became their 3 AM “lunch.” The breakroom, a place of worn linoleum and the lingering smell of microwaved popcorn became their private restaurant, their confessional, their neutral ground.




Caleb would arrive first, always. He would select the most isolated table in the corner, a small, square island that offered a clear view of the door and the humming vending machines. He would place his stainless-steel thermos on the table, a silent, metallic sentinel. It was his shield, his prop, the one piece of his carefully constructed lie that he had to carry with him everywhere. He would sit and wait, his unnatural stillness a stark contrast to the buzzing, vibrant life of the building around him. He would listen to the distant hum of the refrigerators, the rhythmic squeak of a janitor’s cart down the hall, the frantic, caffeinated heartbeat of a tech rushing to finish a report.




And then he would hear Ben’s heartbeat.




It was a sound distinct from all the others, a steady, energetic rhythm that Caleb could pick out from fifty yards away. It would grow stronger as Ben approached, a warm, approaching drumbeat that signaled the beginning of their strange, shared ritual.




Ben would burst into the breakroom like a contained weather system, all messy sandy-brown hair and restless energy. He always had two trays, laden with food.




“Tonight’s special,” he announced on this particular night, setting a tray in front of Caleb with a flourish, “is a mystery meat chili of dubious origin from the cafeteria, a side of slightly-too-salty crackers, and a green Jell-O cup that I’m pretty sure is sentient.” He slid onto the bench opposite Caleb, his own tray a mirror image of the one he’d offered. “Bon appétit.”




Caleb looked at the offering. The scent of the chili was rich and savory, a complex bouquet of cumin, tomato, and cooked meat. To his human memory, it was an appetizing smell. To his current biology, it was as inedible as sand. He gave a small, polite smile and pushed the tray slightly to the side.

“I’m fine,” he said, placing a hand on his thermos.




“Right. The kale and spirulina shake,” Ben said with an easy grin, already digging into his chili. “A man of discipline. I admire that. I have the impulse control of a golden retriever in a squirrel sanctuary.”




Caleb watched him eat. It was a fascination he couldn’t quite quell. He watched the way Ben’s lips, surprisingly full and well-defined, closed around the spoon. He watched the slight movement of his throat as he swallowed. He watched the way he would gesture with a cracker to emphasize a point, oblivious to the crumbs that scattered on the table. These were the mundane, beautiful mechanics of being human, a process Caleb could now only observe from a great, unbridgeable distance.




“So,” Ben said, after a few moments of enthusiastic eating. “Big news from the third floor. I think I’ve finally stabilized the new anticoagulant polymer. The one I was telling you about? The one that was causing all that hemolysis?”




Caleb nodded, remembering their first, fateful conversation. “The electrostatic shear stress.”




“The very same,” Ben said, pointing his spoon at Caleb. “Your pop-science article was a lifesaver. After our chat, I went back to the drawing board. I realized I was trying to solve a physics problem with a chemistry solution. I added a neutral buffer molecule—a simple glucose chain—to the polymer. It acts like an ionic shield, insulating the red blood cells from the charge on the polymer’s head.” He leaned forward, his hazel eyes bright with passion. “The preliminary tests are incredible. Platelet viability is up by two hundred percent. They’re lasting for almost fifteen days now. Fifteen! This could change everything, Caleb. Rural emergency services, military field hospitals… this is the holy grail.”




Caleb listened, a strange mixture of pride and guilt swirling in his gut. The solution, the elegant fix to Ben’s problem, had been his. He had seen it instantly, the ghost of the programmer inside him identifying the bug in the code. But he couldn’t claim it. He could only watch as Ben, brilliant and tenacious, arrived at the same conclusion through weeks of painstaking trial and error.




“That’s… amazing, Ben,” Caleb said, and the sincerity in his voice was genuine.




“It’s a start,” Ben said, though he couldn’t suppress a proud grin. “There are still years of clinical trials ahead. But it’s a start.” He took another bite of chili, then paused, his expression turning more thoughtful. “It’s funny. I wouldn’t have gotten there without you.”




“I didn’t do anything,” Caleb said quickly.




“You did,” Ben insisted. “You listened. And you… you ask the right questions, even when you’re not asking them. When you look at a problem, you don’t just see the surface. You see the architecture underneath. It’s a rare gift.” He studied Caleb’s face, his gaze intense. “You must have been one hell of a programmer.”




Caleb looked down at his thermos, the cool, smooth metal a familiar anchor in the turbulent sea of the conversation. “I was adequate.”




“I don’t believe that for a second,” Ben said softly.




The air between them grew thick with unspoken things. The hum of the vending machine behind Ben’s head seemed to grow louder, filling the silence. Caleb’s heightened senses were a curse. He was acutely aware of everything. He could smell the faint, clean scent of Ben’s laundry detergent, the lingering aroma of the coffee on his breath. He could feel the warmth radiating from Ben’s body across the small table, a stark contrast to the profound, internal cold that was Caleb’s constant companion. He could hear the steady, strong rhythm of Ben’s heart, a sound that was both a comfort and a torment. It was the sound of everything he had lost.




He found himself watching Ben’s mouth again. He wondered what it would be like to kiss him. He imagined the shocking, impossible heat of it, the taste of coffee and life. The thought was a dangerous indulgence, a spark of warmth in the frozen landscape of his existence. He quickly extinguished it. To want was a luxury he could not afford. To want a human, this human, was a form of self-destruction.




“So,” Caleb said, changing the subject, his voice a little too tight. “What’s the next step for the research?”




Ben, seeming to sense Caleb’s discomfort, let the personal topic drop. He launched back into a detailed explanation of the FDA approval process, his hands sketching diagrams in the air, his passion for his work a shield for them both.




This was their dance. They would approach the edge of a real, personal connection, teeter on the precipice for a terrifying moment, and then one of them, usually Caleb, would pull back, retreating to the safe, neutral ground of science.




But the tension remained. It simmered under the surface of every interaction, a constant, low-level hum of awareness. It was there in the way Ben’s eyes would linger on Caleb a second too long, in the way Caleb would unconsciously track Ben’s movements around the lab, his senses tethered to Ben’s vibrant, living presence.




The breakroom was their sanctuary, but the rest of the facility was a minefield of potential intimacy. The lab itself was a space of enforced professionalism, but even there, the boundaries were beginning to blur.




One night, they were working late on a new batch of samples. A critical pump on one of the automated sorting machines had failed, and they were forced to process the blood bags manually. It was tedious, repetitive work. They stood side-by-side at a long, stainless-steel counter, their movements a synchronized, efficient rhythm.




“Hand me the next rack, would you?” Ben asked, not looking up from the bag he was labeling.




Caleb turned to the refrigerated unit behind them. The racks were heavy, awkward. He pulled one out, his muscles barely registering the strain. As he turned back, his elbow brushed against Ben’s back.




The contact was fleeting, accidental, but it sent a jolt through Caleb’s system. It was like touching a live wire. The warmth of Ben’s body, even through the fabric of his lab coat, was a shocking, invasive heat. Caleb’s senses were flooded with the scent of him, the unique, intoxicating combination of soap and sweat and pure, unadulterated life. The Hunger, which had been a dull ache, sharpened into a painful, immediate pang.




He flinched back as if burned, the heavy rack held steady in his grip.




“Sorry,” he muttered, his voice hoarse.




Ben turned, his brow furrowed in concern. “You okay?” He looked at Caleb’s face, at the sudden, stark pallor of his skin, at the flicker of something dark and pained in his eyes. “You look… unwell.”




“I’m fine,” Caleb said, forcing the word out. He placed the rack on the counter between them, creating a physical barrier. “Just… tired.”




Ben didn’t look convinced. He reached out, as if to place a hand on Caleb’s arm, a gesture of comfort. But he stopped himself, his hand hovering in the air for a fraction of a second before dropping back to his side. The unspoken treaty held. No touching.




“Maybe you should take a break,” Ben suggested, his voice soft. “Go sit down for a bit. I can finish this.”




“No,” Caleb said, his voice sharper than he intended. “I’m fine. Let’s just get it done.”




He turned back to the work, his movements stiff, his focus absolute. He could not afford to be weak. He could not afford to let Ben see the monster that was stirring just beneath his skin. To show weakness was to invite concern. To invite concern was to invite intimacy. And intimacy was the one thing that could destroy them both.




They finished the work in a tense, heavy silence. The easy camaraderie of their 3 AM lunches felt a million miles away. Here, in the harsh, unforgiving light of the lab, surrounded by the object of Caleb’s deepest craving, the reality of their situation was stark and undeniable.




Caleb was a predator. And Ben was made of meat.




The thought was a cold, ugly thing, and it coiled in Caleb’s gut. He hated himself for it. He hated the virus that had made him this way. And he hated, with a fierce, protective desperation, the thought of ever, ever hurting the vibrant, brilliant, impossibly good man who was standing beside him.




As the shift ended and the first, faint hint of dawn began to lighten the sky, Caleb fled the lab without a word. He didn’t wait for Ben. He didn’t risk another conversation, another moment of potential connection. He just ran.




He sat in his car in the deserted parking lot, his hands gripping the steering wheel, his body trembling with the aftershocks of his own self-control. He had survived another night. He had kept the monster in its cage.




But the cage felt smaller every day. And the monster was getting stronger.




He looked at the HemaLife building, at the single, lit window on the third floor where he knew Ben was still working. He thought of the warmth of Ben’s skin, the sound of his heartbeat, the look of concern in his eyes.




The sunset clause, the rule that their relationship could only exist in the dark, was meant to be a protection. But as Caleb drove away, into the encroaching, painful light of a new day, he had the terrible feeling that it was not a shield. It was a countdown. And he had no idea what would happen when the time ran out.

◆◆◆


Chapter Two


The day following his flight from the lab was a special kind of hell. For humans, daylight was a time of activity, of life. For Caleb, it was a period of sensory deprivation, a forced hibernation in the sterile silence of his government-subsidized apartment. But this time, the silence wasn’t empty. It was filled with the ghost of Ben’s touch, the memory of the shocking warmth of his skin, the phantom scent of his blood.

Caleb spent the long, agonizing hours of sunlight pacing the confines of his small living room, a caged animal tormented by a memory. He had run. He had let the monster show its face for a fraction of a second, and then he had fled like a coward. He had left Ben standing there, bewildered and concerned, in the middle of the lab.

Shame was a new sensation. It was a cold, heavy thing that settled in the pit of his stomach, a feeling his new body was not equipped to process. He had felt fear, hunger, loneliness. But shame was a uniquely human emotion, a relic from his past life that had decided to resurrect itself now, at the most inconvenient possible time.

He resolved, as he watched the sun finally dip below the horizon, painting the sky in hues of orange and purple that he could only view through the thick, UV-filtered glass of his window, that tonight would be different. He would be a fortress. He would be a wall of professional indifference. The brief, dangerous thaw in their relationship was over. He would be cold, distant, and utterly untouchable. He would reinforce the sunset clause with steel and ice.

He arrived at the lab early, a full hour before his shift began. He needed the time to acclimate, to let the sterile, chemical scent of the facility scrub the memory of Ben from his senses. He went through the motions of starting his work, his movements precise and mechanical. He was a machine. He was a tool. He was not a man who fled from a touch.

He heard Ben’s heartbeat long before the elevator doors opened. It was a familiar, steady rhythm, but tonight it sounded like an accusation. Caleb braced himself, his shoulders tensing, his expression hardening into a mask of cool neutrality.

Ben walked into the lab, and the carefully constructed atmosphere of sterile indifference immediately evaporated. He looked tired. The usual, irrepressible energy that radiated from him was muted, replaced by a quiet, palpable concern. He wasn’t carrying his usual tray of cafeteria food. He just held a single, steaming mug of coffee.
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