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Thank you to Gabi Cervenka and Leonie Duncan!

We’re celebrating Chocolate Day! It’s a little confusing with all the chocolate days out there—there is World Chocolate Day in July, and National Chocolate Day in October, and then there is Chocolate Day in February as part of Valentine’s week. Not to mention all the other chocolate-related holidays. As I see it, this only means I can write a lot of chocolate stories. Hunger might celebrate the chocolate day in February, but it’s not a Valentine's story. Nope, I went post-apocalyptic with this one.

* * * *
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Chapter 1
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Kegan Ashida drew his bow. The tip of the arrow shook more than it normally did, and he winced as the muscles in his arms protested.

He did his best not to notice, not to remember why he was sore all over today.

The man approaching moved cautiously, studying the solid plank fence Kegan had built around his garden, and then tried to hide behind brushwood and a few berry bushes.

He’d done a pretty good job. It was rare for someone to find him—usually it was only those who already knew he was here. Which was bad enough.

He squeezed his eyes shut. Something he never did when aiming a weapon, but fuck.

The more he studied the man, the surer he was that he was military. His clothing was black, but Kegan thought it was tactical gear.

Parker wore similar clothes but in camo. Did it mean he’d told a man from another group, division, unit, whatever their different branches were named, to come here?

Yesterday had been a crappy day, and as always after Parker’s visits, he was jumpy the coming days—jumpy until he could fool himself into believing Parker wouldn’t be back again.

He always came back.

And yesterday, he’d brought friends.

Kegan shuddered. Normally, he got away with a blowjob, a fee to pay for Parker not telling people he lived here, for Parker not to ruin things for him.

In the beginning, it had been a trade for real. Parker had brought him things from the city, which was more like a town these days, but they still had supplies Kegan couldn’t get hold of.

About two years after the collapse, Parker had caught Kegan shooting a rabbit and had followed him home. Kegan had been too wrapped up in his guilt about having killed a poor bunny to pay attention.

Stupid.

He hated killing animals, but he had to eat.

Parker had followed him all the way to the house and had knocked on his door shortly after Kegan had washed the blood off his hands.

The first couple of times, Kegan hadn’t minded too much. Sure, trading his mouth for a box of matches or a box of Ziploc bags made him feel all kinds of dirty, but it wasn’t as if he hadn’t blown strangers in a dark corner of a bar for the fun of it before the fall of society.

Then things had changed. Parker had grown more demanding, and instead of giving him things, he’d demanded things in return for not destroying what Kegan had built.

As long as it had only been Parker, he could handle it, but yesterday, it hadn’t only been Parker.

Three men had come knocking after dark, and Kegan had fought.

He lowered his shaking arms and blew out a breath.

Parker had often threatened he’d bring friends if Kegan didn’t do what he wanted, but he’d never truly believed him. The first time he’d said it, Kegan had worried, but then nothing happened.

Parker had come around somewhat regularly for about three years, and it wasn’t until yesterday he’d made good on his threat.

Nausea climbed his throat, but before he could pay it much attention, one of his stupid roosters crowed.

He cursed under his breath and drew the bow anew. He needed the roosters. Eggs were important for his survival, for his friends’ survival, and you didn’t get new chickens if you didn’t have a rooster. He tried to keep the number low, but he couldn’t risk being without. And the ones he didn’t keep made a good source of protein.

The man’s head whipped around, his eyes scanning the fence.

Had he come because he’d heard the roosters? He looked as if he were searching for a bird rather than the gate into Kegan’s garden.

If Parker had sent him, wouldn’t he have told him where the gate was?

Long seconds went by, and Kegan kept his bow aimed at the stranger. He was taller than Kegan and pretty buff. The clothes he wore hung loosely on his body. They most likely hadn’t back when society still functioned. He had that look. Military. He would’ve been the picture of health. Strong and agile, and oh so deadly.

To think he wasn’t deadly now would be stupid. It was right there in the way he moved. Lethal.

The rooster crowed again, and the man turned.

Kegan stopped breathing as their eyes met.

Fuck.

* * * *
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Gareth Cadell froze. How had he missed the man aiming a bow at him?

He didn’t breathe, but mentally he was laughing at himself. So fucking stupid.

Slowly, he raised his hands, palms up. The people living out here were few and far between, and most of them were out of their minds. Gareth should know; he’d opted for a life outside the walls.

Granted, he’d only been out here for a few weeks and had yet to stop in one place.

The first years after the collapse, he’d stayed in the city, stayed with his unit. Who better to stick close to when society fell apart than the people in the special forces?

Stupidly, he’d always believed he’d do well in a situation like this. He was strong, he was good with a knife, amazing with a gun, and he could kill a man with his bare hands before they knew he was in the same room as them. Okay, maybe not since he’d have to touch them if he was taking them out without a weapon, but still. He only needed a few seconds. Which was one of the reasons he’d always believed he’d excel in a post-apocalyptic scenario.

The problem was it never ended.

A mission had a beginning and an end. Get in, get the job done, get out, then recuperate.

Now there was no recuperation. He was living in this fucking nightmare every second of every day, and it was disappointing to realize he wasn’t thriving.

He’d figured it out pretty early on, but in the beginning, there had still been hope. He’d believed the politicians and people in power would find a solution, but no. The entire country had been shattered into tiny little territories, like miniature countries or kingdoms or whatever.

The leaders in every region made up their own rules.

They’d still have use for the military. Gareth could’ve stayed. He had stayed. For five years, he’d guarded important buildings and important people, or poor farmers outside the walls who only wanted to be left alone. He’d been fed when there was enough food, but he’d also been watched.

Men like him didn’t survive long in these new cities with their new rules and new brands of punishment.

Gareth could pass. No one looked at him and thought queer. But when you lived with the same people for years, shared sleeping quarters, showers, every waking hour, some noticed how his gaze never lingered on the women who visited the base. They noticed how he never picked anyone up when they were off the clock, and rumors had started to circulate.

It wasn’t safe anymore. It had never been. But maybe it would’ve been better to stay than to be killed out here by a man with a bow.

Gareth looked into his dark, dark eyes. He had no idea what ethnicity the man was. His skin was white, but not the same shade as his. It was the eyes and maybe something else that made Gareth think he had some exotic blood in his ancestry.

It didn’t matter.

Didn’t matter in the least.

The man’s lip was split and swollen, and there was a bruise on his cheek, mostly hidden by shadows. He was clean-shaven, which was unusual to see these days. His dark, almost black hair was cut short on the sides but curled a little at the top of his head. Pretty. Which didn’t matter since Gareth would be dead in a few seconds.

He was so fucking stupid. For years, he’d killed people for a living, and now he’d been too distracted to realize someone was aiming at him.

Then the rooster who’d lured him here crowed, and the man winced.

Gareth could have rushed him. Depending on how good he was with a bow, Gareth could maybe have dodged the arrow and taken him down. Maybe.

Another crow sounded, and Gareth chanced a raised eyebrow. There was more than one rooster.

“How much for a rooster?” His stomach growled at the prospect of meat.

The man narrowed his eyes. “What?”

“They’re your roosters, yes?”

Maybe there was more than one person around. Maybe those who lived outside the walls did so in clusters. It was hard to survive on your own. You had a much better chance in a community.

He looked around as much as he could without turning away from the man. Were there more bows aimed at him? Guns?

“You’re trespassing.” The slight tremor in the man’s voice had Gareth lower his hands a fraction. He still held them up, didn’t want to trigger a shot by being careless, but if there had been twenty arrows aimed at him, he believed the man’s voice would’ve been steadier.

Gareth studied him. How to play this? He could still die here, but if the man had wanted him dead, wouldn’t he have let the arrow fly by now? And the prospect of meat made him dizzy.

“I can trade for a rooster.” When he’d left the city, he’d had ten chocolate bars in his backpack. Now he was down to two. Hunger was a funny thing. He’d stolen the chocolate from the canteen. How they’d gotten hold of it in the first place was a mystery, but Gareth had taken them for situations like this.

People couldn’t buy chocolate. They couldn’t make chocolate. Which meant some people were willing to die for chocolate.

“I’m not trading. You’re on my land. Walk away, or I’ll feed you to the wildlife.”

My land. Not our land.

Gareth sized the man up again. He was shorter than Gareth, had a slimmer build, but looked to be better fed. He most likely needed less food than Gareth did. Another thing he hadn’t considered when he made himself out to be the winner in the post-apocalyptic game.

He was six-two and had the brawn to match—or he’d had the brawn to match five years ago. It took a lot of fuel to keep his body in top shape.

The man was about five-ten. He wasn’t scrawny. There was a good set of shoulders on him, and he looked well-muscled.

Why did he get stuck studying the guy?

“A chocolate bar for a rooster.”

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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A chocolate bar? Kegan scoffed, which was dumb when ready to release an arrow at someone, but chocolate? No one had chocolate.

Parker had at least been smart enough to lure him in with something he needed. Things essential for his survival. Chocolate? He didn’t need it. It didn’t mean his mouth wasn’t watering, but he didn’t fucking need it, and he suspected the guy would jump him the moment he lowered the bow.

“No.”

The man’s gaze swept over his face. His expression wasn’t hostile, but there was calculation in his eyes, and the way he held himself made Kegan believe he could kill him without breaking a sweat.

Sending an arrow through him was the only way he’d win.

“Name your price then.”

“There are no roosters for sale.” Or was it better to allow him a rooster? He had backups. More than he should, but he always grew cold at the prospect of being without a rooster, so he went a little overboard. He wouldn’t do any slaughtering until a few of his hens sat on eggs.

February was a great month for eggs. He was filling a basket every day, but in another month or two, some of his trusty ladies would go broody, and once he was sure he’d have a good haul of baby chicks, he’d butcher the majority of the roosters.

He hated butchering, but again, he needed to eat. Not chocolate. Was there anything he could ask for? The man only had a backpack, but he might have more things tucked away somewhere.

He hadn’t seen him before, and he’d seen most of the people living nearby. It was more likely he was passing through.

He hoped he was only passing through.

“Do you have any medicine?” He’d been a nurse before everything went to shit. He’d stocked up, and he’d be eternally grateful his mom had been into herbal remedies, living off the land, and other things he’d snorted at when growing up. It hadn’t taken many weeks before he realized some of the items and books she’d left behind when she passed away could be what saved his life. And they had. He’d never be where he was now without her.

At first, he hadn’t believed he’d survive. He was a nurturer at heart, and fighting for his survival didn’t come naturally. It didn’t mean he wanted to die, only...He did his best to clear his head.

He had jar upon jar of dried herbs for colds or if he got a fever, but having antibiotics for more serious things would’ve been great.

“Band-Aid.”

Kegan kept his face blank. He had Band-Aids, but he didn’t want the man to know. It was dangerous to let on you had things. “Antibiotics?”

“Sorry. Burn gel.”

Oh, the burn gel was good, but Kegan already had enough.

He shook his head.

The man slowly raised one of his hands and rubbed his neck, his eyes never left Kegan’s, and he got the feeling he’d failed a test. Should he have told him not to move? Most likely.

“Blanket.” The man winced a little, which made Kegan believe he didn’t want to part with his blanket. Come to think of it, now when he wasn’t moving around, he did look cold.

February was brutal, and Kegan did his best to suppress the shiver taking hold of him. He was cold too.

“I have blankets.”

“Blankets, as in more than one?”

Shit, he should keep his mouth shut. He tightened his hold on the bow. “If you don’t have anything I need, I suggest you walk back to where you came from.”

The man caught his gaze and held it. “Labor.”

“Labor?” Why couldn’t he keep his mouth shut?

“Yes. Labor. If you live alone, there has to be something around you need an extra hand with.”

Icy fear slithered down his spine. “Who said I lived alone?”

The man made a show of looking around. “I believe if you didn’t, someone would’ve come to your aid by now.”

“My aid?” He did his best to sound cockier than he was. “I don’t need any aid. You’re the one half a second away from being skewered by an arrow.”

The man shrugged as if it was neither here nor there. “I still believe you’re on your own. So...I can chop wood.” His gaze flicked around, and Kegan didn’t know if it was to check if there was someone else around or to look for wood.

He had enough wood to last until summer. He’d learned the hard way the first year, a mistake he wouldn’t make again.

“I have wood.”

There was a twitch of the man’s lips as if he was about to smile. “I can shovel snow.”

There was no snow. They’d had several days of mild weather last week, and while it had dropped down below freezing again, there hadn’t been any new snow. It would come. They weren’t out of winter yet, but spring was growing nearer by the day.

“There is no snow.”

“But there will be.”

Kegan rolled his eyes, which was fucking stupid, but the man grinned. It made Kegan’s heart flip. There was nothing sinister about it. It didn’t mean he wouldn’t kill him the moment Kegan lowered his bow, but right this second, the man only looked amused.

“You want me to give you a rooster now, and then wait for you to come back to shovel snow when it snows?”

The man tilted his head to the side. “Sure. You can trust me.” Then he winked.

“Yeah, right.”

The man lowered his hands, and Kegan’s breath froze. There was a knife in his belt. Fuck.

* * * *
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Gareth saw the moment the man realized he had his hand right by his knife and almost felt sorry for him. He couldn’t, though. He needed to eat, and this man had roosters.

He wouldn’t take them all, but he needed to eat. “The chocolate bar is still in play.”

He didn’t look away from the man’s hand. If he threw himself to the side the moment his fingers twitched, would he be fast enough to dodge the arrow? He didn’t want to get shot out here. Another thing he hadn’t considered—what to do when he ran out of medical supplies.

It was humbling to realize how stupid he was.

“I think it’s more likely you’ll come back to shovel snow for me than you having a chocolate bar in your bag.”

Gareth held back a sigh. He didn’t want to kill this man.

“So a rooster for some snow shoveling?” He made his voice sound light and hopeful. The longer he could hold on to the chocolate, the better.

The man looked away, and Gareth could’ve grabbed his knife and thrown it. He could’ve aimed for his arm or shoulder, something non-lethal.

He didn’t.

Instead, he waited.

“How about no rooster, but I feed you one meal, and you don’t come back, ever?”

Gareth considered it. A meal was one meal more than he had at the moment, but he wanted meat. Really fucking wanted it.

People living out here most often didn’t have access to grains, so maybe a meal wouldn’t be unsalted oatmeal, which was what they most often served in the city.

“What’s your name?” If the man had food, Gareth wasn’t sure he could promise not to come back. Hunger made the best intentions go out the window.

“Kegan.”

Kegan? It wasn’t what he’d expected. He’d been sure it would be something more exotic. It wasn’t the most common name, but he’d assumed he’d have an...Asian-sounding name. Or not. It was hard to tell. Something about his eyes and nose made Gareth want to say Asian. Japanese maybe? Yes, Japanese, but...diluted. The hair wasn’t dark enough, and didn’t the Japanese have straight hair? He was sure he was stereotyping. And it didn’t matter. He’d never cared before what someone’s heritage was, so why start now? It was...well, Kegan was beautiful.

He had freckles. No grown man who wasn’t a redhead should have freckles. Too fucking cute.

“I’m Gareth Cadell.”

“A friend of Parker’s?” There was a slight tremor in his voice again.

Gareth narrowed his eyes and went through names in his mind. Did he know a Parker? Was Parker their first or last name? “I don’t think so.”

“Parker didn’t tell you to come here?” Kegan’s knuckles turned white as he curled his fingers tighter around the bow.

“No. I heard the roosters crow and hoped it was a bird that had survived the collapse.” It was all true. He’d heard the crow and moved closer in hopes of finding a chicken running around. One smart enough to have stayed away from foxes or birds of prey. It happened. It was rare, but sometimes luck was on your side.

Kegan gave him a slight nod. “So a meal for my freedom?”

For his freedom? “I believed I was the one under threat here.”

The eye roll hung in the air. At least Kegan wasn’t stupid. He’d realized they were at a stalemate. He most likely also was aware Gareth had a lot more to win by killing Kegan than Kegan had by killing Gareth. Had he ever killed anyone? Gareth had lost count of how many lives he’d taken, but the first one was the hardest. If Kegan hadn’t killed before, he might hesitate. There was no room for hesitation out here.

“One meal, then you’ll leave me alone.”

Gareth nodded. “For now.” He most likely shouldn’t have said those words, but Kegan had to be aware he couldn’t feed people and then expect them to forget where he lived.

He blew out a breath, closed his eyes, and lowered his bow. The despair taking over his face tugged at something inside Gareth. Yeah, Kegan knew.

“This way.” He put the arrow back into the quiver and headed in the opposite direction from where Gareth had come. Kegan walked until they reached the corner of the hedge or whatever and took a left turn. A wrought-iron gate, mostly hidden behind brushes and ivy, came into view. Gareth would bet it was nearly invisible when there were leaves on the trees. He almost regretted having discovered Kegan’s hideout, but he shouldn’t keep roosters if he didn’t want people to know he lived here.

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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Kegan hesitated with his hand on the gate. He should’ve killed Gareth before he realized Kegan was there. He’d killed before, and then he’d puked his guts out for hours after, but it would’ve been better than what would come of this.

He chanced a glance over his shoulder. Gareth stood close, too close for him to draw his bow, so close he could grab his knife and slit Kegan’s throat before he had a chance to fight back.

Maybe death wasn’t so bad after all.

He’d lasted longer than he’d expected, but with Parker and his friends yesterday, and Gareth today, he wasn’t sure he had any fight left.

His hand shook as he opened the gate and let Gareth into his garden. He was proud of it. There was no lawn; instead, he’d turned the entire yard into garden beds. In the middle, he had a greenhouse, not a big one, but one of those standard sizes most people bought for their gardens. It had been there before the collapse.

He had a few plants in it, kale and cabbage. Few other things survived the cold. He’d sprinkled some lettuce seeds there too, and a few peas. On sunny days, it got pretty warm there, and the days were getting longer.

The peas had sprouted. He’d planned on harvesting them as pea shoots, some fresh greens. Maybe he wouldn’t live long enough to do it now.

He had some carrots, parsnips, leeks, and onions in the ground he’d left for seeds. He’d collect them in the summer. If he were alive then. Seeds were hard to get hold of, and he was yet again thankful for the books his mother had collected. The first year after the collapse, he hadn’t had a clue carrots needed two years to create seeds.

Gareth stilled behind him. “You’re into gardening?”

Kegan snorted. Into gardening? How did he think people fed themselves? “I like to eat.”

Gareth made a low humming sound, then he stopped by a solar panel leaning against the wall. “You have solar power?”

Kegan studied him. Whenever Parker came here, he was afraid he’d ruin something. Kegan did all right, but only because he had stuff. If something were to break, he’d be in trouble, and Parker knew it. One smashed solar panel, and Kegan would lose everything in his freezer.

He shook his head and hoped Gareth would move on, but he didn’t. He raised one eyebrow, and Kegan wanted to growl.

“It’s not enough to run the house. I have a freezer and a fridge. Nothing else.”

“Oh.” Surprise formed on Gareth’s face. “That’s pretty neat. Most people living out here don’t have freezers.”

Kegan didn’t reply. He believed he had a better idea of what people out here had than Gareth did. “This way.” He motioned forward and walked past the dormant garden beds toward the front door of his single-story bungalow. It wasn’t big, but it was perfect for him. Small enough to heat and still have enough space for everything he needed.

On the small patio, he had his outdoor cooking area, and he noticed Gareth eyeing the propane stove. His gaze jumped between it and Kegan.

“You need propane for something like this.”

Kegan was acutely aware. “Do you have any in your backpack you want to trade for a rooster?”

He still had some propane, but he had to be careful not to waste it. It was damn hard to get by. He used it when he canned food. When he ran out, he’d do it on his wood stove, but he’d read it was safer on a propane stove. He’d use it for as long as he could, then he had to try it with wood as the heating source. The other option was starving to death, and he wasn’t a fan of going hungry.

If he were still around then.

“If I did, I think it would’ve been worth more than one rooster.”

Kegan pursed his lips before remembering the blow Parker had given him when he’d protested and winced. “I’d have given you two.” He dabbed at the lip, hoping he wasn’t bleeding.

Gareth watched him intently. “I’ll keep that in mind if I ever come across any.”

Kegan nodded and pushed the door open. Heat washed over them, and Gareth groaned. “Oh, fuck, this is nice.” He shivered. Kegan could only agree. It was a cold day, and stepping inside was a relief.

He toed off his shoes and gave Gareth a meaningful look. He hesitated, but Kegan didn’t move until he bent to untie his black military boots. There was a hole in one of his socks, and his big toe peeked out.

“Kitchen.” He motioned for Gareth to move forward, uneasy about having him in his home.

Gareth looked around but didn’t stray from the path to the kitchen. There was a table for two toward the side, and Gareth put his backpack against the wall and draped his jacket over one of the chairs before sitting.

Kegan breathed in deep and rubbed his neck. The walls of the kitchen were creeping in, threatening to suffocate him. Fuck.

What to serve? He didn’t want to show too much of what he had. Most of what he’d preserved, he kept in the food cellar. There was a trapdoor underneath the rug in the middle of the room, leading down to a room below with floor-to-ceiling shelves. He’d filled them with jars of everything he’d been able to preserve during the growing season. On the floor, he stored carrots in buckets of sand, potatoes in crates, and he still had two winter squashes left he needed to eat before they turned bad. It calmed him to see them there, but if he waited too long, it was wasted food.

He wouldn’t open the trapdoor today.

He’d managed to keep it from Parker all these years. Normally, whenever he went down there, he brought a few jars of different things with him to the kitchen pantry.
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