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SHELTER


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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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.”

He huffed a quiet laugh. The sound was warm. Human. It cut through the gloom like a match struck in the dark.

“Guess the world cured you of that,” he said.

“Not really,” I replied. “Just changed the scale.”

He studied me then, really looked. “You’re different.”

“Different how?”

“You notice things,” he said. “You build instead of merely reacting.”

I shrugged. “Someone has to.”

Silence settled again—but it was softer now. Shared.

As the lantern dimmed and the city groaned around us, I became acutely aware of him. Of the steady rhythm of his breathing. Of the quiet way his presence filled the space without demanding it.

I didn’t reach for him.

Didn’t let myself imagine more.

But for the first time since the world ended, the shelter felt like more than just a place to hide.

And that—more than the dead, more than the hunger—terrified me.
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Morning came slowly inside the shelter.

It wasn’t sunlight that woke me—it was the shift in sound, muffled by the slatted boards nailed across the windows. The dead never slept, but they changed. Their movements dulled as the night wore on, dragging farther away from wherever warmth and breath had gathered. By dawn, the moaning thinned to something distant and intermittent, like a bad memory refusing to fade.

I opened my eyes and lay still, listening.

Aaron was awake.

I knew without looking. He breathed differently when he slept—deeper, heavier. Now it was measured, quiet, alert. The kind of breathing you learned when you couldn’t afford to be caught off guard.

I turned my head slightly.

He sat against the far wall, knees bent, forearms resting loosely on them, eyes trained on the door. His knife lay within reach. He hadn’t moved much during the night, I realized. Hadn’t sprawled or shifted or tried to claim space that wasn’t his.

He’d kept watch.

I didn’t know how long.

The knowledge settled into me, slow and uncomfortable in the best way.

I pushed myself upright. The small movement caught his attention immediately.

“Morning,” he said quietly.

“Still alive,” I replied.

He nodded. “Good sign.”

I stood and stretched, my joints protesting. The shelter felt smaller in daylight—or maybe I was just more aware of sharing it now. I crossed to the stove and poured water into the kettle, moving automatically, muscle memory taking over.

Aaron watched without staring.

That mattered.

“You want coffee?” I asked. “It’s terrible.”

He considered that. “I’ll take it.”

I smiled faintly. That counted as enthusiasm now.

As the water heated, I took stock of the space the way I always did in the mornings—inventory, habit, reassurance. Everything was where I’d left it. Nothing missing. Nothing disturbed.

Except him.

Not in a bad way. Just... new.

I handed him a mug, careful not to brush his fingers. He accepted it with a quiet thanks and took a cautious sip, grimacing immediately.

“Told you,” I said.

“Still better than nothing.”

“Low bar.”

He huffed softly, the sound barely there but real. Human.

We sat across from each other, knees nearly touching. I became aware of that too—the way the distance between us felt intentional, like neither of us wanted to close it too fast and risk breaking whatever fragile understanding had formed overnight.

“You really are always this organized” he exclaimed quietly, glancing at the shelves.

“Yes,” I said. “Chaos makes noise.”

“That why you picked this place?”

“Partly,” I replied. “Mostly because it only has one real entrance. Easier to control.”

He nodded, approving. “Smart.”

The word warmed more than it should have.

After breakfast—if you could call protein bars and burnt coffee breakfast—I packed a small bag. Aaron watched, curiosity evident but restrained.

“I’m going out,” I said. “Short run. Check the perimeter. Grab what I can.”

“I’ll come,” he said immediately.

I paused. Looked at him.

“You don’t have to,” I said. “I know you’re used to moving alone.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Doesn’t mean it’s better.”

Something in me shifted.

“Okay,” I said. “But you follow my lead.”

His mouth twitched. “Fair.”

Outside, the city felt different in daylight—no less dangerous, but quieter. The dead lingered in shadows and doorways, drawn to nothing, waiting. We moved carefully, communicating in glances and gestures, falling into an easy rhythm that surprised me.

Aaron was good. Not reckless. Not showy. He watched angles, listened, anticipated movement. When a walker stumbled too close, he dispatched it cleanly and silently, then checked me before moving on.

Always checking.

Back at the shelter, we unloaded supplies and settled into the slow work of survival—sorting, cleaning, reinforcing weak points. Aaron worked without complaint, asking questions when he needed to, adapting quickly.

At one point, I realized he’d started mirroring my routines.

That did something to me.

We worked side by side until the lantern flickered on again, the day fading without ceremony. The shelter felt different now—used, warmed, shared.

When we finally sat down, exhaustion settling in, Aaron leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes for just a moment.

I watched him.

The lines of his face softened in rest, the tension easing from his shoulders. He looked younger like that. More human.

I didn’t let myself reach out.

Didn’t let myself imagine what it would be like to touch him without urgency, without fear.

Instead, I focused on the quiet. On the fact that for the first time in a long while, I wasn’t bracing for something to go wrong.

Aaron opened his eyes again and caught me looking.

I didn’t look away.

“You still okay with me staying?” he asked.

The question was simple. The weight behind it wasn’t.

“Yes,” I said. “I am.”

He nodded, accepting that the same way he’d accepted everything else—without pressing, without asking for more than I was ready to give.

We settled in for the night, the shelter holding steady around us.

As sleep crept closer, one thought kept circling, insistent and dangerous:

Shelter wasn’t just about walls.

It was about who stayed.
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I didn’t realize how little I’d really seen him until I had nothing else demanding my attention.

No alarms in my head.
No immediate threat.
No reason to keep my eyes moving.
The shelter had settled into one of its rare pauses—the kind that felt almost earned. The dead were still out there, always would be, but for the moment they’d drifted away from us, drawn by something louder, something easier. The air felt lighter because of it. Less pressed.

Aaron stood a few feet away, working.

He’d stripped off his outer shirt and tossed it over the back of a chair, leaving himself in a worn tank that clung to his torso in a way that was impossible to ignore. He moved slowly, deliberately, checking the shelving we’d reinforced the night before, testing the bolts, tightening what needed tightening.

I leaned against the wall and watched him.

Not because I meant to.
Because I couldn’t seem to stop.
His shoulders flexed as he reached overhead, muscle shifting beneath skin marked by sun and wear. He wasn’t built like someone who worked out for mirrors. There was nothing ornamental about him. His body had been shaped by use—by hauling, lifting, striking, enduring.

There was a quiet confidence in the way he moved. Not arrogance. Not showmanship. Just certainty.

It did something to me.

I told myself it was practical appreciation. That noticing strength was part of survival. That cataloging the people around you was smart.

But my gaze lingered too long for that lie to hold.

The tank had ridden up slightly at the back, exposing a strip of skin just above his waistband. Tanned. Warm-looking. Real. I found myself imagining the heat of it under my palm before I could stop the thought.

I looked away. Focused on the floor. On the lantern. On anything that wasn’t the shape of him in the corner of my vision.

It didn’t help.

He crouched to check the lower shelf, and the movement drew my attention again—back, arms, thighs bunching as he balanced on the balls of his feet. Strong and steady, like he trusted his body to do what he asked of it.

I swallowed.

This was dangerous territory. Not because I didn’t know what I wanted—I’d known that part of myself for a long time—but because wanting something in this world was an invitation to lose it.

Aaron straightened and rolled his shoulders once, like he was loosening tension he carried out of habit. He turned, catching me watching before I could look away again.

Something passed between us.

Not embarrassment. Not apology.

Awareness.

“You’re staring,” he said mildly.

I felt heat rise to my face, sharp and unwelcome. “I was thinking.”

“About me?” he asked, not teasing. Just... curious.

“About whether that shelf will hold—because if it doesn’t, everything gets loud.”

A corner of his mouth lifted. “It’ll hold.”

“I figured,” I said. “You don’t seem like the type of guy to half-build things.”

“Neither do you,” he replied.

I felt it register.

He went back to work, giving me space without stepping away entirely. The shelter felt smaller with him moving through it—charged, like the air before a storm that never quite broke.

I busied myself with sorting supplies, trying not to notice how easily we’d fallen into rhythm. How he anticipated what I needed without asking. How he passed me tools without looking, like he already knew where I’d be.

At one point, he reached past me for a can, close enough that his arm brushed my shoulder.

It was nothing.

Barely contact at all.

But my body reacted like it was something else entirely.

I stilled, breath catching before I could control it. His arm was warm. Solid. The kind of presence you felt even after it moved away.

“Sorry,” he said quietly.

“It’s fine,” I replied, a little too quickly.

He paused, studying me with that same unreadable focus. Not prying. Just taking note.

“You don’t have to make room for me,” he said.

“I know,” I said.

And I did. That wasn’t the problem.

Later, we sat across from each other at the small table, eating in companionable silence. He’d rolled his sleeves back down but left the shirt open, exposing a glimpse of his chest beneath. Dark hair, sparse but noticeable. Another thing I hadn’t meant to notice.

Another thing I noticed anyway.

He caught my gaze again, this time without calling it out.

Instead, he asked, “You always watch people like that?”

I considered the question. “Only when they matter.”

Something in his expression shifted—just slightly. A tightening around the eyes. A stillness.

“Good to know,” he said.

The words weren’t flirtation. They weren’t rejection either.

They were acknowledgment.

As the hours passed, the shelter grew warmer, lived-in. The kind of warmth that came from two bodies sharing space, sharing breath, sharing the quiet work of staying alive. When Aaron stretched his arms overhead again, shirt pulling tight across his chest, I let myself look.

Really look.

There was beauty there. Not the fragile kind. Not the kind that needed protecting.

The kind that endured.

The kind that stayed.

The realization was deep and dangerous: I wasn’t just noticing him because he was attractive.

I was noticing him because he felt like something I could lean on.

And that—more than the muscles, more than the body—was what set off a warning I didn’t trust.

That night, as we settled onto our respective sides of the mattress, I lay awake longer than usual.

Aaron shifted once in his sleep, a low sound escaping him before he stilled again. I imagined, unhelpfully, what it would be like to reach out. To rest my hand against his back. To feel that steady strength beneath my palm. That safety.

I didn’t move.

I never moved.

But the thought stayed with me long after sleep finally came.

Daylight, I realized, didn’t make things safer.

It just made it harder to pretend you couldn’t see what was standing right in front of you.
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We didn’t talk about it much before we went.

That was how most things happened now—decisions made quietly, with a glance or a nod, as if words were a luxury we couldn’t afford. I packed light. Aaron checked the weapons. When we were ready, he stood by the door and waited for me to lead.

That still surprised me.

Outside, the city breathed differently in daylight. Not safer—never that—but clearer. The shadows retreated just enough to reveal what waited in them. The dead lingered in clusters now, drawn together by nothing more than habit, swaying like a field of broken statues.

We moved slowly, close.

Too close, really. But the streets were narrow, choked with debris, and keeping distance meant making noise. Aaron stayed just behind me, one hand hovering near my shoulder—not touching, but there. A promise. A warning.

Every time I stopped, he stopped. Every time I crouched, he followed, mirroring my movements with an ease that told me he was used to reading people in silence.

We reached an old grocery store without incident, slipping in through a shattered side door. Inside, the aisles were a mess of toppled displays and broken packaging, picked clean of anything useful.

I headed for the back. Canned goods. Medical supplies.

Aaron stayed close enough that I could feel him when he moved—heat, breath, presence. When I bent to reach a lower shelf, his hand came down briefly on my back, steadying me.

It was practical.

It didn’t feel that way.

I straightened too fast, nearly bumping into him. For a second, we were chest to chest, his breath warm against my cheek, his body solid and unyielding in a way that made my knees want to forget what they were for.

“Sorry,” he murmured.

“It’s fine,” I whispered, and meant it. Mostly.

We continued deeper into the store. A sound echoed somewhere to our left—soft, wet, wrong.

Aaron was in front of me instantly.

He lifted one finger, silent, and pressed me back against the wall with his body, shielding me without thinking about it. His forearm braced against the shelf above my head, caging me in—not trapping, not aggressive. Protective.

The dead shambled into view a moment later, alone and slow. Aaron dispatched it cleanly, the movement economical, practiced.

When he turned back to me, his expression shifted.

“You okay?” he asked.

It wasn’t perfunctory. It wasn’t polite.

It mattered.

“Yeah,” I said. “Thanks.”

He nodded once, but he didn’t step away right away. His hand stayed on my arm a fraction longer than necessary, fingers firm and grounding.

I didn’t pull back.

We worked in silence after that, the closeness between us no longer accidental. When he reached for something, he warned me with a quiet word. When I shifted position, he adjusted without comment.

At one point, he handed me a bottle of painkillers. Our fingers brushed.

This time, neither of us apologized.

On the way back, the streets felt tighter. The dead more alert. We took a different route, doubling back through an alley clogged with overturned dumpsters. Halfway through, a sound rose behind us—too many, too fast.

Aaron grabbed my wrist and pulled me forward.

“Run,” he said.

We sprinted, boots slipping on wet pavement, breath tearing at our lungs. He pushed me ahead of him, one hand firm at my back, steering, guiding. When I stumbled, he caught me without breaking stride, hauling me upright like I weighed nothing at all.

We ducked into a narrow stairwell and slammed the door just as the dead hit it from the other side.

We stood there, panting, our bodies almost touching.

His hands were still on me.

I felt the tremor in them then—not fear, exactly. Adrenaline. Aftershock.

“You’re fast,” he said, voice rough.

“Have to be,” I replied.

Something about the way he looked at me changed. Less assessment. More... regard.

We waited until the sounds faded, then moved again, slower now, closer. We doubled back through alleys and broken stairwells, keeping to shadow until the shelter came into view.

Back inside, we dropped our packs and leaned against opposite walls, breathing hard. The space felt charged, alive in a way it hadn’t before.

Aaron broke the silence first.

“I should probably tell you more about me,” he said.

I looked up. “You don’t have to.”

“I want to.”

That mattered too.

He sat on the edge of the table, elbows on his knees, gaze fixed somewhere past me. “I’m twenty-eight. Used to work construction. Residential mostly. Guess that’s why I’m decent at building things.”

I smiled faintly. “I noticed.”

He huffed. “Married young. Two years.” His jaw tightened. “She was bitten during an evacuation. We didn’t know at first. She hid it.”

I didn’t interrupt.

“When she turned, I... I stayed,” he said quietly. “Did what had to be done.”

The words were simple. The weight behind them wasn’t.

“I’ve been moving ever since,” he finished. “Didn’t think stopping was a good idea.”

“Until now,” I said.

“Until now,” he agreed.

Our eyes met.

In that moment, I saw him clearly—not just the strength, not just the body, but the man who’d lost something and kept going anyway. Who’d chosen to protect what was left of the world, one decision at a time.

I felt the pull of him then, sharp and undeniable.

Not just attraction.

Connection.

“Thank you for telling me,” I said.

He nodded. “Thank you for letting me stay.”

We unpacked the supplies together, shoulder to shoulder. When he brushed against me this time, neither of us pretended it was accidental.

That night, as the shelter settled around us, I realized something else—something quiet and dangerous and true.

Aaron didn’t just make me feel safe.

He made me feel seen.

And once that door opened, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to close it again.
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The cold settled in like it meant to stay.

By evening, it had worked its way through the shelter walls and into my hands, my knees, the base of my spine. The lantern light felt thinner somehow, and even the small stove couldn’t quite push the cold back.

Aaron noticed before I said anything. He always did.

“Temperature dropped,” he said, rubbing his palms together. “Feels different.”

“It’s snowing,” I replied. “First of it.”

He nodded once. No surprise. Just acceptance.

We moved quietly, conserving heat without needing to discuss it. Aaron pulled a cloth from his pack and dipped it into the bowl of water we kept near the stove.

“I’m going to clean up before it gets too cold,” he said. “If that’s okay.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Of course.”

He peeled off his jacket and shirt without ceremony, folding them neatly and setting them aside. The lantern light caught on his skin, pale where the sun hadn’t touched it in weeks, darker where it had. The muscles in his back shifted as he bent, smooth and controlled.

I told myself not to stare.

I failed.

He worked the cloth over his arms and shoulders, then down his chest, over his nipples; methodical, unhurried. Cold water tracked down his skin, catching briefly along the lines of his ribs. A scar there stood out—a thin, jagged mark I hadn’t noticed before.

I was still looking when he glanced up.
Our eyes met.
For
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