
        
            
                
            
        

    



	Poly, M/M, contemporary paranormal romance. Featuring an anxious psychic, his ghost boyfriend, and their deer-antlered lover. A story about family, communication, and learning to let go of the past… and about trying to get along with your immortal boyfriend’s persnickety grown-ass kid whose lover has gotten himself trapped in the form of a fish.

	 

	A standalone sequel. Reading Empty Vessels is encouraged, but not required.

	 

	***

	 

	After dealing with unruly Terrors and haunted dolls while trying to graduate from university, Keith just wants a break. His psychic abilities have got him in as much trouble as they've got him out of, though they also helped let him protect his two boyfriends—Lucas, a ghost, and Hiraeth, a deer-antlered cryptid—so he can't complain that much. 

	 

	When Hiraeth's son appears looking for help to remove a curse that's been placed on his lover, Keith is pretty sure his anxiety over his powers is nothing compared to how he feels about trying to get along with his boyfriend's family.
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	To Aveline, my life and love.

	 

	Thank you for supporting my inexplicable 
metamorphosis into a brightly-colored tropical fish.
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chapter one

	 

	Keith Marose's room at his parents' house was, by any way of measuring it, larger than his dorm room at Stonybridge University. At the moment, though, it felt incomparably smaller. 

	"Ughhh, I'm trapped in a cocoon of lieeeees," Keith groaned aloud, muffled by his pillowcase. It had been washed since he'd last slept in it, and smelled and looked just fine. But to his other senses, the ones that the accident had awakened, it was still stained by the tears he'd shed into it over the years, shadows of old terror sticking to it and sliding off like a thick oil. 

	It had been ten minutes since Keith had tried to get a breather from his parents’ overprotective but well-meaning love and had ducked up to his room to 'grab a book to take back with him to the dorm'. But that was an excuse that could only take so long, and he knew he had to head back down soon.

	The heart of the problem was that it was his room in his parents' house. As much as he loved them, he had nothing in common with them, and the fact that he’d started seeing ghosts and otherworldly monsters in his teens was only part of that. Whenever they (accurately) suspected he was still seeing them, they began to worry—which was understandable, no matter how much Keith hated to be the cause of it.

	His visions had started after the accident. He'd been crossing the street, unaware of the car barreling toward him. The next thing he knew, he was on the ground, unharmed, having been shoved out of the way by a total stranger who had taken the impact for him. 

	No wonder his parents had thought that him starting to see things was just the result of trauma. They’d done their best for him in that horrible situation—got him a therapist, tried to keep talking to him about it, and checked in on him after he'd moved out for school. And admittedly, it had fucked Keith up pretty badly. There were days still when the idea of going out and seeing other people was just impossible, where having to get out of bed and do anything made his chest tight and his breathing short and his head ache— 

	But those days weren't that frequent now, five years later. And the ghost, Lucas, the man who'd saved him… well.

	"A cocoon of lies, huh? Yeah, you really are all wrapped up in it. What could you even say to them? 'What've you been up to?' 'Oh, you know…'" Lucas hovered at the end of the bed, which didn't bend under his insubstantial weight. He paused for several beats too long. "'Definitely not saving the Otherworld and practicing my psychic powers.'"

	"Lucaaaaas," Keith whined plaintively.

	Lucas made an amused yet sympathetic noise, leaning over and pushing Keith's messy black hair off his pale forehead with a hand that had no more strength to it than a cold breeze. "Yeah, yeah," he said. "I mean, I get it. But they missed you." 

	"It's just complicated," Keith muttered.

	Lucas was Keith's constant companion, and if neither of them had wanted that at first… things were better now, this many years later. And he couldn't talk about any part of that with his parents. They would think the truth was a sign of a backslide at best. 

	He’d even skipped seeing his parents over Christmas break, except for Christmas day itself, and knew his excuses had sounded horribly vague. But within the last few months, Keith had started dating both Lucas and the Horned Boy, one of the so-called monsters he'd also started to see after the accident; visions aside, how could he explain that he’d wanted to spend the time with his new boyfriends? He wasn't even out to his parents about being gay, let alone poly, let alone all of the supernatural part of it.

	Even if he revealed one part, he couldn't tell them about the rest, and it made the idea of talking about any of it choke in his throat. The last time he'd tried to figure out how, his anxiety attack had lasted two days. 

	"Keith?" his mother called up the stairs. "You found that book you were looking for?"

	He grabbed one off the shelves at random. "Yeah!" he called back. "Be right down!"

	And then he turned back to Lucas, giving him a plaintive expression. "I'm… sorry."  

	Lucas didn't ask about what. Around his family, Keith couldn't talk to him, look at him, give any sign that something was up. At school, he had a reputation for weirdness because he was always looking at things that couldn’t be seen, or talking to Lucas whenever he could get away with it. 

	But nobody there cared about him, not really, while his parents longed for him to be recovered. For him to be normal again.

	"It's cool," Lucas said gently. "I'll be here anyway."

	He had to be. He couldn't go too far from Keith, bound to him as his anchor to this world. But Keith tried to take the words as intended and held out a closed fist to him.

	Lucas fistbumped back, a cold pressure, there and gone.

	 

	***

	 

	Halfway through dinner, the phone in Keith's pocket rang. Rather than answer it, he completely froze.

	Neon Hitch's voice sang out another few lines about bad dogs and probably fucking them before Keith's mother asked him, "Aren't you going to answer that?"

	Keith contemplated the possibility of astrally projecting to get out of this situation, but fainting at the dinner table probably wouldn't help anything in the long run. 

	"Yeah, uh," he said, knowing that there was literally no way to avoid the uncomfortable questions at the end of this. It was the ringtone for Hiraeth's number—which he'd set for Keith and which Keith hadn't gotten around to changing back. Not answering would be suspicious. Saying the wrong thing to Hiraeth would too, and he couldn't even imagine how it'd go if his parents overheard any of Hiraeth's side of the call.

	But he wanted to talk to Hiraeth like he wanted to talk to Lucas, who was watching him with raised and expectant eyebrows from across the room, and he could make only one of those things happen here and now. 

	He swiped to answer. "Uh, hey?"

	"Hello, love," Hiraeth said. "Busy?"

	"Kinda," Keith said, hyper-aware of his parents pretending not to listen to his half of the conversation. "I'm eating dinner. At my parents' place."

	"Oh, I'm sorry to interrupt, my darling! I forgot. Must be getting old," Hiraeth joked in that lilting voice of his.

	Once, Hiraeth had implied he'd been around in the foundational days of the ancient Greek city-states. Keith managed not to make too much of a face at the phone. "I'll call you back later?"

	"Sure, though it's nothing much. Just wondering if you're free tomorrow?"

	"I should be," Keith said, hoping for once that he wasn't going to be asked out on a date. He really wasn't sure his poker face was up to it, not with both his parents examining their salads with exaggerated interest in front of him. "Why?"

	Hiraeth said, "I'll give you the details later, but my son's coming into town tomorrow and I'd love to introduce the two of you to him."

	Keith managed to choke on air. 

	"What?" he hissed, almost forgetting where he was.

	"Son. Visiting. Going to show you off," Hiraeth said with good-natured patience.

	"Your—" He cut himself off from repeating Hiraeth’s words at the last moment. 

	"My eldest," Hiraeth said, in a tone as if he were clarifying things rather than actually raising way more questions. "Anyway, call me back later, I've drunk so much coffee today trying to track some things down at the shop that I don't think I'll be sleeping tonight regardless of when you call."

	"I…" Keith's parents were looking at anywhere but him in an attempt to give him a polite facade of privacy, having exhausted the salad's opportunities. "Yeah. I'll call you back later."

	"Or you could just come over tonight," Hiraeth said. 

	Keith wondered how much of the lewd tone of Hiraeth's voice could be heard in the room, even if his exact words couldn't. "Bye," he said forcefully.

	He hung up and dropped the phone next to his plate. "Sorry about that," he said, a bit weakly. "I forgot to put it on silent, didn't mean to interrupt dinner—" 

	"Oh, no, it's fine," his mother said quickly. "You never used to get calls!"

	"I know, I know," he said, giving her an awkward smile. "Don't rub it in."

	His father grabbed the pepper and shook it out sparingly over his otherwise-unseasoned potatoes. "A girl?" he asked, too-casually.

	Well, at least that implied that Hiraeth's voice probably couldn't be heard. Keith felt his shoulders hunch a little defensively. "No," he said. "Not a girl."

	"Too bad," his father joked lightly. "But I'm glad you're making friends. Someone from school?"

	"No, he's—" The scenario felt like it was spinning out of control: things he could say, things he couldn't say, what excuses he might have to make, what bits of the truth he could sneak in. "He's not from school. We met at the place he works. Just… a friend."  

	Two truths and a lie. He suddenly felt tired. Lucas's expression was a mix between laughter and horror, though he hid it a moment later, burying his face in his hands. 

	"Well, that's good, though," Keith's mother said. "It's just so nice you have friends. You can invite him over to play any time, you know!"

	"Mom," Keith protested.

	"I know, I know, I guess that's embarrassing, you in your twenties and all," she said. "But kids your age never eat well, so if you ever want to bring him by for dinner, he's welcome here."

	It'd almost be worse to introduce him and later have to admit they were dating. "He's… a vegetarian.”

	"I can cook vegetarian," his mother protested, even though her usual—and, in fact, perhaps her only—approach to vegetables was 'boil, butter, and add a pinch of salt for flavor'. "It'll be fun to try something new!"

	Keith's dad laughed. "Don't embarrass him too much, Nan," he teased. "You can't coddle everyone he knows." 

	She stuck her tongue out at him.

	Something about the byplay between them made Keith feel even worse, wistful and longing and afraid. He couldn't address that, and so he just ducked his head over his food and mumbled, "Maybe later."

	
chapter two

	 

	It was well after dusk by the time that Keith and Lucas stepped outside, but despite the heightened risk of encountering the sort of things that only moved around in darkness, Keith found himself immediately relaxing. He breathed the cold, rainy air in deeply, and shivered.

	"Sorry," Lucas said. "Am I standing too close?"

	"No, you could stand closer." It had been a long time since Keith had minded the cold spot that was Lucas's presence. He reached out for that bond he knew was between them and focused on giving it a tug. He couldn't do much more—at least, not yet, not consciously. But like everything else he'd been learning to manipulate, it was just energy, and so he could at least do a little.

	Lucas let out a surprised laugh, eyes lighting up as he stumbled a few steps toward Keith, as if he had grabbed Lucas's hand and yanked him closer. Just like he'd wanted to do. "Keith…!"

	Keith took a moment to just appreciate him. All ghosts were nearly invisible even to Keith's sixth sense, Lucas's transparent brown skin and dark polo shirt nearly vanishing against the darker backdrop of suburban bushes, but Keith could still see how handsome he was. Tall, with his strong features and warm eyes, present and there despite his intangibility. 

	He gave Lucas a little smile, almost shy. "Hey," he said.

	"Hey," Lucas echoed back, voice gone a little rough with pleasure. He nudged his cold hand against Keith's, and Keith held it as best he could, feeling his fingers pass through the space where it was.

	They walked in silence a short distance, heading for the bus stop, before Lucas squeezed his hand again. "So, what was the call about?"

	Flushing a little at the memory, Keith said, "Hiraeth's kid's coming to town, and he wants to introduce us."

	"He's got a kid?" Lucas almost sounded impressed, or maybe taken aback. "Is the kid already there? Or—"

	"Tomorrow," Keith said. "He said to come over tonight anyway. Before his son showed up."

	Lucas grinned, a glimmer of mischief in his eye. "Yeah, I bet he did."

	"Maybe just to get us up to speed on what to expect?" Keith suggested, just a little slyly.

	"What to expect, huh…" Meeting Keith's gaze with a faux-solemn expression, Lucas raised his hand and made a jerk-off motion.

	Bursting into laughter, Keith swatted a hand through him. "That too. C'mon, pipe down, bus is coming." 

	"Hey, you're the only one who can see me," Lucas said innocently. "What harm does it do?"

	"Everyone can see me blush, so…" Keith scrunched up his face at him, then schooled his expression again as the bus doors opened.

	The ride passed quickly; it was late enough for the bus not to be crowded and for nobody to question the fact he had an empty seat beside him, one he listed into slightly as if tired as he did his best attempt to rest his head on Lucas's shoulder. He was downtown in less than half an hour, heading not to the bus he'd normally transfer to so he could head back to his dorm, but walking instead down Antique Row.

	Hiraeth's shop, Dear Desires Antiques, was out of the way and easy to miss for most people, set back a little from the road with its shop front shadowed. But it was clearly marked to those with Otherly senses, with a literal glowing supernatural arrow slapped down on the ground. It was even more obvious to Keith's second sight in the evening than it had been in the light of day when he'd first seen it, and it had brought him up short then. 

	Hiraeth didn't mind selling his antiques to humans, but he had a large special collection of items meant especially for Others like himself, and they were the ones whose attention he tried to grab. 

	Keith hesitated, staring at the faux-Tudor-style front of the shop, his feet suddenly turned leaden.

	"Keith?"

	"It's nothing," Keith said. "It's stupid. I know his son isn't even there yet, but you know, just—"

	Lucas wrinkled his nose at Keith. "It's not stupid. I'm nervous too."

	"—You are?" Keith swallowed around his dry throat, searching Lucas's face. Lucas rarely seemed nervous about anything; he was about as chill as a ghost could be, calm and determined, a rock in a world Keith always found to be stormy. 

	A bit bashful, Lucas rubbed the back of his neck. "Yeah. I mean, my relationship with him is still finding its feet, and yours got started while I was… gone.”

	Keith remembered all too well. The moment that Lucas had been attacked, had vanished, and Keith had run like a coward. How Hiraeth had held him, recognized his grief and what it meant, and had offered him comfort.

	At the time, Keith hadn't imagined he'd somehow end up with both of them, or that they'd both be into each other enough for this to be what Lucas was worried about.

	Lucas was still talking, staring awkwardly down at his feet. “I can only… develop my relationship with him when you're around. I mean, I can't exactly go anywhere without you and—don't get me wrong, it's good! But a bit different. You're, you know… you started first, so you're levelled up on dating him compared to me, and—especially considering that, what's his son gonna think of me?"

	"Lucas…" Keith said, his heart aching.

	"I'm just a shadow. Memory and spirit clinging onto reality with tooth and claw so I don't become a mindless monster like the other Terrors." That's what happened to a ghost that lost itself, after all. They'd both seen that first-hand.

	Keith sought for something to say, but Lucas continued, his brows furrowed. "Hiraeth might like me, but that doesn't mean I'm gonna be welcomed into his entire family. … and that all aside, you know how they feel about other things going into the vessels they've claimed as their bodies. Just, like, major taboo. So yeah, the fact I possess him sometimes so we can bang you together is gonna… well. They're gonna wonder how we do it, and you know most Others are gonna find that real freaky."

	Trying not to get distracted thinking too hard about the times they'd banged him together, Keith did his best to focus on the actual problem at hand. "It's still probably better than being just some kind of human loser," he stammered. "At least ghosts are literally as close as humans can get to being Others and… you know, understanding the whole body-as-Vessel thing. I'm just some guy—"

	"With psychic powers that let you experience the world a bit like the way they do, yeah—?"   

	"With PTSD and anxiety—"

	"—who is alive—"

	"Boys," Hiraeth's light, lilting voice said from behind them. "I think you're both pretty."

	Keith jumped, and they turned as one to see Hiraeth, the Horned Boy, standing behind them with a bag of takeout in his hand.

	As always, he was a gorgeous enough sight that even with the current mood hanging over them, Keith's stomach gave an almost involuntary flop. Hiraeth was pale, with platinum hair that he'd let down from its customary ponytail to fall around his shoulders, his silver eyes reflecting the streetlights like a cat's—or, well, like a deer. 

	Because that much alone would be enough to captivate even the humans who couldn't see the rest: his antlers, which he'd shed for the winter, regrowing and beginning to branch to their usual, tree-like shape—if only just—and covered with soft velvet that Keith hadn't been able to keep his hands off of lately.

	Hiraeth huffed a breath of air inelegantly upward to flip some of his hair out of his eyes. "Going to stand on my step arguing all night over which of you is more tragic, sweethearts, or shall we head around back together?"

	"Uhhh," Keith said. "I. Actually. Yeah don't think we need to keep arguing."

	"It's me," Lucas said with faux good cheer.

	"Yeah, it's definitely Lucas," Keith agreed. 

	Hiraeth laughed at that, juggling his dinner and keys as he led the way around behind the shop. The back door opened to the narrow wooden stairs leading up to the small studio apartment over his store. 

	Keith felt his shoulders relax as they entered, the familiar scent of wet leaves mingling with a fresher smell that he identified as Hiraeth's springtime scent. He kicked his shoes off, wandering over to Hiraeth's bed and taking a seat there so Hiraeth could use the desk as a table for his meal. Lucas leaned against the desk, watching them both.

	Hiraeth unpacked his dinner—Tibetan Kitchen, from the logo stamped on the bag—and slid into his seat, reaching up in a successful demand that Lucas high five him. Lucas didn't bother to hide his smile as Hiraeth's hand passed through his.

	"How were your parents?" Hiraeth asked, already digging in.

	Keith flopped back onto Hiraeth's bed, breathing in the scent with a little thrill. "Same as always. Overly worried about me 'seeing things' or keeping to myself. I guess not entirely without reason, but…"

	"But the things you see are actually there," Hiraeth provided. "That's rough to deal with.  For Lucas too," he added, glancing up to where Lucas wasn't making eye contact any more.

	Lucas shrugged. "I'm resigned about it, yeah? Keith went to my funeral and I don't think any of my own family could see me then. Doesn't much matter if his don't see me at dinner." His good humor had clearly dried up, tone a bit dull, but at the stricken look that Keith felt cross his own face, Lucas managed a grin. "But enough of that. Back to an entire family who can see me. Your son's coming to visit?"

	Hiraeth, whose expression had also grown pained, seized on that change of topic. "One of them, yes," he said. "He's mostly stag, like me—a little more branchy, his mother's all leaf, but we're pretty closely aligned." His hands danced around to illustrate his point, thumbs and fingers making a second set of antlers from his head.

	"I didn't think…" Keith hesitated. "I mean…"

	"We wouldn't have called you for the child-rearing sort," Lucas said, when it became clear that Keith wasn't going to finish his sentence. 

	That was something of an understatement, Keith thought. Hiraeth was a genuinely good and kind person, but he was flighty and stubborn and emotional. And however many centuries old he actually was, he always seemed to be Keith's peer in terms of maturity. Keith sure couldn't imagine raising a child right now.

	Hiraeth wrinkled his nose at both of them, taking another big mouthful of food and chewing it loudly with his flat teeth before continuing, as if to punish them for their assumption. "I don't know that he'd say I was much good at it, but we grow up fast."

	A bit embarrassed, Keith mumbled, "That part aside, just, how? You already told me that Others are travelling souls who take over vessels you find and… convert them into actual bodies somehow. Flowers or bones or…" In all honesty, he didn't know if the deer would have been alive or dead when Hiraeth moved in and reshaped it.

	"Where do you think those souls come from?" Hiraeth asked lightly. "We're low viability, for sure; something has to balance out how hard we are to permanently kill. But just as we eat and sleep and all other things, some of us can have children. Those of us who are fertility-aligned—rabbits, flowers, stags—" He winked at Keith. "—we have an easier time than others. Though, I mean, I mostly have sex for fun, as I'm sure you've noticed."

	Keith blushed. "I guess, but where's the body come from for a new soul…?

	"Where'd yours come from? Cells and essence slowly growing once the conditions were met. Same for us, though the way our cells and essence grow… well, it's the same thing we do when we take over a body, just put to other ends."

	Keith still didn't fully get it. The connection of soul to vessel rather than having a body the way a human did… it was one part of how Others lived that he didn't understand. He knew that Hiraeth was functionally immortal—even if something happened to his body, if his soul wasn't damaged, he'd just move on until he found something else he could transform into himself.

	But there were rules to it that Keith couldn't grasp, something about natures and alignment with the metaphors and symbols that their souls relied on. They couldn't just pick any vessel; it had to be one that was suitable to the type of creature they were. So there was still a bond there between vessel and soul that was intensely personal, just one that Keith couldn't grasp the way Hiraeth could—or even that Lucas could, as a disembodied ghost. 

	"Well… I mean, I'll take your word for it," Keith mumbled, and dragged himself forcibly back on track. "Why's he coming? Just to visit?"

	Hiraeth frowned a little, chasing the last of his food around the container with his wooden chopsticks. "That's… well. He's bringing his boyfriend with him, and his boyfriend's girlfriend, as I understand it. He didn't go into too many details on the call, but something's happened to his boyfriend, some kind of curse, and he wanted to see if anything in the shop might help. I mean, I've got an awfully big collection of weird and wonderful items, so maybe."

	Lucas said, "Hiraeth, my man, are you actually some kind of Otherly arms dealer?"

	"I'll never talk," Hiraeth said, closing his container and grinning up at Lucas, who grinned back and flicked his nose. "No, no. I just find old items that carry some kind of aura, and pass them on to whoever will want them. Half the stuff I've got here, I'm still figuring out what it even does—if anything. As I'm quite sure Keith knows, a lot of things just carry memories."

	They did; antique stores were a pitfall of strong impressions. "Yeah," Keith said. He cleared his throat. "I mean, if I can help find whatever the item is—?"

	Hiraeth's smile softened. He pushed his container aside on his desk and rose, padding the few steps over to the bed and flopping down next to Keith. "You'll help. I know." His hand came to Keith's cheek, fingers running down to his jaw. "You look nervous."

	"That's my secret. I'm always nervous," Keith grumbled, earning himself a laugh from Lucas.

	Eyes glittering, Hiraeth hooked his fingers behind Keith's neck, tugging him a little closer. "Let me distract you. You don't have class tomorrow, right?"

	"Yeah, but I didn't bring spare clothes?"

	"I've got some of your underwear here already," Hiraeth said, smirking a little. He glanced up. "Joining us, Lucas? You can feel through me, if you like."

	Lucas drifted a little closer. "I'll keep you company," he promised. They both knew what it meant for Hiraeth to offer his vessel up, even a little.  Letting another person in an Other’s vessel was beyond intimate, something some of them might even find profane. 

	It never seemed to stop Hiraeth, not since Lucas had first joined with him in order to save his life… or during the much nicer times since then. There were times Keith was almost jealous. There was something the two of them shared when they were in one body, feeling the same things and conscious the whole time, that Keith couldn't be part of.

	Hiraeth just laughed, giving Lucas a grin before seeming to notice Keith's melancholy bent, turning his attention back to Keith and pulling him in for a kiss. "Mm, good…"

	Keith kissed back, tasting the strange wilderness of Hiraeth's mouth under the flavor of take-out, and closed his eyes. Everything was big and stressful and new, but this much was familiar by now, no longer a guilty pleasure but an eager one. 

	He relaxed into it, let himself enjoy their hands roaming over him as one, let himself taste Lucas's breath in Hiraeth's mouth as it passed into Keith's body in urgent kisses. It was all he could to do kiss back, hands grabbing fistfuls of Hiraeth's shirt, but that was fine. Just kissing, giving as good as he got, was enough.

	They didn't need him to be in control for this, and it was such a relief to not be. Hiraeth didn't mind when a pile of books fell over on his desk as Keith's grip on his powers relaxed and his spirit grew too big for his own body. He just put a hand on Keith's face, turning it back to his own, and swallowed Keith's apology with another kiss. Keith knew he'd end up looking eventually to see if any of it was damaged—but that could happen later.

	The now was just this, just the near-agonizing pleasure of being pressed back and taken, the aching pressure of two bodies moving together, rough and strong and with adoration in every movement.

	Keith whimpered, clinging tight to Hiraeth's body, holding on to them both, and just let himself feel, just let himself be in the moment.

	"Love you," one of them whispered; Keith could barely hear it under his own gasping breaths, didn't know which of them had said it.

	Didn't matter. He sobbed it back to both of them. "I love you. I love you."

	Pleasure built; a plate crashed off the desk with a clatter that he couldn't make sense of at the time.

	And then a moment of peace, a silence in himself that he relaxed into, thinking about nothing and hearing only the thundering of his heartbeat and Hiraeth and Lucas's ragged breathing.

	Hiraeth let out a soft laugh, and reality started back up again. Lucas slid out of Hiraeth to flop down next to and partly through them, making Keith draw in deep breaths at the competing sensations making him shiver through the aftermath: the sticky heat of Hiraeth holding him close, the icy chill of Lucas at his back. They never stayed together too long. Hiraeth's vessel was nothing like what Lucas's body had been, and there was a point, Lucas said, where it became impossibly dissonant. The post-coital letdown was one of those times, so they just… adjusted. 

	They were getting really good at adjusting to make this strange relationship work, Keith thought. It was something so good for them, even if nobody else might understand it.

	One of Hiraeth's arms shifted, a hand resting on Keith's hip where a cold spot soon joined it; Lucas and Hiraeth, holding hands around him.

	Keith burrowed his face into Hiraeth's neck. "Do you think he'll like me?" he asked finally, muffled.

	"Oh, my darling," Hiraeth said, tone aching. His other hand came up and slid into Keith's hair, ruffling it tenderly. "Who wouldn't love you?"

	Keith, having never felt any particular love for himself, didn't answer. 

	 

	 

	
chapter three

	 

	Hiraeth cooked breakfast on the kitchen hotplate he had in place of a stove, and brewed his organic coffee. They ate and drank while sitting together on the bed, leaning against each other. Hiraeth had gotten down one of his books for Lucas, who, when he focused, had just enough poltergeist energy to flip pages, and he was seated at the desk, reading.

	As Hiraeth had promised, he'd held onto the clothes Keith had previously left there, meaning he only had to rewear his socks and jeans. Keith ran his fingers down the front of the flannel shirt. It was his own, but had been laundered with Hiraeth's things, and smelled like him now, wet and wild, some sort of hidden forest mystery worn on his body.

	Keith kind of liked that. He swallowed his gulp of sweetened coffee and said, hoarsely, "This is really nice?"

	And, as though he'd summoned some kind of curse with his words, the shop bell rang downstairs.

	"I thought you didn't open until eleven on Saturdays," Lucas protested, looking up.

	"I don't. Doesn't always stop customers," Hiraeth said thoughtfully. "But, also, it's probably my boy." 

	The sense of tranquility abruptly vanished. The next sip of coffee tasted strangely acidic, twisting in Keith's suddenly-tense stomach. "Oh," he wheezed.

	Hiraeth hopped up. He was still wearing sweatpants and a pajama t-shirt top—a cat clinging to the ceiling with a cartoon alarm clock ringing next to its bed—but somehow they didn't make him look any less ready for company, his expression eager and his eyes bright. "Well, I'm heading downstairs. You want to come with me?"

	"Should I?" Keith hedged. "I can wait until you've had time to catch up—"

	The doorbell rang again, somehow seeming more aggressive the second time, and Hiraeth shrugged. "I don't want to leave him on the doorstep, m'love." He bent, kissing Keith's cheek, then crossed to Lucas and buzzed a hand gently over the top of his head, as though ruffling his tightly-curled hair. "Come down whenever! I'll host them in the shop. It's larger there anyway."

	He clattered off down the stairs, leaving Keith looking at Lucas in an embarrassed, uncertain panic.

	"Big step, meeting the family," Lucas said, seeming flustered himself. He got up, pacing over the floor; as always, it didn't creak as it might when Keith or Hiraeth moved. "I guess, finish your coffee first…?"

	"What if he hates me?" Keith wheezed. 

	"I mean, then he's a dick?" Lucas said. He came over and sat next to Keith, a cool and comforting presence that Keith leaned into at once. "Right, though, big mood. Weird ghost. Strange human. But maybe he's like Hiraeth and will be chill about us? I mean, Hiraeth did say they were closely aligned…" 

	"Maybe," Keith said. "I. You know, I never thought I was going to have a boyfriend. Let alone two boyfriends? And one of them has kids?"

	"Keith, your life is weird as shit even without your spooky boyfriends." Lucas gave him a smile that was more anxious than reassuring, but clearly he was making the effort.

	A nervous giggle bubbled up in Keith's throat. "Don't I know it," he said. He finished his coffee with a swig. "All right. Let's just… give them enough time to say their hellos and then head down there, I guess. Worst case scenario, I can never show my face here again."

	"Right. No big."

	 

	*** 

	 

	Keith crept down the stairs, more paranoid and cautious than he had been when trying to sneak into a haunted mansion full of creepy dolls, which was saying something. There were similarities: the stairs were wooden, they creaked, and he was terrified of the creature lurking on the other side.

	Hiraeth was perched on his service counter, mid-conversation with the pair of people in front of him. Keith didn’t think they’d made a sound, but Hiraeth suddenly continued his sentence without even a verbal stutter, announcing: "—and there's the two lovelies I wanted to introduce you to."

	Everyone in the room turned to Keith and Lucas with very different expressions, and Keith wheezed out a breath. 

	"Hi," he managed, just as he ran out of air.

	The woman was wearing snakeskin-patterned jeans and a tunic-style dress over them, partially obscured by golden brown hair that hung ruler-straight down past her hips, a mottled honey color. She was built lean and long, around six feet tall. To Keith’s second sight, overlaid on her form, he could see small scales catching the light on her face, neck, and hands. Her lips split a little too wide in her face, her eyes flat and unblinking gold, but her smile seemed genuine enough as she bobbed her head to him, careful not to overly disturb the small fish bowl she was holding. 

	The young man— 

	Well, he was definitely Hiraeth's son. His hair wasn't the same platinum white as Hiraeth's, but a more standard tannish fawn color, and freckles covered his tan face. He was wearing black jeans and a t-shirt under a dramatic souvenir jacket—satiny, black and white, and embroidered with pale pink flowers across his shoulders, flowing down into the hem and seam details. His antlers were much more plant-like, almost wooden; Hiraeth's branched unnaturally, but were clearly made of bone. His son’s were rough and brown, and had cherry blossoms clustered around their tips. He didn't look more than a few years younger than Hiraeth himself, but given the near-immortal nature of Others, that didn't mean much.

	The expression on his deceptively soft face was clearly challenging as he sauntered up to Keith and Lucas, looking them both over before he said, "A ghost and some human kid? Seriously, Dad?"

	"Oh, I'm very serious about them," Hiraeth called from his perch with just an edge of warning to his voice. "They're lovely, be nice."

	It was pretty clear that this Cherrytree Boy had no particular desire to be nice, but Keith swallowed around the pit in his stomach and held a clammy hand out to him anyway. "I'm Keith," he said. "This is Lucas, my, uh, our boyfriend—"

	"Hey," Lucas said, lifting a hand in greeting. His brows were already lifted in his YikesTM expression.

	"—And it's nice to meet you.," Keith finished determinedly, trying not to react to that. "Do you have a name you'd like me to use?"

	Others had at least four layers of names that Keith knew of: fake names they'd use among humans, descriptor names based on known details that Others would use for each other when they weren't close, familiar names that they would use for each other when they were, and personal names that, as far as Keith knew, they kept completely secret. In Hiraeth's case, 'Hiraeth' was his familiar name, given in secret to Keith and Lucas; the descriptor name Keith used for him before that had been 'the Horned Boy', and his human name was 'Henry'.

	The Cherrytree Boy looked Keith over again and then shrugged. "Avi's what I go by when talking to people like you," he said. "Or you can call me whatever." 

	His human name, then. "It's nice to meet you," Keith said. He left his hand out a little longer before letting it drop. 

	The Snakeskin Girl eyed Avi with a bit of secondhand offense—she was Avi's boyfriend's girlfriend, Keith remembered from Hiraeth's description, meaning that she probably was not Avi's girlfriend, too—then stepped forward. She shoved her goldfish bowl into Avi's hands. 

	"Be nice," she echoed Hiraeth, then smiled too-widely at Keith, literally cheek-to-cheek, showing uncomfortably long fangs. She took his hand before it could quite sag entirely away. "It's nice to meet you too. Go ahead and give him a descriptor instead of Avi, we're among like kind here. His dad already explained that you've got second sight."

	Keith swallowed. Even if she'd given him permission, Avi hadn't. Her hand was dry and cool and he focused on shaking it. "Among other abilities, yeah," he said weakly.

	"Other abilities? Even better," she quipped. "We're in a bit of a pickle here so it's just reassuring we don't have to tiptoe around it with you." 

	"Right, uh," he glanced between the Snakeskin Girl and Avi, and decided to just use a descriptor for Hiraeth, just in case she didn't know his familiar name. "His, uh, dad mentioned that something had happened to your mutual boyfriend?"

	"Yep," she said. She pointed.

	For a moment, Keith genuinely thought she was pointing to Avi for some kind of explanation. But he was scowling down into the fishbowl he was now carrying. 

	"The fish?" Keith asked, taken aback.

	The fish—a fantail guppy, Keith believed, almost betta-like with its rainbow of colors and long tail, but lacking the snub nose or length in its other fins—swam a little loop-de-loop in his bowl. 

	Keith found himself helplessly flashing back to failing to keep his pet guppies alive as a child.

	"He's such an idiot," Avi muttered. He shook his head over the bowl until one of the cherry blossoms came loose from his antlers and drifted down, resting on the surface of the water. 

	The fish swam up and ate it.

	"He got himself cursed," the Snakeskin Girl said with stressed-out good humor. "I guess he somehow got sealed into his vessel, which reverted into its original shape. The two of us took care of the guy who did it, but it didn't undo the curse. We were hoping the shop might have some kind of curse remover."

	Lucas made an unhappy noise, his face a little more shadowed than it had been previously, a sign that he was distracted. Whenever he didn't focus fully on his own identity, his features lost detail, one of his more unnerving ghostly traits. "He's still himself, though?" 

	He had reason to be concerned; the last time they'd dealt with things that forced Others to take new vessels, it had involved some very unpleasant cases of amnesia.

	"He is for sure," she said, nodding to Lucas to acknowledge the relevance. "He responds to things perfectly well, he's just…" She held her fingers up a few inches apart. "You know. Silent, water-breathing, can't do much but swim in circles. It was only funny for the first hour."

	"Dad, c'mon," Avi said. He put the fishbowl down on the desk and rested his face against Hiraeth's shoulder. "What do you think?"

	Hiraeth hissed a concerned breath out through his teeth, deep in thought. "…I might be able to get you a better setup for him? A little bowl like that isn't much good for a fish."

	It wasn't the answer Avi wanted. He whined softly, pressing closer; Hiraeth's arms rose around him in a gentle embrace, rocking him softly. 

	"We've got a good setup back in the van," Avi grumbled weakly, muffled into Hiraeth. "This is just for portability in case you had anything we could use on the spot. C'mon…"

	"I don't think I have anything that can remove a curse that wouldn't also be removed by just killing the curser," Hiraeth admitted gently. "But we can sort through the shelves and see if anything jumps out at us." He rubbed Avi's back, a soft ruffle of dry hand over satin cloth, and Avi leaned into the touch, greedily drinking it up. 

	A little embarrassed by this demonstration of familial affection that clearly wasn't for him to see, Keith glanced aside. He noticed that the Snakeskin Girl was watching them, fond and a bit pleased; from the softness on her face, this sort of clingy behavior from Avi was probably a lot more familiar than the aggressive front he'd shown Keith and Lucas.

	Keith really hoped that Avi wasn't insecure. He was definitely not ready to deal with having his boyfriend's kids acting like he was going to steal their dad's attention.

	"Keith, anything you think you can do?" Lucas asked.

	He'd asked it quietly, but even so, the Snakeskin Girl's head whipped around, and Avi lifted his own a little, not turning but clearly paying attention.

	"I, uh, maybe?" he said, flustered under the attention. "I can look, at least—"

	"How would he be able to do anything?" Avi muttered sullenly.

	Hiraeth tweaked Avi’s ear swiftly, drawing a yelp. "He's very talented, you know! They're both smart and brave and kind and clever and I love them very much."

	Keith went red, staring at his feet. He could hear the Snakeskin Girl giggle, and Lucas let out a little surprised oh.

	Avi's steel-toed boots came into view a moment later as he approached, moving just a little too close before stopping. "Seems like my dad's got a high opinion of you," he said flatly.

	Drawing a slow breath in, Keith forced himself to look up. "I mean, I have a high opinion of him too," he said, trying to stand his ground while his stomach did flip-flops. "I don't know that any of my skills will be useful but I have… I mean, more than just sight. Telekinesis and pyrokinesis might be useless, but I've got psychometry and the ability to pick up associations on things, and I can prod around in people's subconscious. If nothing else, I might be able to see or feel some kind of connection between an item here and, your, uh…" He searched for a name to use and settled weakly on, "Fish."

	"Fish," both Avi and the Snakeskin Girl said at once, one with horror, the other with delight.

	"Well, if you'd tell me what you want me to call him?" Keith ventured.

	"'Fish' is fine," the Snakeskin Girl said, laughing. "Dumb Fish. It's what we call him half the time anyway."

	"Sure, okay, I mean, we know who you mean." Avi huffed a breath. Another cherry blossom drifted down and Keith forced himself not to try to catch it before it hit the ground. "I don't know that I like this, but as long as you're just looking, it's fine."

	Keith attempted a smile, though it probably came across queasy at best. "Sure," he said. "I'd love to help. Lucas…"

	"Don't know that there's much I can do, but I can sort through the shelves more easily than you since I don't have to move around all the junk," Lucas said. "So I can start combing through for anything that looks magical?"

	It was narrow and crowded in the shop, sure, but Keith knew how much Lucas hated walking through solid objects. He'd said often enough that sharing the same space as other things reminded him that he was dead—that, on some very real level, he wasn't even there anymore. 

	Still, Keith nodded. They were in this boat together, and if Lucas wanted to do this to help Hiraeth, Keith wouldn't stop him.

	Avi pointed. "Then go look at the dumb fish."

	Keith went, drawing a deep breath next to Hiraeth to inhale his wet-leaf smell and center himself a little. Hiraeth put a hand on his side lightly, giving it a little squeeze, and tilted his head. He didn't say anything, but his concern for Keith was clear.

	A bit reassured, Keith shifted his gaze to the fishbowl. The polychromatic fish inside was waving his fins lightly, slowly drifting as he seemed to gaze back at Keith. 

	Keith let his eyes go unfocused, trying to sense something off the fish and, after a moment's hesitation—not entirely sure how protective the fish's partners were—he dipped a finger into the bowl, lightly touching that small back.

	Sensation washed over him. He refused to let his consciousness sink into the fish's—he didn't know him, and playing around inside somebody's mindscape was dangerous to both of them if not necessary—but he let his mind touch a little. He felt a darkness there, centuries of history entwined in the curse, wound in and around the small form under his fingertip, wrapping up a sense of wry humor, betrayal, need, loneliness— 

	Keith drew a sharp breath. "He knew the guy who cursed him."

	"Did he?" the Snakeskin Girl asked. Keith wasn't sure if this was new information to her, or if she were just curious about how much he knew.

	"It feels that way. There's some kind of old grudge in this. If they didn't know each other I'd be really surprised."

	"But can you find something that can undo it?" Avi asked impatiently.

	The fish nommed Keith's fingertip lightly—a warning bite or a playful kiss, he wasn't sure which from the mixed feelings he'd seen there—but either way, he pulled his fingertip back quickly, flustered. "Maybe," he said. "I mean, Lucas is going to look for magical objects and I can try to feel out the ones he digs up to see if they seem like they'd… resonate with the curse in any way?"

	"Good enough, I guess," Avi said. "Saves us having to try everything."

	It would, sure. But thinking about everything that was on the shelves, let alone everything else stuffed into Hiraeth's back room, and the sheer mental pressure he felt when handling things like that, Keith suppressed a sigh.

	It was going to be a long day.

	 

	 

	
chapter four

	 

	By mid-afternoon, Keith's migraine was really revving into full gear. He could no longer tell what things were giving off halos from spiritual energy and what was simply because of his throbbing headache.

	Still, with the Snakeskin Girl and Avi handing him objects one after another, he didn't feel ready to stop yet. He wanted to make a good impression and, besides, their boyfriend still needed help.

	There wasn't a lot of room in the back for people, and Hiraeth had figured it might take a while anyway, so he'd opened up the shop while the others searched. Keith missed his company while simultaneously feeling completely overwhelmed by the number of people here and their near-constant focus on him.

	Fortunately, Avi and the Snakeskin Girl had begun to debate over adding a piece of jewelry they'd found into Fish's tank—less because they thought it'd break the curse and more because they thought he might enjoy it. She was saying something about enriching Fish's enclosure, and Avi was insisting it wouldn't be a problem for long enough that he'd need enrichment. Keith took advantage of the lull in their attention to wave Lucas closer. 

	Lucas drifted through the shelves to rejoin him. "Doing okay?" he asked softly.

	"Headache," Keith mumbled back. "Can you go ask Hiraeth to bring me a glass of water?"

	A cool, weightless hand passed over Keith's forehead, tender and soothing. "Sure thing. I'll be right back."

	Keith resisted calling him back the moment he started to move away. Their tether, the spiritual bond that tied Lucas to Keith as the source of his haunt, didn't allow him to go far—usually only go a few rooms apart at best. The shop wasn't all that large, and Lucas could probably go hang out upstairs if he wanted to, so he had more than enough space to go talk to Hiraeth in the front room. If it wasn't for the headache, Keith wouldn't be thinking twice about that one additional strain and how it was almost too much. 

	The movement of Lucas leaving the room seemed to catch Avi's attention. He pointed out a section of glassware to the Snakeskin Girl—presumably because, being literal vessels themselves, any enchanted glassware might interact with whatever was going on with Fish—and then came over, crouching in front of Keith.

	Keith tried to ignore the scrutiny, attempting to focus on the box of keys in front of him. He slowly dropped another two in the reject pile. Both were enchanted in some way, and maybe Hiraeth would be able to say how, but neither of them felt either enough like Fish's whole situation or enough unlike it for him to feel that there was any connection. 

	But Avi didn't move, and finally Keith had to look up. "Uh?"

	The look on Avi's face was hard to read, too much of a mix of emotions for any one to seem to bubble fully to the surface. Keith was a little tempted to try to reach out with his empathic skills, but those were weak and hard to consciously control at the best of times, and with his head in the shape it was in right now, he'd probably pick up only the worst feelings and misread the situation even more.

	After another long moment of just staring at him, Avi said, "You know you're temporary, right?"

	"Uh." Keith turned a key over and over in his hands, trying to use the cold metal and uneven weight of it to keep himself centered over the sudden spike of anxiety. "Like, existentially?"

	"That too. Definitely that too," Avi said. "But dad falls in love easily. I'm not saying he'll throw you over—he and my mom are still good friends. And maybe you’ll stay friends with him for the rest of your life. He's got a big loneliness in him that he keeps trying to fill, right? But you shouldn't be the one to do it. Even if he can fall in love with a human, because he's just like that, you should let him go. Let him get some space from you."

	"Cool," Keith said. "That's a cool thing to say."

	He bit down on his lower lip to stop himself from blurting out anything else, whether it was going to be further admonitions or straight up apologies. His heart and head were throbbing in time with his panic and hurt. He was staring at Avi now, and was slightly surprised to find Avi staring back at him with what seemed like shock. 

	Keith noticed dimly that Avi’s eyes looked brown from a distance, but were actually a deep dark pink, like cherries themselves.

	"I didn't mean—" Avi seemed actually taken aback, expression almost injured, though it shuttered a moment later. "Whatever. I didn't expect you to get it. Guess you can be as careless with him as you want."

	"What is your deal?" Keith began, his head feeling ready to explode, his jaw clenched. "I'm doing nothing but trying to help you right now—"

	"Scia," the Snakeskin Girl interrupted them both—with part of Avi's familiar name?—putting an arm between them and glaring at Avi in warning. "Could you not?”

	Avi took a step back from them both, nearly running into a shelf. "I know he's helping us, but if I'm going to warn him off, I'm not going to… to drain him dry of his use first!"

	"Well, you should," she said, rolling her eyes. She gave Keith a sympathetic, too-wide smile. "No, seriously though, I don't mean to sound callous with that. I think you're fine. He's just overly worrying about his dad when he should be worrying about our Fish while letting his dad live his own life, you know?"

	Keith glanced away from them both. "I didn't… look, I'm with Hi—with him because we both want to be. We went through a lot of stuff together. He's… good to me and Lucas, and I think we can be good for each other."

	"For now," Avi muttered ominously.

	The Snakeskin Girl threw her hands up. "Go sit over there," she ordered Avi, pointing to the back of the room. "There's some tools there, and you're a tool, so you'll be a matched set.” At his sullen resistance, she added, a bit more gently: “Seriously, though, at least two of them feel off somehow, so please take a look."

	Avi gave her a bit of a haughty glance, tossing his head—narrowly avoiding knocking some teacups off a shelf as his antlers grazed them—and stalked to the place she'd pointed out. It wasn't terribly far, given the small size of the back room, but it at least gave them the illusion of privacy since it was partially obscured by a set of shelves.

	"Sorry about that," the Snakeskin Girl said, plopping down in front of Keith.

	Suddenly longing to be anywhere but here, Keith just shook his head. He lowered his aching eyes to the key in his hand, decided the aura around it was just a symptom of an ocular migraine, and dropped it in the reject pile. "It's fine," he muttered.

	"It's not fine," she said. She put a cool, dry hand over his, gently patting. "I bet you were worried about meeting us and now it's gone all to pot because Avi's got a daddy complex."

	"I don't have a daddy complex!" Avi yelled from his corner.

	"Complex feelings about his daddy's feelings, anyway," she said, undeterred. Avi's attitude didn't seem to even make her blink. Then again, Keith wasn't sure she could blink. "Just give him time, okay? You seem nice, and his dad likes you, so he'll come around."

	Keith wasn't sure he could get more miserable, between the headache and the conversation. He shrugged and nodded.

	The door from the front opened and closed, and Hiraeth poked his head uncertainly around the shelf between them and the door. "Uh, was someone yelling about a daddy complex…?" 

	"No," all three of them said in horrified unison.

	"All right, good, that'd be odd," Hiraeth said, a strange tension in his voice. He came around the shelving unit and offered Keith a glass of water. "I hate to run but I'm heading back out. I don't want to leave Lucas alone right now."

	Those were not the words he wanted or expected to hear. Stomach flip-flopping, Keith stared up at him, knuckles going white on the glass. "What…?"

	Hiraeth glanced toward the door into the front, then lowered his voice. "Some girls came in shopping. From what he said, his sister was among them. They left, he's fine, he wanted a moment to recover, but… I don't want to leave him by himself if he's sad, right? But he insisted I bring you your water."

	Keith didn't remember getting up, but he was on his feet instantly. The container holding the keys had fallen from his lap and were clattering to the ground in what felt like a slow-motion waterfall. "I'll go with you," he said

	"Your headache—"

	Keith chugged the glass of water—no longer a relief, and now only a barrier to seeing Lucas sooner—then set it down on a clear spot on the shelf. "It's fine," he told Hiraeth. Turning to the others, he told them, "I'll be back shortly," in a voice that sounded panicked even to himself.

	He didn't wait for their answer, didn't even want to risk they'd try to hold him back, and pushed Hiraeth out ahead of him as they headed into the shop.

	 

	***

	 

	Lucas was seated on the counter the same way that Hiraeth tended to do, his legs dangling, his arms braced behind himself against the surface as much as he could brace against anything, his head tilted back as he gazed up at the ceiling.

	Keith's heart ached, seeing Lucas in such a forlorn pose. "Hey," he called softly.

	Lucas didn’t look at him, and although Keith couldn't be sure he'd heard his quiet call, he knew that Lucas could feel that he was closer than before. He could feel it himself, that release of the tension between them as the tether that bound them slackened. 

	He wasn't sure if he should be relieved or sorry that Hiraeth had waited until the girls had left to come to get him. On a practical level, he was sure Hiraeth had to; he was his shop's only worker, after all, and he needed to be there both to help if they needed anything, and to make sure that they, normal humans, weren't handling any of his special items in any dangerous way. 

	Still, he didn't like the idea that Lucas had gone unseen and unheard when his sister was right there in front of him, that Keith hadn't been there to in some way help translate Lucas's needs and feelings. Even though Hiraeth was able to see and hear Lucas, he didn't know the history—wouldn't have known who she was until Lucas had managed to say anything.

	Keith hadn't seen Shaunee since Lucas's funeral. He wouldn't have known what to say to her if he had. She'd never said anything unpleasant to him, but Keith could only imagine that he was little more to her than the cause of her brother's death. The fact that Lucas had thrown himself into the road to save a stranger might say the world about her brother's personality, but that didn't mean anybody would want to spend any amount of time with the stranger who lived on instead.

	Hesitantly, he came over, leaning against the front counter and putting a hand on Lucas's. 

	Finally, Lucas glanced down at Keith. Although Keith had worried that there might be a void there instead of his expression, that ghostly loss of self—instead, there was just exhaustion and grief

	"I'm okay," Lucas said to the unasked question. "I mean, not great. You know, right?"

	"Yeah," Keith said. He did his best to wind his fingers together with Lucas's. "Jeez. I'm sorry."

	Lucas shook his head slowly and smiled. It looked tentative, like he was trying it on for size, but genuine regardless. "Nah. I mean… it was good to see her. She's doing okay. She looks healthy and happy and she's… you know, growing up. I guess she'll be entering college in a year or two. There's worse ways to see her than laughing with her friends."

	"I just wish…" Keith let it trail off, gritting his teeth. He wished a lot of things, none of which were particularly great when it came to the subject of Lucas dying to save his life. He tried again: "It'd be nice if you could talk to her a little. Reassure her or whatever."

	"Sure. 'Hey, I'm dead, but doing okay'."

	"Yeah, that," Keith said. He smiled weakly, leaning his face into the cold spot where Lucas's chest was. "Or just even if you could see more of her."

	Lucas sighed softly. "If wishes were fishes…"

	"I don't know about granting wishes," Hiraeth said, coming over and also leaning in, rubbing his cheek against the spot where Lucas was more like a needy cat than some kind of deer cryptid, "but she might come back tomorrow, if you two want to be around then." He seemed anxious, eager to please, and Keith wondered how rough it had been on Lucas at the time, and what Hiraeth had seen.

	"Tomorrow…?" Lucas went a little wide-eyed, gazing down at him. "What do you mean?"

	Hiraeth pulled away to gesture at a section of shelf with several porcelain dolls on it. Keith, whose recent encounters with dolls were less than positive, couldn't quite withhold a shiver. "She was eyeing one of those."

	Lucas nodded quickly, almost eager. "She does love dolls. She's got a little collection, yeah, or used to."

	"I told her it was on major sale and I just hadn't got around to changing the tag yet, and that I thought I had some accessories for it in the back I could dig up if she came back tomorrow," Hiraeth said. He rubbed the back of the neck. "I thought I could buy you some time if there was anything you… you know, wanted me to say or to do or… anything like that."

	For a moment, Keith thought Lucas was going to cry. His brows drew in and his face screwed up, but he just nodded again instead, letting out a rough, wet sigh. "… thanks, man. I'll… have to think about it."

	"I don't know if she will come back," Hiraeth said, clearly a little nervous, almost babbling. "She said she'd try to, which a lot of people use as a polite no, and even if they mean it as a yes that doesn't always mean they make it. But, you know, come here tomorrow anyway and we can hope."

	"We'll need another day to finish looking at the stuff in the back anyway," Keith admitted. "You've got a lot there and trying to compare it is… a bit time-consuming."

	"And headache-inducing, I know." Hiraeth slid an arm around Keith's waist, tugging him closer too, leaning on him. "I appreciate it. I really do."

	Warmth flooded Keith, pushing back the anxiety and grief and hints of resentment. He leaned against Hiraeth too, pressing closer, one hand still holding Lucas's. "I know. It's fine. We'd like to help."

	"Are you three done out here?" Avi called. Keith glanced over, startled, and saw his glowering face framed in the partially open door to the back room.

	"More or less!" Hiraeth called back, though Keith could feel his body tense at the timing. Between them, Lucas drew a deep breath, schooling his expression again, and Keith tried to do the same. 

	But Hiraeth hadn't finished. "That said, I'm going to call it a day for all of us. It'll take a while yet, so let's finish it off tomorrow, or Keith's going to burn his second sight out before he's done, and that'll take him a lot longer to recover from, yeah?"

	Avi looked like he was going to protest, then just shrugged. "I guess," he said sullenly.

	"And besides," Hiraeth said soothingly, "I don't know about you, but I'm getting hungry. Let's all have a nice dinner together and try to relax, okay?"

	"Sure," Avi said. He glanced behind him, presumably getting the Snakeskin Girl's opinion, then nodded again.

	"Together?" Keith mumbled reluctantly. He glanced at Lucas, but Lucas was gazing toward the front door which his sister had gone through earlier, not looking at either of them.

	Hiraeth's arm tightened against his side, then loosened, both quick gestures. "Oh—no, I imagine you'll want to be getting back to your dorm." He smiled at Keith, but something about it seemed false, anxious. "You should get some rest."

	Keith reacted to that pain in Hiraeth almost without considering it. "No, it's fine," he said. "Let's have dinner together."  

	It wasn't what he'd wanted to say—he knew Avi didn't like him, and, in return, he didn't much like Avi. But…

	It had the hoped-for result: Hiraeth's face lighting up with relief, a more genuine smile crossing it again.

	Hiraeth loved his son, Keith reminded himself. And Hiraeth loved him and Lucas both. Besides, weren't awkward family gatherings part and parcel of having a boyfriend? 

	Maybe, Keith told himself, it would actually be the most normal part of his life right now.

	 

	 

	
chapter five

	 

	They ate dinner on the floor in Hiraeth's flat. He pushed what little furniture he had against the walls, and they all sat in a circle to eat lentil pasta with artichoke hearts. 

	Keith was pretty sure it was the best thing he’d ever eaten. He considered the possibility that he was just really hungry after using his powers all day, but no—it was just that good. Hiraeth had offered to get Keith something with more meat—the Snakeskin Girl needed to order something like that anyway, so he could have just added onto her order—but he'd decided to share in Hiraeth's meal out of a weird desire to make a show of solidarity, and didn’t regret his choice.

	Even those who weren't eating joined their circle. Lucas sat between Keith and the Snakeskin Girl, cross-legged and seeming in much better spirits. Fish was there too, his bowl placed between the Snakeskin Girl and Avi. 

	"He likes to be included," the Snakeskin Girl had explained, unasked, when she'd put the fishbowl down there. "He'd get lonely if we just left him downstairs."

	It made sense. The general mood Keith had been sensing off Fish had dimmed a little the longer their search had taken, a nearly visible depression taking over him. Being included seemed to improve it again—if still with an undercurrent of frustration.

	Though, to be fair, Keith wasn't sure if that was really Fish's feeling, due to their lack of luck and his inability to contribute to the conversation, or his own. He didn't know a thing to say to Avi, and every time he tried, he just remembered Avi accusing him of being careless with Hiraeth's feelings.

	Keith didn't think he was. The way Hiraeth beamed at them around the circle, apparently just delighted to have his boyfriends and his son's group together, made him feel surer than ever that it was okay. And even if it wasn't, it was Hiraeth's choice to make.

	But then, Avi had known Hiraeth a lot longer than he had…

	"He looks sad," the Snakeskin Girl said, and Keith jumped, worrying that she'd meant him. But she was gazing into Fish's bowl. Sure enough, Fish's fins were a little droopy.

	"He's probably hungry too," Avi said mournfully. He pulled a little container of fish flakes out of his pocket and shook it into the bowl. "You dumb fucking fish. Eating this shit… when you get better, I'm gonna make fun of you for a year. A decade. Just get better, okay?"

	The Snakeskin Girl laughed a little wryly, curled unnaturally around her own legs as she ducked down to watch Fish bob to the surface and gulp some of the flakes down. "You don't need to, 'cause eating that is its own punishment," she declared. "I really hope we do find something soon…"

	"What are your plans if you don't?" Hiraeth asked, expression serious again. "I don't mind contacting people in my trade network and seeing if they have anything, or if I can find someone who's able and willing to counter-curse, but that might take a while… and you know that counter-curses have their own cost."

	Keith didn't, but they both seemed to, and made displeased faces at the idea. 

	"We'll just have to find something," Avi muttered. "Worst comes to worst, I'll pay the cost."

	The Snakeskin Girl put a reassuring hand on his shoulder, squeezing. "Not alone."

	"Well… hopefully it won't come to that," Hiraeth said. "Any ideas?" He was looking at Keith and Lucas now.

	It was probably just to keep them from being left out, but Keith's heart began to beat faster at the sudden attention anyway, his anxiety spiking again at Avi and the Snakeskin Girl paying him attention again. "I'm not sure," he admitted. "I'm really getting to know Fish's aura, his feelings, but…"

	"But?" the Snakeskin Girl asked. 

	"Well, I could maybe…" Clenching his hands to try to get some feeling into them again, he glanced aside at Lucas. Lucas had been there with him through everything, and was the best source of a second opinion at all times. If it was a bad idea to suggest it, Lucas would make that clear.

	Lucas cleared his throat, nodding. "If solving it's going to require some danger anyway, maybe Keith could go a bit deeper than he has so far?"

	Keith let out a breath, a little relieved that he wasn't the one to have to say it. "Yeah. If the curse is keeping him locked in there… I mean, I've worked with that sort of thing before. Minds trapped by their vessel…"

	They were both staring at him, and he tried not to think too hard about last time, about being absorbed into a strange mindscape of dolls and war.

	“Explain,” Avi said demandingly. The Snakeskin Girl cast him a quickly chiding glance, but she too had her attention intent on Keith.

	Keith drew a breath, stomach churning. "Um, I met someone who got forced into a vessel that wasn't natural to her, and the whole situation made her forget who she was. I was able to go inside and unlock that and when I did that, she was able to force the vessel to become her own, even though it wasn't originally suitable."

	"He does know who he is, though," the Snakeskin Girl reminded him. "We don't know much, but we do know that."

	"Yeah… I know, I believe you," Keith said. "But maybe there's still something inside him that an outside perspective could help notice and undo."

	"Going into his mind…" Avi muttered uncertainly, eyeing Keith warily, as if he were somehow more dangerous for even suggesting it. “You can really do that?”

	Keith nodded, but somehow, the gesture slowly mutated into a headshake instead. "Only if he lets me. I don't think I could go in without his permission if he's his full self—I'm pretty sure he could keep me out. But, no, it's not… fun? For either of us. It's a little risky. If I'm inside his mind, his person, it's… beyond even sharing a vessel. I could literally alter his… his symbols? I know you guys are built around symbols, your alignments, and that's what your form and personality are all about. And, for me, if he gets protective of something, I'm pretty sure he could destroy my soul in there." He swallowed. "So I mean, it might not be the best choice."

	"No way," Avi said, frowning heavily. "We're not doing it—we'll find something tomorrow or we'll pay a cost we do know. You're too careless for me to trust you with his soul."

	This again. Keith looked down, stung. 

	The Snakeskin Girl grimaced. "I mean, it's worth considering…"

	"No. Flat out. We'll just keep looking at items tomorrow like we did today. He can help out that way…" Avi did nod to Keith, a begrudging gratitude on his face. "But… thanks. I get that it's dangerous to you and you offered anyway."

	Relieved and disappointed all at once, Keith nodded back. "Sure, I get it," he said. "No problem."

	Hiraeth shot him a strangely shy smile, his eyes bright and his lips wobbly. Keith didn't know if Hiraeth was pleased that he'd made the offer, or pleased that his son had thanked him, or pleased that Keith had accepted the thanks so easily—or anything else. 

	But he could tell that Hiraeth was pleased, was looking at him as if Keith had offered him some unexpected gift, and Keith smiled back, ducking his head.  

	It was the other way around, he thought. Hiraeth's first impulse when he'd heard his son's family was coming was to involve Keith. It was a scary gift for so many reasons—starting with Avi's personality and ending with the Keith feeling obliged to help with a curse—but…

	It was a gift nonetheless.  

	 

	***

	 

	When dinner was done, Avi and the Snakeskin Girl carried Fish back to their van, leaving the rest of them alone.

	Hiraeth rolled over with a groan, relaxing all at once and flopping his feet against Keith's legs. "I'm sorry, Keith, m'love," he said, before Keith even had a chance to speak. His face was out of sight from this angle, but his tone was wryly mournful. "He's a handful."

	"I see that," Keith agreed, rueful. He squeezed one of Hiraeth's feet lightly, feeling his toes wiggle under the touch. Hiraeth was back to normal now, here with just the three of them. He'd seemed off somehow when the others were around, even flightier than usual and eager to please, and it made Keith's heart flutter a little to realize how much Hiraeth must relax around them. 

	Lucas flopped down on the floor next to Hiraeth, sitting cross-legged by him. "Are there some issues with you and his ma or something…?"

	Hiraeth propped himself up on his elbows, his other foot squirming playfully up Keith's thigh. Keith caught that one too. "Not as I'm aware," Hiraeth said lightly. "She and I weren't in love, but I love her regardless and we make good enough friends. She lives pretty far away, so we don't see each other all that often, but if something were wrong I'd expect one of them to tell me." 

	"I hope you know how weird it is that you've got a kid who looks my age while you also look my age. I really wasn't expecting to have to deal with jealous children." To take away any possible sting, Keith pushed at Hiraeth's feet casually, bending his knees. 

	Hiraeth permitted it, cycling absently. "Hardly my fault that your kind live briefly but at such a rapid pace," he said, tone growing even warmer, even more wry. "Honestly, you might meet my grandkids sometimes. I don't think he has any, but some of my others do—and those grandkids are older than you too."

	"Weird old man," Lucas teased gently. "Gonna give Keith a complex. Not me, though, I'm untouchable." A blatant lie, but it wasn't like either of them would call him on it. Lucas leaned over, running a hand over Hiraeth's forehead, and Hiraeth turned his face into that. "You okay, though? You're seeming kind of run-down compared to your usual, uh, joie de vivre." 

	Nose wrinkling, Hiraeth huffed a breath of air. "I should be asking you that, love! You're the one who had a big shock today."

	"Asked you first," Lucas said smugly. "Deal with it, my man."

	That drew a laugh out of Hiraeth, who sank back down onto the floor. "I'm all right," he said, his tone going a bit softer again. "It's hard having someone you adore come to you for help when you've no idea what to do for them, you know? Ahhh, and it's clear he's picking on you a little too. I don't want to intervene and make it seem like you can't handle it, but should I? What do you want me to do?"

	Even though Keith had been wondering the same thing himself, abruptly it seemed… simple. "Don't worry about it," he said firmly. He lifted one of those socked feet and kissed it. "I'm fine. We're fine. He's being a bit bratty, but I'm not going to be talked into breaking up with you."

	"He tried to talk you into breaking up with me!?" Hiraeth sat up abruptly, eyes huge.

	"Not—exactly? Maybe?" Keith scooted back a few feet, frowning at the obvious panic on Hiraeth's face, waving his hands as if he could soothe it physically. "It doesn't matter, because it won't happen."

	"Please don't break up with me! I mean, unless you're not feeling it, because of course I won't force you into anything but, I, I really would rather not, we, that's—" Hiraeth seemed to trip over his tongue, words dissolving into a loud whine.

	Lucas laughed at that, a gentle sound. "Given how hard it was for Keith to work up the nerve to ask you out, man, I think you're safe."

	"Hey," Keith protested with no heat. He grabbed Hiraeth by the velvety antlers and hauled him up for a hug. "It's fine. You're fine. If we have problems, we'll talk about it, all right? Him having problems with us isn't the same thing as us having problems." He tried to put authority into his voice.

	"Same," Lucas agreed. "It's not that Keith and I are a package deal, you know? I could sit outside the door if I wanted to give you private time, but I'm here because I want to be with you too. You get it?"

	Hiraeth seemed very small and still for a moment. And then he nodded, conking Keith lightly against the side of the head. "All right. You're saying it, so I have to believe it."

	He leaned up for a kiss and Keith pulled him closer, kissing back firmly, making sure Hiraeth knew he meant it as Lucas put a hand down against the back of Hiraeth's head to hold him in place between them.

	It was, at best, a symbolic gesture, but Keith hoped it was a good one.

	

chapter six

	 

	Keith and Lucas headed back to the dorm before it got too late. Keith wasn't entirely sure he wanted to leave Hiraeth alone, not given the uncertainty he was clearly feeling, but he knew Lucas was going through some stuff too. After seeing Shaunee, Lucas definitely needed the space to try to figure out what to do about her. If they were there with Hiraeth, even if they all meant to do otherwise, Lucas would try to prioritize someone else.

	Besides, Keith really did need to go get a change of clothes.

	He sank down onto his bed with a sigh, hauling his shirt off and sitting there for a moment before digging around for a tank top to sleep in. "Lucas…"

	He didn't need to finish. Lucas knew what was on both their minds. "Yeah," Lucas agreed softly. "I seriously don't know what to do about her."

	"Me neither." Keith changed into a new pair of boxers, then hugged his knees, curling up in his narrow twin bed against the back wall. "Really want to give you a hug too, though."

	Lucas sank down onto the bed as well, a weightless cold patch growing steadily more frigid as Lucas's mood dragged the temperature down. "I could honestly use one." 

	Keith patted the mattress next to him; even though there wasn't really space, Lucas climbed up and curled down against Keith, partly through him. It chilled Keith to the bone, but he just pulled the blanket over himself.

	"Can I go into you?" he mumbled. "I can hug you that way, at least."

	Lucas let out a soft laugh. "Yeah," he said. "You know it. I trust you in there."

	Keith closed his eyes. He imagined himself—his mind, his heart, his own ghost—overlapped on his prone form, separate from it. It never stopped feeling a little silly, cartoon-like, but it worked nevertheless: he detached, disassociated. 

	Taking a deep breath, he pushed himself away from his body and into Lucas's mind. 

	 

	***

	 

	The street corner was, thankfully, abandoned. On Lucas's worse days, the car was there, and Lucas's body as well, broken and bent in ways a body shouldn't be.

	Despite the shock of seeing his sister, this must not have too bad of a day. It was just a street corner, cracks running through the pavement, weeds growing through the cracks. The first time Keith had come here, Lucas's grasp on himself had been nearly lost, and it had been shrouded in mist. These days, it looked like the actual place, sunlit and affable—just completely devoid of any human life.

	Keith sometimes wondered what he'd encounter if he went exploring now, took a street down another way. Lucas's past, probably, his memories, the things that made Lucas Lucas, not just an unfocused Terror. There might even be scattered symbols of Keith, or of their relationship together and with Hiraeth. 

	There was no need to go wandering, though, and Keith didn't want to. As a ghost, if Lucas didn't stay exactly how he was, there was a good chance he'd move on. If it were his time, and if he wanted to, Keith wouldn't hold him back. 

	But Keith didn't want that day to happen any time soon, and he definitely didn't want it to be due to his meddling if it did.

	Lucas was sitting cross-legged in the road, and Keith padded over, barefoot but warm in the sunlight. Lucas smiled, lighting up his whole face, and held up a hand to him.

	Keith took it, felt his fingers actually catch hold of Lucas's, the feeling of flesh against flesh instead of curling intangibly into a cold wind, and swallowed the knot in his throat that always welled up when they did this. Here, each of them was as solid as the other, as present. He let Lucas pull him down, practically crawling into Lucas's lap as they pressed close, held each other, squeezed for the pure joy of being able to feel each other fully.

	They sank to the concrete and just lay there for a bit, holding each other and breathing.

	Finally, Lucas said, conflicted, "I don't know what to do, man. Anything we say to her could hurt her. It's been five years, but it's only been five years at the same time, you know? Trying to say, hey, your brother's ghost is around, he loves you, or… pass on any last words or anything, I don't know… any of that could just reopen the grief all over again. She's living her life now. I don't wanna make it harder for her just so I can feel like I'm doing something."

	Keith nodded against his shoulder. "I've been thinking and thinking and I'm just… stuck," he admitted. "I can't think of any way that it won't be bad. Even me just being there might be bad, considering everything. But… I mean, me being there might also give her the chance to say things to me that… maybe she's wanted to."

	His voice trembled at the last. He wasn't sure he was strong enough to bear that guilt, not when wielded by someone who'd lost Lucas herself.

	"Shaunee's not that sort," Lucas said firmly, though with a worried line between his brows. Grief could do a lot to a person. "But… yeah. It might be good if you were at least there to talk to. Other than that… I don't know. Maybe we can ask Hiraeth to give her the doll for free, say that I'd come in to ask about putting it aside for her when I had more cash or something, before I died. Could probably make a whole yarn about how it clicked for him when he saw you. Remembered the news about it or whatever."

	"Yeah, maybe," Keith said. "It'd be nice if you could give her something, even if she doesn't know it's from you now."

	Lucas nodded, sighing. "Yeah… just something to get my feelings across. That I still love her. That I'm thinking of her. You know? I wish I could say it to her myself."

	Keith nodded. He pulled Lucas closer, holding tight. "I do know. Just… letting her know how you feel, in some way that won't be too painful for her."

	They were silent for a moment.

	"Can I kiss you?" Lucas blurted, voice tight and a bit high. "I don't… I don't know that thinking any more about this will do any good, and you feel so nice in my arms—it's always just so damn nice to actually feel you—"

	He sounded like he was on the verge of tears, and Keith's heart gave a flip he was sure he could feel in his real body, back in the bed. 

	"Please," he said, with a little hitched breath, and leaned up, running his palms over the tightly coiled curls of Lucas's hair, kissing his soft mouth firmly, trying to make Lucas feel how much he loved him, how much he hurt for him.

	For a moment, Lucas's mouth trembled under his, and then he was kissing back, a broad swipe of his tongue into Keith's mouth, needy and aching for the sort of physicality that was denied to him outside of this place.

	Keith couldn't resist that, and wouldn't even if he could. He plastered kisses over Lucas's face, his breath gone ragged. "I love you," he said. "I love you." 

	It wasn't an I'm sorry, not really, not anymore, but it was difficult for the edge of that not to seep in there, between the reality of seeing Lucas's sister today and Lucas's pain-creased brows. "Yeah," Lucas said, voice rough. "I love you too," and then he was sitting up and pulling Keith's shirt off.

	Keith laughed softly, a relieved sound. This, at least, was something he could do. He tugged at Lucas's shirt in return, helping them both strip bare so they could lie skin to skin in this unreality, finally warm, heated and sweaty and touching each other with greedy fingers, moving together and pulling pleasure from each other with a firm grasp and hitched breaths.

	"I love you," Keith said again after, spent and content on the roadside, and Lucas turned his head and smiled.

	"Hold me, yeah, I love you," he said, and Keith squirmed closer into his arms and squeezed him tight.

	 

	 

	
chapter seven

	 

	It had been another long day already of staring at random antiques in the hopes of magical revelation, and Keith's heart wasn't in it, his mind far away, repeating the plan over and over until he was sick to death of the intrusive, unending rhythm of words, but unable to stop it from pattering on and dragging him around behind it, battered and bruised from the relentless motion.

	The moment the shop bell jingled, Keith put the container of transparent (and thus kind-of-water-colored) rocks he was hopelessly examining to the side. His hands were numb, his heart racing, and he hoped all to hell it wasn't some other customer. He had to get this over with.

	Muttering, "Sorry, be right back," to the two Others, Keith he slipped into the main room as quietly as he could. 

	Lucas pressed tightly and nervously to his side.

	"What's your pet fish's name?" he heard a girl's voice asking Hiraeth. They'd left the tank out in the main room, since the back was so small.

	"Um! Well, he's just Fish," Hiraeth said. "We're not an inventive lot in my family."

	Still hidden behind one of the rows of shelves, Keith peeked out, hoping he didn't seem like as much of a creep as he felt.

	"That's to the point, I guess," Shaunee said, amused.

	She'd changed, of course. When Keith had last seen her, she'd been a twelve-year-old girl in a black dress with neatly-bound cornrow hair, half-hidden in her parents' embrace. Her face had been ashen with grief, eyes wide and wet as she and Keith looked at each other across the burial plot. Lucas had been shouting beside him, sobbing and yelling his desperate pleas, in agony at seeing his family mourning him, and Keith had been desperately telling himself it wasn't real.

	Here and now, she was in her late teens, the sides of her head shaved and an elegant puff of corkscrew curls filling out the rest of it, tumbling down over her forehead. She was dressed in bright clothing—a yellow top, white jeans—that highlighted the warmth of her brown skin. 

	The difference was striking. Keith's hand sought out Lucas's, passing through that cold patch of air. For a moment, he didn't think he could do this. His knees locked; his feet went numb, icy. The back of his throat was a desert wasteland.

	But he wasn't doing this for his own sake, he reminded himself. If Shaunee had something to say to him, he could at least give her that chance, and let them enact the little play they'd planned out to get her a gift from Lucas.

	He swallowed hard and forced his legs to move, stepping out. "Ah—y-yuh—" Words weren't working right. He drew a deep breath. At least he didn't have to fake how seeing her again had completely undone him.

	Shaunee turned at the sound, and for a moment, he could tell she didn't recognize him, since she was just giving him the slightly-weirded-out look he was sure his unhinged appearance demanded. 

	Then her eyes widened a little, the uneasily placating smile falling off her face.

	"Keith Marose?" she asked, after a long moment where they simply stared at each other.

	He forced himself to bob his head, an awkward motion. "Yeah. Shaunee, right?"

	"Yeah, that's me." She broke eye contact, looking down at the hardwood floor, rubbing her heel against a scratch she found there like she could rub it away entirely if she focused hard enough. "How have you been?"

	Alive, came to mind as the immediate answer. He swallowed a hysterical laugh and shoved his hands into his pockets to have something to do with them. "I'm doing okay," he said. "I'm… sorry."

	"No, well, it's good that you're good," she said. She picked at her nail polish on an index finger with her other thumb, absently, and smiled after a moment. The expression was sad and hurt, but almost relieved. "I'm sure Lucas would be glad too. I'd heard you were kind of a mess after."

	"Kind of…?" Keith asked, giving her a twitchy smile. "I mean. Yeah. I imagine it was worse for you."

	"I mean… a different kind of worse, maybe," she said. A bit of her nail polish flaked off and fell to the floor. "I'd heard you were honestly a bit of a basket case after. Seeing his ghost everywhere. I'm… sorry if we, you know, contributed to your guilt—"

	His heart was doing something impossible inside him. He wasn't sure he could breathe. "No," he said. "No, I mean—none of you said anything wrong. And it's only right you got to grieve. It wasn't about me. He's your brother."

	She shrugged a shoulder. "Yeah," she agreed. "Still. Shitty situation all around. He wasn't the sort who would let someone get hurt in front of him if he could help it, and I guess he decided he could help it. But…"

	Here it came. "But?"

	"I guess I was kind of jealous too. That you got to be the kind of basket case who still saw Lucas. While I just got to be one who didn't. I mean…" The sound she let out resembled a laugh, but there was no humor to it. "I missed him. I didn't think he'd be the sort to want to torment the person he helped, though, so I can't imagine him as a ghost. Even back then I figured you were just… having a hard time."

	Keith tried to keep breathing. It was a manual action, rhythmic, necessary. "Do you… believe in ghosts?" It wasn't what he'd meant to ask. It wasn't in their script.

	She seemed as surprised to hear it as he'd been to say it. "I used to, I guess," she said. "I sort of still do. Maybe our 'selves' are just energy, I don't know. If they are, why shouldn’t they stick around? That's the theory, right? But… well. I never saw him, even though I'm sure he'd want to say goodbye, so I can't really believe it in practice. You know? Besides… I'd rather he be at peace and happy, not restless. So that's that."

	"Shaunee," Keith began, and then trailed off. What could he say? There was no way to prove it to her, and saying it on its own was cruel.

	"I'm right here," Lucas burst out, agonized. He'd stepped out from around the shelf as if drawn out, gaze intent on her with the whites of his eyes showing all around. "I'm right here, Shaunee…!"

	He was just feet from them both. Keith couldn't keep himself from glancing at him, immediately wishing he hadn't. She tried to follow his gaze to the blank spot there— 

	Hiraeth, behind the counter, cleared his throat, drawing both their attention back. Before he fully turned away, Keith saw Lucas give Hiraeth a panicked glance, half-grateful, half-resentful. "Shaunee!" Hiraeth said, as if he'd just placed the name. "Shaunee, Shaunee… what's the last name?"

	"Brown," she and Keith answered at the same time.

	"Shaunee Brown, is that so…" Hiraeth dug around behind the counter. "And Lucas, huh. That boy, five years ago…"

	Her expression shuttered. "I should go—"

	"No, hang on," Hiraeth said. He was doing a great job with the script, sincere and earnest, his eyes wide. Then again, Keith thought, he was a much more experienced actor than either himself or Lucas. "His story stuck in my mind because he'd been by the store before. He wanted to get a gift for his sister Shaunee. It was that doll you were looking at earlier, actually. He couldn't quite afford it so he had me put it aside…"

	"What?" she said, stunned and teary, laughing a little. "Luke? He never liked antique stores."

	"For real though," he said, gesturing at his heart in a messy cross. "Listen, this feels like it was meant to be, so I want you to take it. For free. I've found the accessories too, so—"

	She was already shaking her head. "I can't possibly," she said. "I couldn't possibly take that. Thanks, but this is so… I don't know…!"

	"I want you to, Shaw," Lucas said. He'd stepped closer to her again, one hand out. The pain in his voice was raw, aching. "Please, I haven't been able to do anything for you in so long, I just want you to know how I feel. I need you to know how much I love you, how much I miss you—"

	She couldn't hear him, was still babbling excuses at Hiraeth over his voice—she wanted to accept it, but she just couldn't, it was too much, this was all too much—and standing there, helpless to take action, listening to the way their voices overlapped and wound around each other, Keith became abruptly, stranglingly overwhelmed with how unfair it was.

	He wanted her to get the chance to see Lucas. 

	He wanted Lucas to get the chance to share his feelings. 

	He wanted this miscommunication to stop, he wanted them to understand each other, he wanted her to see—

	It built in him until he thought he was going to scream and then he just… 

	Pushed it out of himself. 

	It was risky and possibly stupid and he didn't know if it would do anything and he wasn't sure if he'd do more harm than good if it did do anything—but he didn't have room for second thoughts, not when the opportunity was right in front of him, not when it probably wouldn't ever be again.

	And suddenly, the room seemed to grow dark. The lights stayed as bright as they'd always been, but all the auras, the strange shadows, everything giving the room the depth that he was used to maneuvering in—they all vanished. 

	Hiraeth, staring at him wide-eyed, was a normal, human young man. He was a little less pale than Keith was used to, with a regularly antlerless head, and mouthed what at him in growing delighted awe.

	Lucas was gone, too, but not seeing him wasn't enough to make Keith panic, because he could still feel the tether. He couldn't hear Lucas, couldn't see Lucas, could barely feel the patch of cold air that he knew was Lucas. 

	But that was fine. He wasn't the one with his second sight right now.

	"What the fuck?!" Shaunee yelped, staring at Hiraeth, just above his head. And then, reacting to something—had Lucas said something?—she whirled around. "Lu… Luke…?"

	"I can't see anything much right now," Keith announced to the air, wobbly. "And maybe this is a bad idea but I couldn't—I couldn't do nothing. I just couldn't."

	He knew Lucas must be answering, but couldn't hear him. His heart ached and his vision felt all wrong. He thought he might throw up. "You two, you two talk. I don't know how long I can keep it on you instead of me. I'm… going to sit."

	This time, he didn't wait for an answer. Not being able to hear it was too weird now. He stumbled around the shelving to reach the back room, escaping them, and found the door open with Avi and the Snakeskin Girl looking out.

	He expected them to chide him, but they didn't; he supposed that letting another human in on the truth might not actually matter to Others. Given how everyone had disbelieved him…  she'd be in the same boat, if she told anyone. So would anyone who knew, so long as it was just one person at a time.

	Since they didn't act to stop him, he just kept going, and they parted, letting him through. He could only take a few more steps before he sank down, completely disoriented at seeing the world with no Otherworldly overlay at all. Avi looked like a normal, kind of preppy guy, the kind of guy that Keith had always avoided back in high school. The Snakeskin Girl's skin had no scales and her mouth was a normal width. 

	They glanced at each other, then reentered the room too, closing the door softly behind them to give Lucas some privacy. They didn't try to speak, and neither did Keith, just putting his head on his knees and counting his breaths as he focused on not letting his senses return to him. It felt like disassociating, but he was familiar enough with that to allow it to keep happening instead of trying to make it stop.

	It could have been seconds or minutes later that the door opened and then closed again; it was Hiraeth. He must have closed up the shop to give the siblings the privacy they needed. He came over slowly, sinking down next to Keith and pulling him into his arms. 

	Keith almost lost his hold on the projection then, feeling frustrated, terrified tears well up, but he willed them away, forcing himself to calm. He went back to counting breaths, letting the heavy, earthy scent of Hiraeth's body anchor him.

	Hiraeth seemed to understand what he was doing, rocking him in time with his breaths. Slowly, Keith slid a hand up Hiraeth's back, up his neck, into his hair, and found the shape of the antlers he couldn't see; they were always there, after all, hidden from human eyes but not touch. 

	It consoled him a little; this was all still real, all still there, even when he couldn't see it any more.

	Time passed. A knock came on the back room's door. It jolted Keith, interrupting his focus. He drew a sharp, strangled breath as his vision warped, nearly blinding him again, his second sight rushing back with a vengeance.

	"Hey," Shaunee said weakly, tears in her voice. She opened the door and peeked in. They must have been a surprising sight—Hiraeth wrapped around Keith, two strangers hanging out in the back of the room with them—but she took it all in without blinking. 

	Then again, she'd just seen something much weirder.

	"A-are you okay?" Keith stammered. He put a hand over his eyes, rubbing at them with the heel. "O-ow. I. I hope you're okay. I hope I haven't fucked things up for you. I was really really scared I'd fuck things up for you…!" 

	"I really, uh. I don't think you did?" Shaunee leaned in the door frame, hugging herself, trembling visibly. Her eyes were huge. "I have a lot to think about, obviously, Jesus Christ! But I'm… I'm so grateful. I'm seriously grateful, Keith."

	"I didn't… no, I mean, you got a lot of reason to not be grateful. I just wanted… I just had to," he said weakly. "I hope… you had a good talk."

	She swallowed audibly, wiping at the tears on her face with her forearm. "We did, yeah," she managed after a moment. "I have to—I need to go just. Process this? But um. I'd like us to keep in touch. If that's okay? Both… for Luke's sake? And because—uh, because I've just learned something kind of wild and I—I'm going to have a lot of questions for you later, I think?"

	"I don't know if I can answer them, but I'll try," Keith rasped. "H—sweetheart, can you… deal with… that? I need a moment."

	"Of course, love." Hiraeth kissed his forehead, then unwound from around him, striding over to Shaunee with a smile. "I happen to have his phone number and I really would like to give you that doll."

	She let him lead her out. "You know?" Keith heard, as the back room door closed, "I think I'll take you up on that after all."

	Keith just barely had the time to catch his breath before Avi strode over to him. "How the hell did you do that?" he demanded, his voice shaking with some barely-repressed emotion.

	Why was Avi upset with him now? 

	"I just…" Keith scrunched his face up, frustrated. "I don't know. I haven't done it before. But I knew I could project my abilities out of my body because I can enter other people's mindscapes, or feel their feelings. And I know my seeing things is an ability too, since I can adjust how much I see all the time, even if I've never been able to turn it off before. And I just… really wanted to help them. So I combined it, and… and threw my sight at her."

	"Huh," Avi said. He seemed to wait for Keith to say more, but when he didn't, his feet—the only part of him in Keith's field of vision—stepped away as he turned to go back to the Snakeskin Girl.

	The two of them talked quietly at the other end of the back room, and Keith took a few more moments to just breathe deeply.

	The next breath in was cold, and Keith looked up as Lucas stepped in front of him again. Tears of relief welled up and Keith struggled to hold them in as he let himself both feel and simultaneously dismiss the fear that maybe he'd entirely lost the ability to see Lucas. 

	"Thanks," Lucas said weakly, shaken. He sank down, throwing his arms around Keith, hugging him as hard as his insubstantial self could, his arms going partly through Keith's body, chilling him to the bone.

	Keith burst into tears and did his best to hug back. They stayed that way until Hiraeth came back—and then stayed that way a little longer, with the addition of a deer boy wrapped around them both as well.

	Keith didn't want it to stop, didn't want to leave the comfort of their joint embrace. But Avi was coming over again. He waited until they awkwardly separated, and this time, when he met Keith's wet, blurry gaze, Avi's face didn't look challenging.

	It looked defeated.

	"Please," Avi said, imploring, "help Fish." 

	 

	 

	
chapter eight

	 

	They didn't start until the next day. They couldn't; Keith was exhausted from using new abilities, and while he'd mindwalked under worse circumstances, that had been in do-or-die sort of situations. With something delicate but not time-sensitive, he just couldn't trust himself, not when he was this tired. 

	At least it also gave him a good opportunity to skip class.

	He did what he could to take care of himself that morning and pampered himself as best he could considering he lived in a dorm. He slept in a little until the noise through his wall got too loud to ignore, ate a big breakfast with lots of protein (courtesy of very bad scrambled eggs and very greasy sausages in the cafeteria), and accidentally read only the first two paragraphs of the book he'd taken from home over and over in his anxiety.

	"We should, uh, probably just go," Lucas said eventually, when Keith still hadn't turned the page.

	He had to agree. He didn't want to be too early—didn't want to make it uncomfortable for Hiraeth if he was still stressed out and taking advantage of the quiet time to relax, but this was just torture.

	Keith needn't have worried. Hiraeth let them in with a bright smile, wrapping Keith in a hug, then leaned his face into Lucas and inhaling, as though he could taste Lucas on the air he occupied. "Hello, loves, hello! Come on in, get comfortable. Do you need anything?"

	His usual flighty energy seemed to be back, Keith thought with relief, whether because of Avi's decision to trust Keith, how they'd managed to help Lucas and Shaunee, or maybe a combination of the two.

	"Water," Keith said, trying to think practically. "I woke up super dehydrated last time, so maybe we can solve that in advance."

	"Make him eat something with sugar too," Lucas added. 

	"We'll hydrate and sweeten you wonderfully," Hiraeth promised.

	Sure enough, by the time the others arrived, Keith had slowly nursed a tall glass of water to empty and finished a cookie. 

	He tried not to tense up at the knock on the door, his stomach churning enough with nerves to make the cookie sit uneasily, but Hiraeth was off to answer it and all he could do was remind himself to stay calm.

	"You've got this," Lucas told him. "You're going to do some good here." A cold almost-squeeze to his shoulder. "You did for me."

	Keith managed a smile in response to that. "I hope so," he said. He wanted the best for Fish, who was definitely depressed by now, but he knew too, he wanted to make a good impression on them, even if it came late.

	That was normal, he told himself. Who didn't want their lover's family to like them?

	Even if they usually weren't opinionated immortals who thought you were playing with their father's heart. 

	"Hey, Keith, Lucas," the Snakeskin Girl said cheerfully, shrugging her jacket off. "Everything still going well? Hey, Hiraeth!"

	"You know his name?" Keith asked, startled.

	"Of course I know his name. Have you been avoiding it the whole time?" She tilted her head a little too far to the side, surprised and visibly running back over their past interactions. "Oh, you have been. That's really nice of you."

	Keith shrugged uncomfortably. "I only just know enough about Others to worry about committing a faux pas," he admitted. "I never talked to any until about five months ago, when I met Hiraeth."

	"Wow," she said. "You're really new, huh? Well, you're doing a great job. Call me Pertu, if you like."

	Keith stared at her in surprise, somewhat moved. "Pertu. It's nice to meet you?"

	"Well, you too?" Pertu made a face like we've been talking all this time already, but she laughed lightly, leaning over and ruffling his hair.

	He flushed at the casual affection, ducking his head but not pulling away.

	Avi huffed as he entered, carrying the fish tank. "You're giving him your familiar name? Really?"

	"I think we're giving him more trust than that already," she said over her shoulder. "So why not?"

	"I guess," Avi said, though from what Keith could tell, he was less unconvinced and more sulky. He put the portable fishbowl down on the ground in front of the bed. "What do you need from us to make this work?"

	Keith licked his lips, already feeling his mouth go dry with nerves. "I'm not sure," he said. "I guess… tell me the high-level, basic information about him. If it's like before, it'll all be a symbolic landscape in there. It's really easy to overthink things, especially since I don't know him—I don't want to go in with too much detail and follow the wrong symbols. So just… enough to feel like I know him a little. That worked for me before."

	They nodded. Keith expected them to have to take a moment to think, but Avi began speaking right away.  "He's kind. He's got infinite capacity for forgiveness, but sometimes it feels like he's making up for something."

	"He's playful and flighty," Pertu said, her sharp features thoughtful. "I mean it in that he likes to play. He doesn't like to lose, because he's competitive, but usually sets the terms of the games he plays so there is no loser as a result. Generous to a fault. He'd give you the coat off his back."

	"And it'd be a fancy coat. He's kind of a vain peacock," Avi added.

	"Like you can talk!" Pertu laughed.

	"Whatever," Avi said. "Should I keep going?"

	"No, I… think that's a good place to start," Keith said hesitantly. He was trying to act like an expert, but he'd really only done this the once. It was impossible to know how much detail was too little, or how much was too much.

	Still, he did feel like he understood a little more now. If Fish was a kind person—one who didn't want to see other people lose in the competitions he joined willingly, who would give you anything no matter the cost to himself, what kind of person would hold a grudge against him to the point of cursing him? 

	And what was Fish trying to make up for? Keith felt like if he could track that down, if he could angle his intrusion into Fish with those questions in mind, he could probably find the heart of things.

	Keith slid off the bed, sitting next to the fishbowl, and leaned back against the mattress so he wouldn't fall over when his consciousness left. He put his hand on the edge of the bowl. "Fish, is it okay? Will you let me, um. See inside you…?"

	Fish darted over to the side where his fingers were, and bumped against it a couple of times. Keith stretched himself out, trying to feel more about Fish, and got a sense of resignation, of embarrassment, of welcome.

	It was as close to explicit consent as he was going to get. He drew a breath— 

	"Keith?" Hiraeth sat down next to him, taking his hand. "Lucas. Can I try an experiment with the two of you?"

	Caught off guard, Keith blinked owlishly at him. "Uh, now? What kind of experiment?"

	"I was thinking about ways we might be able to help Keith," Hiraeth began. He gestured Lucas over, then tapped his own chest. "You've got your tether. Can I use it?"

	"Oh. I think I get it, maybe," Lucas walked over to Hiraeth, bending down to look at him closely. Keith glanced between the two of them uncertainly.

	Lucas winked at him, then leaned against and a little into Hiraeth—until he slid inside completely. 

	Both Avi and Pertu couldn't seem to quite hold back shocked noises, nearly horrified. Hiraeth's eyes fluttered open and he gave them both a firm look, almost smug, that kept them from protesting further.

	"Uh," Keith said, taken aback, feeling his cheeks go red. Mostly they'd used possession play as a way they could all join in while having sex, not just… hang out. It wasn't anything they liked to do for long; it was strange for Hiraeth to feel another person inside his vessel, and for Lucas to be in a body that didn't feel or look like his own. But…

	"I'm glad he's on the same page as me here. We're going to ground you, if you'll let us," Hiraeth said. He squeezed his hand on Keith's, a firm, reassuring gesture. "Lucas has a connection to you, and I've got power that can use it. If we work together, we may be able to yank you out if it looks like something bad is happening to you."

	"You're… going to anchor me?" The thought had never occurred. Last time, the closest he had was some kind of new age crystal for energy. Thinking that the people he loved were going to watch his back was way more reassuring.

	"I hope so," Hiraeth said. "I don't know how much use it'll be in reality, but in theory, if you want to wake up on your own without resolving things, you might just be able to call on your connection with Lucas and I'll feel it and can reel you in. I can't guarantee that we'll know if something's wrong on our own, but it's better than nothing. Right, love?" 

	That last wasn't directed at Keith. Hiraeth’s mouth twisted into a smile more like Lucas's than his own. "Yeah, we got you." Still Hiraeth's voice, but no longer his phrasing. That part was completely Lucas.

	Keith couldn't keep himself from glancing at Avi and Pertu despite his best instincts. He knew he had to focus, but yet…

	Avi was bright red, staring at the ceiling, too embarrassed to actually sputter or yell. Pertu's expression was even odder: eyes wide, lips a small open o, as if amazed that someone would even think of this. Keith wasn't sure if they'd risen in her estimation or fallen.

	"Love?" This was directed at Keith now, Hiraeth's confidence faltering slightly. "Is this good? We can stop if—"  

	"No," Keith said firmly. It was the safest and best thing he could imagine, and if it scandalized the others, maybe that was their problem. "It sounds great. Thanks for keeping an eye on me," he added, and earned himself a relieved smile that was halfway between Hiraeth's and Lucas's.

	That was enough of that, he reminded himself. He'd never been good at meditation—clearing his mind was basically impossible—but he did his best to at least focus on his goals and intentions, on what he'd learned about Fish, about the essence of that grudge that would form the basis of why this curse even existed.

	Keith wound the fingers of one hand through Hiraeth's—and through Lucas's by proxy—and drew that deep breath again.

	And then he dipped the fingers of his other hand in the fishbowl water, and fell.

	 

	 

	
chapter nine

	 

	For a moment, Keith felt as if he were drowning. He was spun around, pummeled by strong waters, sucked in by a deep undertow that threatened to pull him away completely. 

	But he was attached to a line, hooked onto it with his fingers wrapped tightly. He held on, trusting it to see him through this.

	And as suddenly as it had begun, he was free, slammed into the ground and clinging onto it out of terror of getting dragged into that undertow. 

	For a moment, he couldn't move, too disoriented and dizzied from the whirl of water—but then the need to breathe overtook him and he coughed, spitting out sand, rolling and retching until water came out with it.

	"Gross," he mumbled. Slowly, he took stock of himself, finding that he was lying on a beach, coated in sand and entangled in netting.

	So Keith was a captured fish too, huh. That just figured. 

	Still, unlike most fish, he had arms and legs and opposable thumbs. It took a few minutes of struggling and squirming to unwrap himself of the netting, but soon enough he was sitting upright, free and in one piece.

	Keith and drew several breaths of the ocean air, rich but thick with a brine scent, as he took stock. He was definitely a little bruised, and shaken, but—he slowly stretched out his limbs, his fingers and toes—was  otherwise uninjured. His sweater and jeans were waterlogged and coated in sand, but considering he'd appeared in the goddamn ocean, he'd probably come out of things as well as could be expected.

	Still, he didn't need to wear more sopping wet clothes than necessary, and socks were the absolute worst thing to wear wet. He bent forward, reaching for his feet, and as he did so, he saw a small piece of twine tied neatly around his little finger. Surprised, he ran a finger over it, and as his fingertip touched it, he felt a pulse of love and familiarity. The scent of wet leaves overcame the brine in a cold breeze, and Keith's shiver wasn't entirely the icy chill.

	Hiraeth and Lucas were together, wrapped so tightly that he couldn't tell where one ended and the other began, and tied firmly to him. His lifeline.

	Keith closed his eyes, hugging himself, just enjoying feeling them there, just for a moment. Unshed tears pricked the back of his eyes and he swallowed a couple of times to try to move the lump in his throat down. 

	Okay, he thought. So he wasn't alone.

	Still, he should get moving. Not letting himself look at the twine for fear he'd actually start crying with relief to see it, he pulled off his socks, squeezed water out of them, and, after a long moment of trying to figure out what to do with them, glumly stuck them in his pocket. 

	Having wet socks in his wet jeans' pocket wasn't the most fun experience he'd had recently, but he didn't want to leave any part of himself in someone else's mindscape if he could help it 

	"Well," Keith mumbled to himself, imagining that maybe Lucas and Hiraeth would hear it wherever they were. "Time to explore?"

	He rose again, brushing as much sand as possible off his hands without disturbing the twine further, and looked around.

	The ocean seemed to stretch forever, an infinite blue expanse under a cloudless blue sky, reflecting light painfully back into his eyes. He blinked stars away and turned slowly. The beach he was on seemed equally endless, a pale stretch of sand broken occasionally by glimpses of rock and shell. It was surrounded by sheer, white cliffs, except for one small crack that narrowed down nearby.

	Hopefully there wouldn't be something on the beach he'd need to track down. He remembered his focused question, his determination to find the source of that guilt, and, after flexing his fingers a few times nervously, he began to walk towards that dark crack in this otherwise soullessly ideal beach world. 

	Soon enough, Keith reached the white cliffs, and saw there that the black crack widened into a cave maybe ten feet wide. Although deeply shadowed, the brilliant light from outside illuminated it just enough to see that a structure sat within: some sort of wooden hut or cabin. It filled the cave wall to wall, seeming to be squeezed unnaturally by them as if it wasn't meant to fit in this space. Keith couldn't tell if it had grown and was pushing out against them, or if the walls had closed in around it.

	Keith wondered if knowing which it was would make a difference. Still, there was nowhere else to go, and it had to be promising that he'd found the only sign of occupation in this otherwise empty world. 

	The wooden steps were sanded down, smooth-edged but not lacquered. The cabin, too, had clearly been made with the intention that it would survive the trials of time, wood slates carefully slotted into each other, the roof made of more of the same. An iron stovepipe emerged from the roof. 

	The door, incongruously, was made of metal.

	Keith eyed that a little dubiously—it reminded him of a video game dungeon door, or, if he were being more realistic, a fire door. It seemed heavy, foreboding, and certainly didn't fit with the rustic wooden atmosphere of the rest of it. 

	Still—in a metaphorical landscape, the choice between sneaking in and knocking could bring completely different results, and he didn't want to read as an intruder here. He tried to swallow his anxiety, stepped up, and knocked. 

	"Oh! Come in, come in." 

	The voice was muffled yet immediate, a pleased masculine-sounding voice, somewhat older. Keith heard the heard the door unlatch a moment later and steeled himself, not sure what he'd see on the other side. He'd met people in mindscapes before, but they were largely metaphorical manifestations—parts of the person's personality, or their feelings about the people who were important to them. They didn't necessarily look like people, and weren't always safe to deal with.

	Given that they were dealing with a grudge that led into a curse, meeting someone might not be the safest thing. Still, nothing could be closer to the problem than whatever part of Fish represented the guy who did it or the part that was dealing with it, and besides, nothing was going to be gained by staying out on the porch all day. Keith took hold of the handle slowly and turned it, opening the door.

	The cabin looked fairly nice at first glance; it was one room only, warm, lit well by gas lamps and a fire in the fireplace. It was colorful, too, with a fancy rug laid out on the floor, and rainbow-hued pictures on the wall. Still, Keith didn't have time to look around more specifically, since there was someone in the middle of the room watching him: an old man with tangled kelp instead of hair and overlapping scales in the place of fingernails. He was wrapped in a shawl made of seaweed, and his skin, too, had a tough, dried-wrinkly-kelp look to it. 

	He smiled at Keith with a sort of easy-going steadiness, gesturing him to come further inside. "Look at you. You're entirely soaked! Come, take a seat by the fire."

	"Uh, thanks." Keith had definitely never seen this guy before in his life, and wasn't sure if the familiar attitude was from Fish's recognition of him, or just how this guy would act with any stranger. 

	He took another quick glance around the room, pretending to look for the fire but actually hoping to locate something more useful. What he saw was neither helpful nor reassuring. 

	The first glance had made the room seem bright, warm, and inviting, but the second one made him doubt that impression. The paintings and lights had made it feel bigger than it was, but a closer look left him with a claustrophobic feeling: there were no windows.

	A cot, sized to be roomy for one or cozy for two, protruded into the room. A rocking chair sat by the fire with a blanket draped over it, and some sort of fish stew was cooking on top of the old-fashioned wood-burning stove. There was a table with various poles and lures set out on top and crab cages and nets stored underneath, which Keith eyed a little uneasily. 

	The old man was clearly some kind of fisherman, and given the context…

	"Please," the old man said again. "Take a seat?"

	He didn't want to antagonize the man, especially while still trying to figure things out here. Keith moved over to the rocking chair and sat in it—though he kept a careful eye on the table full of fishing equipment, especially the gutting knife there.

	The man nodded with satisfaction. "Now you're comfortable, I should feed you as well. Here, let me fetch you some stew."

	"Oh, no, I just ate," Keith blurted immediately. He felt a deep revulsion at the idea of eating fish inside a fish's mindscape. Sure, fish ate other fish—that was just natural—but he wasn't about to be careless enough with metaphors to do the same. "Thank you, the fire's enough for me."

	"If you prefer," the Kelp Fisherman said, seeming a little discontent now. He took a seat on the edge of his bed, watching Keith thoughtfully. "What brings you here? What can this old man do to help you?"

	Trying to give off the impression he was comfortable—something he'd never been great at even at the best of times—Keith rocked the chair lightly. I’m looking for someone,” he hedged. 

	Clink.

	Keith froze at the unexpected metallic sound under the chair’s runners. He rocked again faster, more deliberately, hoping the Kelp Fisherman hadn't noticed his reaction to it.

	"Oh, then you must be looking for me," the Kelp Fisherman said, smiling. His teeth seemed to be made of driftwood, growing from his gums as bone should. "I'm the only person here. I'm very grateful, young man. I get very lonely, and it's very hard out here. If you'd keep me company, I'd be so happy to have you."

	"I guess it must be you I'm looking for after all," Keith said, mouth gone dry. He tried to swallow around it, to keep the conversation going. "Has nobody else ever come here?"

	"Just one," the Kelp Fisherman said. "One boy came here before you. I pulled him from the sea with my nets, and saved his life."

	"Saved his life?"

	"Well," the Kelp Fisherman said. "In a situation like that, he might have died."

	Of drowning, Keith wondered, or of the suffocation that happened when a fish was pulled from the sea? He tried not to let any suspicions show on his face, tried to just look eager and friendly. He wished he was better at that. "And what happened to him?"

	The Kelp Fisherman's smile dropped. He looked sad to the point of outright grief, as if he were mourning that boy's death. After a moment, he wiped an eye. "He left. We took care of each other for so long. I fed him, and taught him many things I'd learned, and he kept me company and took care of me. He had the ability to grant wishes, you know?"

	Keith's fingers were numb, cold. He knew how significant this story had to be, in a place like this. "Wishes?"

	"Yes. If you wanted something, he’d use all his power to help. But one day, he told me he'd run out of wishes to give me." The old man was crying; he wiped at his cheeks again, dabbing them with a corner of his shawl. "He told me he needed to recharge it by granting wishes to other people now, and even to himself. So he left me."

	"Ah," Keith said weakly. "And what did you do?"

	"I couldn't stop him," the Kelp Fisherman said. "But eventually, I grew lonely. I looked for him…"

	"You found him?" Keith already knew the answer. After all, something had cursed Fish recently. Pertu and Avi had 'taken care of' the curser—killed, Hiraeth had implied, and they at least hadn't denied it. 

	But here, in Fish's heart, he was still alive; at least, his curse was, and the memories of him that had welled up with it. 

	Keith was sure it hadn't happened exactly how the Kelp Fisherman had described it. After all, this was metaphor, not memory. But the feelings involved, the implications of what the Kelp Fisherman had just said… Keith was certain those were real.

	The Kelp Fisherman smiled, the expression bitter. "Never mind him," he said. "Here you are, now, a good boy who has come to me from the ocean, accepting my hospitality. Do you have a way to pay for it?"

	Keith stared at him, uneasy. He curled his hand into a fist just to feel the twine, to remind himself that he had an out if things got too bad. "Yes," he said, without any actual idea of what that payment could be. 

	He had to get the Kelp Fisherman out for at least a few moments so he could check out whatever had made the suspicious sound under the chair, and couldn't do that with him here. What would he want, Keith asked himself frantically, that would count as pay, but make him go outside? Was there anything that would be enough when human contact was what he clearly craved so much and he already had Keith here?

	An idea occurred and he seized on it, almost stumbling over his tongue with his hurry to present it. "I… I brought my phone with me, but I must have lost it. It must have fallen out in the water or on the beach. You can contact hundreds, thousands of people with it. It can answer all your questions—"

	"I know what a phone is," the old man said patiently.

	"—Right," Keith said, brought up short by that interruption. His heart was pounding so hard he almost couldn't hear himself over the rush of blood, but he pushed on. "Well. It's got all my connections in it. I'm pretty sure I know some people who can grant wishes, so maybe they can help us both."

	That last one seemed to sell it, a spark of hunger lighting in the old man's eyes. His smile seemed deeply malevolent as he looked down for a moment, considering the offer—then turned that smile on Keith, it turning beatific as he did. The change in expression was repulsive, and Keith repressed a shudder. 

	The Kelp Fisherman rose. "You're a dear," he said affably. "I'm always so glad I can depend on the kindness of strangers. I'll just go have a looksee, shall I? You stay here and stay warm."

	"I will," Keith said. He'd left his phone charging at Hiraeth's; it hadn't been on him when he came, so it shouldn't have been visualized into this mindscape the way his clothes had. It was unlikely that it was really out there, at risk of discovery. 

	He hoped it wasn't, and that his lie remained a lie. A phone in this place would probably actually hold a way to contact anyone he had an emotional attachment to, and he didn't like the thought of that ending up in the Kelp Fisherman's hands. He licked his lips and forced a smile back that felt far too uncertain to pass as genuine. "Thanks," Keith added.

	The door shut behind the Kelp Fisherman, and Keith thought he heard it lock. Frozen, unable to move, he listened as the Kelp Fisherman's footsteps moved down the cabin steps outside, heavy, walking with purpose.

	He waited until he could no longer hear those footsteps and only then did he dare to even breathe again. His heart was racing, his hands were shaking, but he didn't have time to think about his own anxiety and let it grow. Head buzzing, Keith flung himself up, hurriedly pushing the chair back, hauling up the homey and colorful rug that was underneath it.

	Sure enough, there was a trap door under there. Given the positioning of the cabin, it must lead deep into the ground, some sort of dark cellar. Or dungeon, he reminded himself, thinking of the metal door, the way the cabin was walled off on all sides. 

	"Christ," he muttered, crouching and grabbing the iron ring to try to haul the trapped door up with shaking arms, still exhausted and bruised from his time in the ocean. It was rusty and resisted his pull, but not getting it open wasn't an option. He strained until either his arms were going to come out of their sockets or the trap door would lift, and it lifted.

	He hadn't entirely thought that through, he realized in horror, because once he got it vertical the weight shifted the other way and crashed out of his hands, slamming into the floor of the hut hard enough the floor shook.

	It had made an awful noise, and Keith froze briefly, certain that the Kelp Fisherman must have heard it—

	—but if that were the case, he realized abruptly, it was even more important that he hurry, because he only had until the Kelp Fisherman got back. The trap door had opened into a pit of darkness, but he didn't have a light with him, so he was just going to have to go blind. Grabbing the rim, Keith began to lower himself, feet kicking into empty air in the darkness below, not finding any footing.

	Suddenly afraid of how far the drop might be, he tried to pull himself up; his cold fingers  slipped, and he dropped with a strangled yelp—only to land after no more than five feet. It was still a rough landing, and he swore softly as he rubbed at his butt. Not enough padding there to make it feel anything but awful.

	"Who's there?" a voice called, a soft, warm tenor, confused and almost melodic. "Hemingway, is that you?"

	Of course the Kelp Fisherman was a fucking Hemingway. Old Man and the Sea and all that. "No, it's me. Keith," he called back. 

	"Keith?" The voice sounded confused but affable, like a puppy who hadn't seen where the treat went but knew it was still there somewhere, if he just was a patient enough good boy to get it given to him. "The human boy who my boyfriend's being a jerk to?"

	Relief washed over him. If he remembered seeing that, this must be Fish's core self, his actual consciousness—the part that was locked away.

	And if it was locked, it could be unlocked to break the curse and let him fill his own vessel out properly again. "That's the one," Keith said, both stressed and rueful. "I don't know if we have much time and it's dark here. Can you help me find you?"

	"Um, I can keep talking, sure!" The voice was off to his right; Keith faced that way, moving forward. "I'm kind of tied up right now and it pretty much sucks? I'm not super happy that they killed Hemingway but I guess they thought there was no other choice. I'm doubly unhappy that it didn't fix the problem. But I mean, they're so worried. I wish I could just get better? Mostly for my own sake but, you know, also theirs—Oh, hello!"

	Keith's hand had found a fishhook dangling from the ceiling—and the figure hanging from it. He froze in horror, afraid of hurting Fish more with his touch, but he supposed it might be the curse itself, holding Fish trapped. He swallowed bile, forcing himself to feel around the area to try to figure out how to remove the hook. As his fingers slid under the edge, he let out a breath of relief, his knees actually going weak. The hook wasn't through Fish's skin, but was hooked around the rope dangling him from the ceiling. Under the rope, he was wrapped up in a strange, dry, scaly material, covered entirely, like a captive in a burlap sack. A full blanket of dried-out fish skin.  

	The curse. That’s what this whole thing had to be.

	Slowly, Keith shifted the rope, beginning to wiggle it against the barb of the hook. "I'll get you out of here."

	"I know you want to try. Thank you," Fish said. "Hey, it's not your duty though, okay? If it doesn't work, if things go bad, you get yourself out safe. I don't want to be trapped inside my own vessel, and I hate that it's not allowed to be mine anymore! But sometimes, people go through that, you know? That's just how it is sometimes."

	"You've got a right to live your own life as you," Keith said firmly, thinking back to the things the old man had said.

	"I mean, yeah, I've been trying. But if this is what he needed—"

	Keith was managing to get a bit of fray on the rope now. He sought desperately for something to say that would encourage Fish to help free himself. He wasn't sure that just untying him would do it. "Sometimes… sometimes people are lonely, yeah. And sometimes you can do things for them. But you can't do the things other people want forever, and it shouldn't come at the cost of your own freedom or happiness. You have to decide—" 

	He thought about Shaunee, who shouldn't know about ghosts. About his own family, who he was keeping at arm's length. About two people trusting him with the person they loved, and two more waiting for him to accept their help to get out if he needed to. 

	Suddenly furious, more at himself than anything else, Keith rubbed the rope against the hook's barb harder; let the curse break on its own false premise. "You have to decide what you're willing to do for others. You can't let it be decided for you! And if someone tries to make that happen, that's not someone you can help at all."

	Behind him, there was a crash, something huge landing in the room via the trap door. 

	Keith froze.

	"There was no phone," Hemingway bellowed, his voice deep. He seemed massive now, filling the space behind Keith. "No connections, no escape, no way out of this place."

	He had to keep moving. There was no time left. He began sawing at the rope again, faster and harder, breath rough with fear. 

	"You lied! You took advantage of my trust! And now you're trying to take my boy!"

	The rope gave, snapping hard enough that Keith was flung away by the force. Fish came tumbling down, rolling in the air as the rope unwound from around him. 

	"Don't leave me again!" Hemingway wailed at Fish. The gutting knife he was carrying was huge now, dragging on the floor. Hemingway's arms were too long, bent all wrong

	Fish began to rise from the ground, shedding dry fish skin and scales everywhere as the wrappings he'd been tied up in came apart. "You don't get to decide that for me," he said softly, nearly tender. "I'll decide who I stay with, and I'll decide who I devote myself to. Keith?"

	Keith jerked his head up. "Yeah?" he squeaked

	Torn-off scales were catching the dim light from the trap door above, surrounding Fish in a haze of glitter. Fish turned his face slightly and Keith saw a bright, dangerous smile there, full of hundreds of needle-sharp teeth. 

	"Go home," Fish said. "I just need to take a moment to kill this guilt of mine. Okay?"

	Keith nearly protested. He'd come here to help, he should see it to the end— 

	But this was personal. It wasn't his business. Fish had told him to go, and if he stayed, Fish might feel obliged to protect him instead of doing what he needed to do.

	He didn't intend to trap Fish himself, either.

	For a moment longer, he just watched Fish's glittery, terrifyingly dangerous form, facing down the distorted figure of Hemingway, his knife lifting into the air, ready to strike Fish down.

	It was time. Keith took hold of the twine, that lifeline to his lovers, and tugged. 

	Take me home, he pleaded silently, and the world went black as he watched Fish lunge under Hemmingway's knife.

	 

	 

	
chapter ten

	 

	Keith woke up in warmth and security, and knew at once from the sent of wet leaves and the familiarity of the setting that he was home. For a moment, nothing else mattered: not what he'd just done, not what might yet happen. He was home, and Hiraeth was holding him tightly, and Lucas was right there. He'd trusted them, and they were here for him. 

	And then, suddenly, glass was shattering, the others were screaming and, over it all, there was a loud whoop of delight.

	"Uh," he said into Hiraeth's shoulder.

	Hiraeth's fingers rubbed at the base of his skull. "It's fine, it's fine. Oh, he's certainly naked."

	"No, seriously, what's happening…!" Keith pulled away, glancing over his shoulder.

	The shattering sound had been the fishbowl, and the man to come out of it was, indeed, very naked. He was extremely tall, slender to the point of willowy, and with many long, rainbow-colored fins cascading down from his head in the place of hair. His entire body seemed to have a faint rainbow-like sheen to it, iridescent and beautiful. 

	"Hey!" Fish said in delight, and flung himself bodily onto Avi and Pertu. They scooped him up, enveloping him in a hug, laughing and crying a little, dancing around while Hiraeth casually withdrew from Keith, reaching over to the kitchenette and grabbing his dustpan, starting to sweep up the glass from the broken fishbowl before they could step in it.

	Lucas slid out of Hiraeth while they were all busy, sinking down next to Keith as they watched the reunion together. "You okay?" he asked, soft.

	"I'm good," Keith said, tilting his head toward him. "Knowing you guys were there to catch me helped a lot with a pretty scary situation."

	That made Lucas grin, his entire expression brightening. "Yeah? I'm glad. It did kind of feel like we were doing something. We could feel you not… here? But we could feel you. And just… all we had to do was keep in mind we could bring you back to us, where you belong."

	Avi was bawling now, clinging onto Fish and crying hard enough that the seizing force of his body was causing flower petals to rain down around the three of them. 

	Keith smiled, watching that. "…I felt that way. It wasn't like last time, when I felt so alone. I felt… protected."

	"Sap," Lucas said, smiling.

	Laughing, Pertu peeled her way out of the hug, brushing petals off her shoulders. "Hiraeth, do you have any spare underwear I can toss the big guy in? We might have to go out to get more clothes but… I mean, you know."

	Hiraeth hmmm'd. "I have some of Keith's—" he began, playfully.

	Keith huffed. "How much of my underwear have you stolen?!"

	"Some of mine will do just fine, though," Hiraeth said.

	"That's great," she said. She turned, grinning, the tip of her tongue poking out of her teeth, to face Keith. "Thanks."

	"N-no, it's—"

	"But," she added, "do you mind giving the family a couple minutes? Not long, just…" She gestured between herself, the sobbing Avi, Hiraeth and Fish. 

	It should have been awkward, being the one to save him and then being asked to leave the room. Even an hour ago, he thought he would have felt excluded, like an outsider.

	But no. They just needed this moment to spend with each other. He understood. 

	"You got it," Keith said. He got up, offering a hand to Lucas as if he really could help him to his feet. Lucas rose without it, but stayed close as they headed down the stairs to the closed-up shop room below.

	It was quiet down here, dark and peaceful, and Keith relished it. As wonderful as it was to succeed, to help Fish get back to his usual self, mindwalking had so many ways it could go wrong.

	"You look tired," Lucas said.

	Keith nodded. "It's not easy to do," he admitted. "I'm exhausted, and there was just so much. I feel… overstimulated, I guess, it's just a lot to take in. I could really use some quiet time."

	"…I don't think you'll get it," Lucas warned, glancing back the way they'd come.

	Keith heard it too: footsteps on the stairs. He raised his head, about to greet Hiraeth—

	But it wasn't Hiraeth. Avi was there, shoulders hunched, face blotchy with tears. He sniffled, rubbing his eyes with the heel of a hand. "Hey," he said.

	"Uh, everything okay?" Keith asked, taken aback. "He's fine, right? He didn't go right back to it?"

	"What—no, nothing like that." Avi shoved his hands in his pockets, shoulders hunching even further as if he could hide inside himself. "I… I wanted to talk to you."

	Keith tried to steel himself, leaning a little into Lucas's cool presence for courage. "Sure. Of course. What is it?"

	"…Thanks. For getting Magari back."

	"Magari—Fish? I mean, of course. I'm glad I could," Keith said, a bit startled. He picked at the side hem of his thankfully-dry jeans with his fingernails. "None of you deserved that and… I mean. I think F—Magari deserves a chance to… to live his own life. Surrounded by the people he chooses and… and in the form he chooses. Not to be locked inside himself like that, so…"

	"Yeah, I mean, obviously, but…" Avi bit down on his lower lip, worrying at it with flat teeth, then sighed. "You're actually an okay guy."

	"Uh, thanks?" Keith said, taken aback.

	Avi stomped over and hopped up onto the counter, crossing his legs and frowning at Keith. His eyes were still wet, his lips trembling. "No, I mean, I guess that was obvious from the start, I was just… I was a dick."

	"Kinda, yeah," Lucas said, in a but-that's-none-of-my-business tone

	Grimacing, Avi shrugged. "It's just, humans don't live long at all. Dad might fall in love easily but he… really feels things hard, all the time. He's seen some shit… well, we all have. Everyone does if you live long enough and… I mean, sometimes even if you don't. But dad's like Magari. He lives through tough times and resolves to love harder, to trust more, but the hurt's still there. You know? And humans… they live hard and fast. I thought… maybe, dad'd fall in love with someone else again and you'd get jealous and break his heart. Or, worse—"

	"Worse?" Keith prompted mildly, when Avi didn't continue, too tired for anxiety now.

	"What if you have a good, long relationship together? What if you become such an integral part of his life that he can't imagine spending any of it without you? And then…" Avi's gaze shifted from Keith's face to Lucas's. "Then you die. You leave him even lonelier than before. Almost all human souls move on immediately, not end up ghosts like Lucas. And even if Lucas is in a relationship with dad too, you're his tether. Either you die and Lucas moves on, or you die and Lucas loses himself."

	Keith drew closer to Lucas, that old fear welling in him and choking any response he could make. He'd come so close to losing Lucas once already.

	Lucas reached out like he could pull Keith in with his insubstantial arms, his brows furrowed, his expression tight and abruptly miserable. His features faded in and out of sight, as if shadows were crawling over them, and his voice was shaky, even desperate as he tried to find an answer. "I mean, we can't plan on that—things are already weird with us both, so who knows what will happen—" 

	"No," Keith said, hoarsely. He pressed his hand into, through, Lucas's. "It's still true. It's a real concern. We're going to leave him alone someday…" 

	Would it be better to leave him now? While things were still new? Keith hated the thought; he loved Hiraeth already, just like he loved Lucas. He wanted to be with Hiraeth, share the rest of his life with Hiraeth—but was that an unfair thought? If Hiraeth felt the same way, but had so much more 'rest of his life' to live without Keith …

	Avi braced his arms behind himself on the edge of the counter, shoulders raised, head down. "Yeah, you will," he said, a strange resignation heavy in his voice. And then he drew a deep breath and sighed, raising his head, looking between Lucas and Keith again. "But humans live in the here and now, right? Like Lucas said, you can't really plan for how things will end. A lot of Others find dad flighty, you know? Too human-like. Because he does his best to live in the moment, enjoy things now while he has them, instead of thinking long term. And maybe that's a good thing."

	Keith felt almost dizzy with how abruptly his thoughts were forcibly yanked out of the dark rut he'd begun to find them in. "Is it?"

	"Maybe we're just lying to ourselves," Avi said, "by thinking we could plan. I mean, none of us thought that Magari would end up cursed. We didn't even know what had caused it. So… maybe you all have the right idea. Anyway…" He pushed off the counter, landing on his feet and walking up to Keith to glower in his face. "I guess you have our blessing, but if you do break his heart, I'll find you and make you sorry. Even if you're dead at the time."

	Keith wheezed. "Cool. That's… that's a cool thing to say."

	Avi stared at him for a moment—then, abruptly, laughed. It brightened his face entirely, and suddenly, the resemblance to Hiraeth was undeniable.

	He held out a hand, tilted it slightly, and waited until Keith took it.

	"My name's Sciamachy," he said, still smiling, his eyes reddened and wet. "It's the one I use among Others, but I guess you're basically one of us now." 

	"Oh," Keith said weakly. He stared at Avi—at Sciamachy—moved and confused, still in an emotional whirlwind.

	"You…" Lucas began, tentative, voice scratchy with unshed tears. Keith was reminded abruptly of how insecure Lucas had been about getting to develop his own relationship with Hiraeth. "Is it really all right?"

	Sciamachy shrugged. "What's all right is up to you guys, not me. You're into some weird shit, after all. Come upstairs," he added before either of them could react to that. "We'll order dinner. I bet Magari's hungry after only getting to eat stupid fucking fish food all this time."

	 

	***

	 

	Hiraeth's studio apartment was small to begin with. It was made even smaller by cramming six people into it, even if one of them couldn't eat. Keith sat with Lucas on one side and Magari on the other, at Magari's insistence. 

	"I spent all that time watching you try to help me," he'd said. "And I hadn't expected to come out of this with a new friend? But it's really rad that I did."

	What could Keith say to that? He shuffled over awkwardly. "T-thanks."

	It did mean that Keith didn't get to sit next to Hiraeth, but Hiraeth didn't seem to mind. He sat between his son and Pertu, one leg stretched out casually so his toes rested a little way into Lucas's leg, and caught Keith's eye to give him a smile.

	Keith smiled back, then looked around again at everyone. There was no sign on Magari's face of the frightening, sharp-edged smile that Keith had seen in his mindscape, just bright, silly grins that Sciamachy teased him for and Pertu returned with growing soppiness. 

	And it was fine, anyway, Keith decided, if Magari could be dangerous. Maybe, if you were the sort who wanted to please others, it was important to be able to be dangerous when you needed to be. It certainly wasn't dampening Keith's feelings of warmth, of belonging, of feeling like somehow this group that had kept him on the outside had suddenly welcomed him in—  

	"Oh come on! Your plan started and ended with murder. You had no idea of what to do next when that didn't work!"

	"Oh, like you did?! You're the one who didn't want to try anything risky, you just went running to daddy—" Abruptly, Pertu and Sciamachy's quiet conversation turned into shouting at each other over Hiraeth's head, fierce and surprisingly loud. 

	Keith froze, his adrenaline spiking, and glanced at the others helplessly. Hiraeth didn't seem to feel that anything was particularly amiss, nonchalantly ducking out from the line of fire and squirming over to sit with Lucas, who looked back at Keith and shrugged, equally lost.

	Magari tugged his sleeve, and Keith glanced over at him. He wasn't sure how much of his alarm showed on his face, but Magari grinned at him sweetly and ducked down toward him.

	"They're always like this," Magari murmured. "They fight and make up and fight and make up. They're not actually mad when they argue and don't actually need to soothe each other after, it's just a hobby of theirs. It took me a while to realize it wasn't broken and I didn't have to fix it."

	Keith felt himself relax a little at that. "I didn't realize. They disagreed with each other a lot about what to do when we were trying to help you, but they didn't… shout."

	"For them, shouting means it isn't serious," Magari said. "They were too worried about me, you know."

	"They love you."

	Magari's cheeks took on a pale blue coloration—maybe his version of a blush. "They do," he agreed. "Ahh, even now I want to downplay it! But they love me and I love them, and they never need me to do anything for them that takes away from me."

	Keith thought about what he'd seen in that beach cabin. Even knowing it was metaphor… "Was it hard to get used to?"

	"Their arguing…?"

	"No," Keith said. He glanced at them; the argument seemed to be winding down, Avi's voice having dropped to a sulky whine while Pertu hissed at him from between her teeth. "The idea that you could just make your own choices about what to do, and however they reacted to it was on them."

	Magari tilted his head, looking at Keith thoughtfully with those placid, wide eyes of his. He said, "Ahh, yeah. You're a fixer too. And I'm grateful for it, since you helped me, but it's hard, right?"

	Keith almost apologized, but was at least self-aware enough to know that was entirely contradictory to what they were talking about. "…It can be, yeah."

	"Yeah. It was hard," Magari said. "But… you're the one thinking your thoughts. You're the one feeling your emotions. You're the one who wakes up in your own skin every day. So you're the one who gets to decide what makes all of those things the best experience for you."

	It was hard not to argue that. He had empathy; he felt other people's feelings. If his powers kept growing, he might hear their thoughts. He ended up in other people's skins far too often. But…

	It didn't have to be literal. It was a metaphor, and he agreed with it. "That simply, huh?"

	"Well, it's not simple, yeah? It's not. But," Magari said, "even if you fall back now and then, or make mistakes, or get stuck in your own head, you get to keep making those decisions for the rest of your life."

	"—What're you talking about?" Sciamachy asked him, frowning. His nosiness seemed to have distracted him from picking any further fights with Pertu. "Something about your life?"

	"I was saaaay-ing," Magari said, sing-song, "that I was gonna have a great time with you two for the rest of my life."

	Pertu said, "Awwww," in a voice that was both teasing and genuinely touched, reaching over to pinch Magari's cheek.

	Avi sniffled once, briefly, then looked away with a scowl. "You're such a fuckin' sap," he muttered. Pertu reached over, picked up one of Avi's hands, and put it on Magari's other cheek, mushing it there. 

	The rest of my life… 

	All Keith had was now, but maybe that was fine after all. He couldn't solve mortality, but so long as Hiraeth wanted to be here, Keith wanted him here. Just like he wanted Lucas here so long as Lucas was all right with not being put to rest. 

	They'd figure out some way to make it work. They'd done pretty well with it so far, after all.

	"Hiraeth?" he asked, interrupting Magari rambling at his lovers about how he never wanted to see another plastic treasure chest again in his life.

	Hiraeth flopped over, resting his head against Keith's leg. "M'love?"

	"What are you doing tomorrow?"

	
 

	 

	
epilogue

	 

	"Ready?" Lucas asked him.

	Keith opened his eyes from where he'd been laying on his bed at his parents' house, hoping that he'd suddenly learn how to successfully meditate so he could calm the fuck down. 

	It hadn't been working, but he was as ready as he was going to get. "Yeah. He'll be here any minute."

	Some things, he knew he couldn't change. Not yet, anyway, not all at once. Some things were changing: Shaunee knew the truth now, and he was glad of that. Lucas would have some family again. 

	But Keith's own parents had reason to resist. He wasn't sure he even could show Lucas to them, not when they already believed so thoroughly that whatever Keith had seen was his own guilt made manifest. Even if he tried to put his vision on them, he suspected they'd find a reason to explain it away after. 

	But slowly, over time, things might change. Maybe, as he let them see some of his new normal one small bit at a time, they'd grow more and more open to it. 

	Maybe someday they'd understand.

	"There you are, Keith," his mother called cheerily as he came downstairs. She was cooking what was sure to be a deeply bland vegetarian dish. "I'm so glad your friend agreed to come."

	Keith steeled himself, drawing a deep breath to steady himself. He should say it now. It was time. "Mom, he's—"

	A knock at the door. Keith's heart skipped into overdrive, and for a moment, his feet froze.

	"Well? Going to get the door?" his dad asked, teasing.

	He unstuck his feet, trying not to let himself get too anxious as he hurried to the door. There Hiraeth was: uncanny and strange, with his fuzzy velvet antlers that Keith's parents couldn't see. He beamed in through the door, holding out a bottle of wine. "So lovely to meet you, Mr. and Mrs. Marose," he said, charm turned up all the way. "I'm Henry!"

	One thing at a time. "He's my boyfriend," Keith said airlessly.

	For a moment, he could hear a pin drop. He wasn't sure his heart was still beating at all.

	"You should have told me!" his mother yelped. "I was making friend dinner, not boyfriend dinner! You're the worst!"

	Keith's dad burst into laughter, taking the wine from Hiraeth. "I feel like I'm supposed to comment on the vintage but we mostly drink boxed wine. No, seriously, it looks great. Come on in!"

	Keith's heart started beating again as Hiraeth stepped in. Lucas, beside him, gave a thumb's up, grinning hugely. 

	There was so much still hidden between him and his family, from Hiraeth's name to Lucas himself.

	But one step at a time, one day at a time, one moment at a time. It was the only way they could live, and maybe it was time that he focus on that.

	None of them knew what the future might bring—but right now, the present was good.

	 

	Fin
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