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    M/M polyamorous paranormal romance. An unwilling psychic investigates a strange horror threatening the local fae population, helped by his ghostly best friend and the deer-antlered man that runs a mysterious antique shop. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Haunted by the ghost of the man who saved his life at the cost of his own, Keith has developed an awareness beyond what humans can normally sense—a world of spirits, monsters, and fascinating people that can only be described as Others. When he starts to have prophetic dreams about strange creatures hunting down helpless Others, he realizes that there has to be something only he can do. 
 
      
 
    Accompanied by Lucas, his best friend despite the complex feelings around his death, and the horned boy, a beautiful and mysterious Other, Keith knows that he has to confront his feelings and his fears in order to find his place in this new, strange world—and to protect the things that he’s coming to love. 
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    To my darling Aveline,  
 
    I love you forever and beyond. Someday, let’s become ghosts and haunt the same places together. 
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 chapter one 
 
      
 
      
 
    The clattering scrape of claws on the alleyway pavement sound loud even to his own ears, easy to follow, a dead giveaway. But the time for stealth is long past. Too little, too late. He thrusts his hand in front of himself—scaled, with black claws fully extended from each of the fingertips—grabbing a dirty plastic garbage bin and digging grooves into it as he shoves it aside just enough to squirm past. 
 
    He hopes it will slow the Terror down. 
 
    There's no time to worry about the humans still lingering in the restaurant next to the alley, closing up and tired, so he tries not to. They'll be fine—Terrors don't go after humans if better prey is around. It's his own hide he has to worry about right now, and he can't afford to spend his attention on anything except where he's placing his feet, what's ahead of him.  
 
    No matter how aware he is of what's behind him.  
 
    A fence looms at the end of the alley. He's got no time to stop, barely any time to slow. He bends his knees, hocks tensing for the upcoming jump as his lizard-like hands grab the top of the chain-link fence. He springs upward, body nearly horizontal as strong muscles tense, vaulting the fence, vestigial wings spreading to catch what air they can to propel him up, forward, past. 
 
    Another scrape of claws as he hits the ground and nearly slips on the other side, mud and a wet patch of leaves catching underfoot. There's a spike of pain as his shoulder slams into the wall. He can feel skin tear on the rough brick. No good. Blood—any kind of essence—will only make it easier for the Terror to keep his trail. 
 
    Still, it's better than falling. An image springs to mind—shadows crawling over skin—and then with a shudder and a desperately sucked gasp of chill air, he's off again, shoving off the wall and running as hard as he can. 
 
    A splash, a corner rounded. Soon he'll be in the parking lot where he left his car—he's already passing the boundary, lined with the skeletons of dark trees in the middle of losing their leaves. It's empty at this hour, with nobody to run to for help, but once he's in his car he can get away from them easily. Just a bit further and he'll be free. He spots his old Corolla and his heart soars. He runs faster, not caring about his exhaustion.  
 
    But they come. 
 
    They swarm him from the front first, with grasping indistinct hands and a screaming maw bellowing. Their hands are darkness coating his scales, trying to swallow him in. Teeth and claws catch and it hurts, it hurts, it hurts.  
 
    He roars back in fear and defiance, but there's a difference between the two sounds. He's still someone. The Terror in front of him is not, and won't have fear or empathy or any hesitation. He lunges desperately, fighting and swinging, claws connecting with a sludgy mass and splattering it on brick. It doesn't remember who it used to be. There's no way, no way at all, to convince it to not just kill him. 
 
    That's what they do, just kill. 
 
    But this Terror—these Terrors, he can see others behind the first—they're different somehow.  
 
    They don't just feast on him, don't tear at him more than they need to in order to subdue him, although this is when they would. It's a spike of useless hope as instead, he's forced down under their unnatural, unspeakable weight, his scaled knees buckling as they press. He fights the entire way down, straining and struggling to get free, snapping sharp teeth into semi-solid flesh—but he is pressed down regardless. 
 
    The one in front groans with hunger, longing to swallow him down, but resists, shifting around to hold him from behind. He struggles, helpless, as another approaches, something clutched in what used to be its hands. He stares at it in a blinding panic and confusion.  
 
    "What the fuck is going on?" he screams, or tries to. He chokes halfway through the first word, his mouth full of something terrible and stagnant as the Terror's bulk presses down. 
 
    The bottle glows, symbols crawling across its surface, and it seems to hurt the Terror to hold it, but it approaches nevertheless. The edge of the spout is sharpened into a spike and he realizes what it's for. 
 
    His head is yanked back as the Terror behind him grabs him by one long, ridged horn. He tries to fight it, struggling, nostrils flaring for more air, mouth open. He's crying. The tears are hot on his face in the cold air. 
 
    Slowly and firmly, letting him see every inch of its terrible approach, the Terror drives the spout of the bottle into his eye. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Keith Marose woke with a strangled sound that might have been a yell if he weren't sleeping facedown. Trying to suck air, feeling as though the panicked flight in his dream were his own, he inhaled wet pillow and coughed.  
 
    It took a few seconds of struggling to realize he was awake. When he did, he forced himself to move, rolling over with a strand of spit sticking from his pillow to his mouth. It settled coldly on his cheek and he made a face at the ceiling through blurry eyes. 
 
    "Gross," he croaked, voice trembling. 
 
    He thought he heard an answer, but he wasn't awake enough to be sure. Groaning, he rubbed his face with both hands, wiping his mouth and grinding sleep out of his eyes, then fumbled around next to the bed for the bottle of water he'd left there. 
 
    The day outside was bright, sun stabbing in through the curtains—though he wished belatedly that the word stabbing hadn't come to mind—but the shadows in the room abruptly darkened as the gulp of cold water helped wake him up. His second sight was beginning to take over for his normal sight again, showing him what the room normally hid: the memories the building held, becoming visible to him alone. Along with, of course, the dark shape hovering near the end of his bed.  
 
    Another mouthful of water, swishing it around in his mouth to try to get rid of the sour flavor of bad dreams, and the shadow began to resolve into Lucas's familiar figure: Transparent and washed-out dark hair and brown skin, eternally in polo shirt and jeans. Broad-cheek boned, insubstantial as air, and smiling at Keith despite the concerned set of his brows. 
 
    "Morning, sunshine," Lucas said, warm and sympathetic. "That didn't look like a good dream." 
 
    "Yeah," Keith said weakly. He opened his mouth to reply again, but was cut off by the siren wail of his alarm clock suddenly splitting the room. Wincing, he twisted, fumbling to get it off. "It—" beep beep beep "—might have—" beep beep "—it might have been a true dream, too." He always felt stupid declaring that sort of thing, and dropped his gaze, still struggling to find the right button with numb fingers. Beep beep. "I don't know. It felt like that." 
 
    Lucas leaned over him, one hand planted next to Keith's hip as he helped Keith get the alarm off by passing his hand through it. The electronics disrupted, and, with a popping sound, it began to flash 00:00. Keith leaned back in bed a little again, acutely aware of the chill of Lucas's presence. The coldness was too familiar to be uncomfortable these days, but it was still a bit of a shock to his system.  
 
    "True, huh," Lucas said. "The way you were struggling, that doesn't sound like it'd be a good thing." 
 
    "It wouldn't be," Keith agreed. He dropped the alarm on his bedside table and flopped back in his bed, inching backward into a sitting position to get out from under Lucas as subtly as he could. Lucas sat back, still watching his face, and Keith tried to give him a smile, unsteady and sickly with the dream still haunting him. "It was… bad." 
 
    Frowning slightly, Lucas attempted to pick at the blanket. After a significant number of attempts, it finally dimpled under his insubstantial fingers. "Do you want to talk about it?" 
 
    The sympathy in his voice rankled a little, mostly because if what Keith had dreamed was some kind of vision, he wasn't the one who deserved kindness. He knew Lucas would argue if he said that, though. Lucas always said that having to witness things was itself a burden. 
 
    How Lucas could say that after everything that had happened to him, Keith didn't know. 
 
    Still, it was eating at him, and it would make it difficult to focus on anything else today. And even if Lucas let him put it off now, he'd just ask again later.  
 
    "It was… from the point of view of an Other," Keith said slowly. "I'm not sure of all the details because there weren't really many thoughts included, just a sense of fear and panic. Fight or flight, you know? Definitely an Other, though, part animal, like a lot of them are. I got the feeling this one was some kind of… dragon or something." 
 
    "Uh-huh." Lucas leaned forward and rested his arms weightlessly on Keith's bent knees. His usually-optimistic face was serious, the details of his eyes blurring out of existence as he absorbed the gravity with which Keith was talking.  
 
    Keith couldn't keep himself from meeting that dark blur anyway, trying to make out Lucas's features. He hated the way Lucas seemed to lose specifics when he focused on other people's situations. He didn't know why it happened, but it never seemed like a good thing that parts of Lucas could just vanish.  
 
    "Anyway…" he continued, and took another drink from his water bottle to clear the sudden thickness in his throat. "There was a pair of Terrors, and the Other was trying to get away from them." 
 
    "Not so unusual," Lucas said, from the darkness where his mouth should be. "There's been a lot of them around lately. It's probably because of those murders. You know that Terrors show up where there's a lot of negative energy." 
 
    Not even trying to suppress his shudder, Keith nodded. "If they were just hunting, it probably wouldn't be worth talking about. But they weren't… They weren't acting like normal Terrors do. I mean…" He swallowed hard. His pulse was thundering in his throat, adrenaline up as he remembered the images from his dream. "For one thing, they were working together to corner their target. Terrors aren't smart enough for that. The Other in the dream thought that too." 
 
    "Couldn't it be a coincidence?" 
 
    "No, it…" He found it impossible to describe the bottle, the image from it. He tried and felt his mind shying away from the descent of that sharp spike. "No. they weren't trying to eat the Other. They were… they were doing something else. Using a tool—I think it was enchanted. Not sure what it was supposed to do, but it was lit up to my mind's eye, and…" 
 
    He didn't bother to finish that, just let the words shrivel up and die in the air. 
 
    Lucas was silent for a long few moments. Then, in a reassuring tone, he prompted, "Sure it wasn't just a normal dream? If they weren't acting normal, that sounds more like nightmare material than a premonition." 
 
    Keith couldn't be sure either way. The fear didn't feel like his own, but he didn't know. Couldn't know. It wasn't as if there was an easy way for him to discern the border between reality and imagination. Hell, even right now, he didn't know if this was real. If Lucas was really here to talk to, or if he was just making Lucas up. It wasn't as if anyone else could see him. 
 
    Some kind of response to trauma, his therapist had said, and he'd believed that for so many years. A horrible, horrible response. 
 
    "Maybe," he said, finally. And then, unable to bear it any more, he reached down and cupped that shadowed, smeared face. He focused on his hand, focused on what it should feel like. As unwelcome as his powers were, at least he could make himself touch spirits, though it wasn't really a physical sensation so much as one in his sixth sense. He thought, sometimes, that having Lucas stuck to him might be unbearable if he couldn't feel him at all. At times like this, he was acutely grateful. He ran his thumb over what he remembered of Lucas's strong cheekbone, the high peak of his eyebrow, the broad line of his nose. 
 
    Slowly, under the pass of his hand, Lucas's features came back into their proper form, energetic and easy-going and forever stuck in his early twenties. His broad lips dimpled gently under the touch of Keith's thumb and his cold breath gusted out against Keith's fingers as he said, "Either way, you've got to start getting ready, or you're going to be late for class." 
 
    "Yeah," Keith said, and tried to forget. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The student dorms at Stonybridge University were cramped old things from the 1930s which were seriously full of shadows and ghosts.  
 
    Since he'd stayed in his hometown when he went to college, Keith couldn't get away from his reputation from high school, but even if nobody here had known him, they'd have figured out something was wrong with him. He couldn't stop noticing the shadows—and he was sure other people noticed him noticing them. As he made his way down to the showers, his toiletries in his hand and Lucas tagging along behind him, his eyes flicked to movement in a corner here, something hanging from the courtyard there. People gave him a wide berth in return. 
 
    At least it meant that he didn't have to socialize in the dorm's bathroom, he thought self-mockingly. So in some ways, he was definitely coming out on top. 
 
    He felt Lucas hang behind as he headed to the shower stall. Since Lucas was haunting Keith, he could never get much distance, but their short tether at least meant that Lucas was capable of giving him privacy to shower, use the facilities, change, and so on. And so on was definitely a concern, given that Lucas had been haunting him since he was fifteen, but Keith tried not to ask him to leave the room too often. It felt unfair, since it was hardly Lucas's preference to stick so close, and besides, he did owe Lucas his life. 
 
    It was, however, a major contributor to why Keith had never had a boyfriend. Not that that was something he could talk about with Lucas either. 
 
    At least Keith was alone for once, and tried to make the most of the shower as quickly and quietly as he could. When he came out after quickly changing in the small gap between curtain and stall door, he found Lucas sitting on the bathroom counter, legs dangling. He seemed bored, head tilted back to stare at some gross-looking patch on the ceiling, and if he weren't so transparent, or if he were reflected in the mirror, he'd look like any other student here killing time while waiting for a friend. 
 
    Keith's heart hurt, briefly. "Ready?" 
 
    "I think the ceiling's growing mold," Lucas said, but hopped off the counter to fall into step with him. He grinned aside at Keith, and without his mood really matching it, Keith grinned back. 
 
    "I wouldn't be surprised if there was an entire ecosystem up there," he said, pretending to ignore the weird look he got from another student who pushed past him and walked through Lucas on the way. 
 
    Class—The Legacies of Imperialism—was not exciting at the best of times, less due to the subject matter and more due to the professor's inability to put emotion in his voice in any way ever, and was made significantly worse by being a three-hour class. All his classes ended up in blocks of three one-hour classes a week, two hour-and-a half, or one three-hour one. Whenever possible, Keith tried to take the two classes a week option to reduce the total number of days he had to attend without it entering an ungodly, agonizing length. Legacies of Imperialism had been a trade-off he'd let himself take because the other options he'd had around his remaining electives were either super early in the morning or stupidly late at night. Who wanted to be in class at 9 pm? 
 
    He wasn't always sure he'd made the best choice. 
 
    He sat, as usual, at the back of the room, trying to avoid making eye contact with the professor and, by doing so, reducing the risk of having to speak in public. Lucas leaned against the wall behind him, and, in the margins of his notes, Keith tried to sketch what little he remembered of the bottle in the dream for Lucas to see. Despite its use, it hadn't been any kind of incidental shank, he remembered that much. It hadn’t been any old beer bottle with enchantments on it. The shape itself had been unusual, pot-bellied with a long narrow spout, sliced very deliberately into its sharp point. The angle on the pointed opening had been severe enough to remind him of a medicinal needle's head. 
 
    He doodled three question marks next to the shape.  
 
    At the break an hour and a half in, he rose to stretch his legs, and Lucas leaned over the table, eyeing his notes. "Confused by your own drawing?" 
 
    "By the meaning of it, anyway," Keith muttered under his breath. Telepathy wasn't among the talents that had woken up during his near-death experience. About 90% of the time, he was glad for that; it was bad enough knowing what the people around him—classmates, teachers, and, worst of all, family—thought of him without knowing what they thought of him.  
 
    The last 10% of the time, he regretted the inconvenience. For the first little bit, while his therapist was bouncing him between medications and talking to him about PTSD triggers, he'd tried to avoid talking to Lucas in public entirely.  
 
    But by now, he'd long since just come to terms with the fact that he'd forever be a social pariah who talked to himself constantly. Sure enough, he was drawing an uncomfortable look from Jonas, who had been sitting three seats down. 
 
    "Ya lost me," Lucas said. 
 
    Keith headed for the door, opening it and holding it just long enough to let Lucas slip through it first, then starting down the hallway at a stride. "The tool," he said under his breath. "From my dream." 
 
    "It was a bottle?" Lucas asked incredulously. 
 
    He found a vending machine down a relatively-empty side corridor, and pulled some change out of his pocket. He'd skipped breakfast, so some cheesy snacks could last him until lunch. "Yeah. A bottle with the end sharpened. The Terror stabbed the poor guy." 
 
    "Weird," Lucas said, wrinkling his nose. "Why a bottle? Terrors don't use tools at all, but…" 
 
    "Maybe they wanted the blood for something?" Or eye juice, Keith didn't say, trying not to think too hard about what he'd been forced to see. No longer sure he was hungry, but even less sure he'd make it to lunch otherwise, he punched in C-2 and watched as the bag of cheese puffs started to push forward, then jammed. "Seriously?!" 
 
    "Your doodle kind of made it look like it was a decorative bottle," Lucas pointed out. Then, "You could try giving the machine a zap." 
 
    Keith considered it. Electrical manipulation was always so finicky, and especially difficult when he was distracted. "Not sure I want to risk frying the circuitry. Anyway, so what's that supposed to mean—decorative blood?" 
 
    A student, starting to pass them, sped up. Keith made a face at her back. 
 
    "I think the Terrors care even less about decorating than they do about tool use," he finished. "Help me out with this thing, bro?" 
 
    "Hey, Halloween is coming up. If they were going to decorate at all with the blood of their victims, it'd be now," Lucas said. He reached into the glass front of the machine, making a face—Keith knew Lucas never liked passing through things if he could avoid it—and gave the snack bag a tap, sending it off the hook it was caught on and down to the slot at the bottom. "But I just meant a clue to where it might be from. It looks like it could be an antique perfume bottle. Those're fancy like that. My sister used to collect them—mostly from garage sales, mind. Antique stores price them like, stupidly high. Besides, they're all run by weird old white dudes." 
 
    Keith, who had only ever met Lucas's sister at the funeral and didn't really want to think about that, zoned in on the other part of the statement. "Yeah, but what can I even do with that information? Go to Antique Row and ask each store's weird old white dude if a giant shadowy amorphous blob purchased a bottle from them for an absurdly large sum of money?" 
 
    Lucas started laughing. "Alright, alright…" 
 
    Smiling a little to himself at the sound, Keith picked up his snack bag. "Terrors can't illusion themselves human like most of the Others can. Even if we found out where they got the bottle from in the first place, it's not like we could use the info to track the Terror down. There wouldn't be receipts or credit card info or store memberships…" 
 
    "Not that we should, anyway," Lucas agreed. "The further away we stay from Terrors, the better." 
 
    "Right," Keith said. He pulled the bag open and stuffed a handful of cheezies into his mouth. Breakfast of champions. "We should stay out of it." 
 
    "But, I mean, is your vision going to let you?" Lucas asked. "Usually you see things for a reason, right? Even if you don't know what that reason is." 
 
    Keith had been trying to avoid thinking about that part too. He made a face. "I don't know. I'm going to try to stay out of it. It'd be pretty crazy to go to Antique Row just to try to gather more information from a dream, right?" 
 
    "Yeah," Lucas said, grinning at him. "Crazy." 
 
  
 
  



 chapter two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Keith felt pretty stupid catching the bus downtown to go to Antique Row after class, but he did need to get lunch somewhere, and he was already sick of cafeteria food. As always, he let Lucas take the window seat—he guessed that people usually probably thought he was pretty rude for blocking off an 'unused' seat, but otherwise Lucas would get sat on or have to stand in the aisle with people walking through him all the time.  
 
    It was easier to just pretend to be rude, to pop in headphones and act as if he didn't notice the dirty looks or people asking him to move over, while Lucas leaned his cold side comfortably against him, one knee drawn up as he looked out the window. 
 
    Keith always suspected that Lucas liked it largely because of his own inability to head anywhere on his own. Keith never had liked to go out too much himself, and it got much worse after his abilities woke up. He'd spent a lot of time just staying at home whenever he could.  
 
    The first time he'd gone out and saw an Other walking around and pretending to be human, he'd almost lost it completely. He remembered wheeling around and running until his chest ached with the lack of breath, until his vision blurred and legs ached and he couldn’t run any further. And all the time, Lucas was keeping pace behind him, the ghost he was desperately pretending wasn’t there, trying to ask Keith if he’d seen it too, what was that thing, he’d never seen anything like that while he was alive. 
 
    These days, he might not talk with Others or anything, but he accepted that those creatures were probably doing their best to get by like anyone else. When he forced his vision as much out of the second sight as he could get it, he saw them pretending to be human, going to movies and the store and everything normal people did. Still, he never got used to seeing them around, and it was easier to stay inside. Finding a place to hole up in just felt better, and he'd built up a habit of keeping to himself.  
 
    But doing so trapped Lucas inside as well.  
 
    Maybe next summer I'll go on a trip, he thought, a bit guiltily. 
 
    Their stop came soon enough, and he touched the back of Lucas's cold hand with his free one as he reached up to pull the bell cord. Lucas startled, having zoned out, and faced him with a bright smile, turning his own hand over to hold Keith's briefly in an acknowledging squeeze of cold pressure. 
 
    Keith got up and headed to the exit, tugging Lucas along with him as best he could with the insubstantiality of his form. He didn’t drop Lucas's hand until they were outside again so he could take his headphones out of his ears. "Lunch first," he told Lucas. "And then I'll look around, just in case. I still really don't think I'll find anything, though." 
 
    "It's a nice way to spend the afternoon anyway, right?" Lucas said, stuffing hands into his pockets and grinning at him. 
 
    "Could be worse," Keith agreed with an aggravated sigh, heading into a Phở shop and holding the door for Lucas.  
 
    Could be better too, but he didn't say that—antique shops weren't exactly a fun place for him to visit. His ability to pick imagery off objects was unreliable if he tried to use it, but happened unbidden easily enough. Anything that had picked up strong energy could trigger it. Places like museums or historical sites or, yeah, antique shops, held onto memories like nothing else.  
 
    It gave him the creeps. 
 
    But lunch was over soon enough and there was no putting it off, not with the way Lucas was humming to himself and looking out the window with excitement. Like a kid on a field trip. 
 
    Even so, it was hard not to want to just get back on the bus and leave. The only times he'd ever tangled with Terrors before was unwilling, brief, and involved a lot of running. He wasn't eager to get himself involved with anything that could make them act as differently as he'd seen in the dream.  
 
    Having information was better than nothing, he reminded himself. If the vision meant he was going to be involved, ignoring it wouldn't help keep him out of it. 
 
    "All right," he said finally. "Let's go window-shopping." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first few antique shops were as far from helpful as it was possible to come: one specialized in stamps and coins, and another in silverware and china. Keith pretty much poked his head in, looked around, and hurriedly backed out.  
 
    The next, two blocks further, was listed as an Antique Mall, even though it was only three large rooms, and they spent considerably longer in there. It was crowded even with that much space, the massive number of shelves covered in antique jewelry, books, figurines, and more.  
 
    The place had an uncomfortable atmosphere, stuffy and full of old memories, darkness lingering around the shelves as if half the items, despite their human origin, were itching to creep slowly into the Otherworld with the weight of their energy. Keith kept his hands firmly in his pockets as he looked things over; the heaviness of the items felt as though they wanted to drag everything around them into the past. But even with that sensation, he wasn't picking up any lingering feelings of Terror. 
 
    Not that what he was able to pick up was always reliable, he reminded himself. 
 
    "Uh, hey," he said, waving over at the old man watching him dubiously from behind the counter. Weird old white dude, Lucas mouthed at him. Keith tried to keep his gaze on the antiquer. "Weird… uh, weird question, but I'm looking for something for, uh, for my sister. Do you have any old perfume bottles?" 
 
    "I think there's a few near the back." The old man leaned on the counter, looking a bit mollified but still cranky. "Back left, over there. Don't see a lot of teens in here." 
 
    "I'm not a—" No point, really. If the old dude thought he was casing the place or whatever, he'd think it no matter what protest Keith made. He glanced that way, then back again. "Thanks, I'll check them out. I'm worried about getting something that she's already picked up for herself… You haven't sold any recently, have you? So I can avoid getting the same one." 
 
    The old man's brows drew down. "Not recently. You probably don't need to worry about that, young man. This is an antique shop. The chances of there being two the same—"  
 
    Of course not. "Yeah," Keith said hurriedly. "Sorry." 
 
    He went back to take a look at the perfume bottles, but they were all unremarkable things to his sixth sense, and none gave off any indication of any possible reason that a Terror might want them. At most, they held onto weird sensations, anxiety, longing, the wish of previous owners to be desirable.  
 
    He browsed briefly, then came back around to where Lucas was crouched and looking seriously at an old doll. 
 
    "I wonder who owned this," Lucas said. It was porcelain, with its moveable eyelids broken so one hung down halfway over one eye, and its hair looked, and felt, as if it could have once been real human hair. "Old dolls are so unnerving." 
 
    "You think they're unnerving?" Keith mumbled under his breath, shooting Lucas a disbelieving look. "Something always feels really weird about them." 
 
    Lucas reached out and touched the broken eyelid, trying to roll it up. It resisted his insubstantial touch and Keith couldn't help but shudder at the sight. "Maybe it's the way we humanize them," Lucas said softly. "When Shaunee was young, she had a bunch, and even when she was a teenager she'd refer to them by name. You think this one had a name?" 
 
    "I sure hope not," Keith muttered. "Come on, dude." He raised his voice again, catching the old man watching him under heavy brows. "Thanks anyway, but the bottles didn't look like they're her style." 
 
    The old man shrugged a shoulder. If anything, he seemed less convinced by Keith's excuse than before. "The place across the street has more glassware," he said slowly. 
 
    "Oh yeah?" Keith asked hopefully. He wondered if the man were trying to direct his apparent unruly teenage desires to steal toward a competitor.  
 
    The old man waved a hand vaguely in a direction further up the street. "Across the street and about half a block up. It's a bit tucked away, but if you hit the lights you've got too far." He pursed his lips as if he were tasting something sour. "The owner's an odd duck, but he knows his business despite… everything. He can answer your questions, I'm sure." 
 
    Keith dug up an awkward smile. "Thanks! I'll check it out." 
 
    He headed back outside and took a breath of the fresh air before turning to look at Lucas. Lucas's eyes were gone again and Keith shivered a little in the autumn chill. "Lucas…?" 
 
    "Oh… sorry, I was just thinking." Lucas's face turned toward Keith again, sad and longing. "How does a doll like that end up for sale? Was she loved by some lil' girl somewhere, and kept until that girl got old and died, or was she tossed out when that girl grew up? What kind of person did her owner make her into? You think anyone still thinks of her fondly?" 
 
    Keith swallowed a lump in his throat. "I don't know. I didn't get anything from just looking at her," he said, and then corrected himself, "it. It's just a doll, though, you know. It's not… actually a person, even if it looks like one. But I can go back and touch it if it's important to you, see if I can learn its story—?" 
 
    Lucas seemed to look down at his own hands. "Nah. It's okay." 
 
    "Come on…" Keith reached out a hand hesitantly, pressed his hand into the coldness of Lucas's shoulder and nudged him with his energy. "You okay, man?" 
 
    A flutter, something shifting in Lucas's face, and then he was just blinking away his mood, finding a smile somewhere to give Keith as his face cleared up. "I'm fine, fam. Sorry to be a downer." 
 
    "You couldn't be a downer if you tried," Keith said, forcing a smile in return. "Me, however—you know what I caught someone calling me in the dorm?" 
 
    "Yeah, actually." 
 
    "You do?" Keith made a face. 
 
    "Morose Marose, right?" Lucas seemed to brighten more, grinning at him. "You didn't luck out with that last name." 
 
    The face he was making felt like it was getting considerably worse. He tried to dial it back. "I don't try to be morose. I just…" 
 
    "You look like some sort of tragic Victorian poet. I bet I could have found a photograph of you back there," Lucas said, and sort of thumped a fist generally in the direction of Keith's arm. "With your floppy black hair and your deep-set black eyes and your pale skin. Like a young Byron." 
 
    Despite himself, he felt a little flattered. "I usually get Edgar Allen Poe." 
 
    "I think we can both just hope you don't age into Poe," Lucas said, laughing, and gestured up the street. "So, this other shop?" 
 
    Making sure that Lucas was alright was more important than the shop, but everything seemed back to normal now. Keith shrugged his shoulders awkwardly and gestured. "All right. Come on, then." 
 
    They crossed the street together, and continued on up the road. Keith was already prepared to have to double back or spend some time searching, based on how the old man had described it as a bit hard to find.  
 
    He wasn't expecting the sudden throb in his forehead, and to see with his sixth sense an arrow on the sidewalk, pointing left towards a small door inset into a building at the end of what looked at first glance to be a narrow alley. 
 
    Keith had stopped so abruptly that Lucas would have run into him if he were able to. As it was, Lucas had to step back to keep from pushing into his body. "Keith? What—huh. You're seeing that?" 
 
    "Yeah," Keith said. He blinked a few times, rubbing his eyes, then looked at the door again. "It's not in this world, but it's overlaid on it. Deliberately, I'd guess." 
 
    "Well, that's unnerving," Lucas said, but seemed kind of excited. "Going to follow it?" 
 
    "It's not like it's laid out for us," Keith said, mostly to cover how unnerved he did indeed feel. "It's probably got stuff for Others in there. Others are the ones who'd see that normally, right, not humans? Which… I mean…" He felt his heart sink. "Which would probably make it the best shop to check." He drew a deep breath, then opened the antique shop door before he could second-guess himself, the bell jingling overhead. 
 
    The person working the shop was, in fact, an odd duck. He was a young man in his early twenties, probably no older than Keith himself, with hair so pale that it looked white and eyes so blue they looked silver, and skin almost translucently pale to match. Keith would have found him a strange choice to work in an antique shop without the Otherworldly energy surrounding him in a haze.  
 
    The clerk looked up as they entered with a nearly-manic welcoming grin. "Afternoon, gentlemen." 
 
    "Ah," Lucas said, shocked. 
 
    His own heart was skipping a beat, both at the sight of what he was sure was an Other and at the immediate acknowledgment that Lucas was with him. That had never happened before. Keith blinked rapidly to clear away the haze and see him with his Sight instead. 
 
    The illusion around the clerk peeled away, and delicate white antlers bloomed from his head, arching and forking more like branches than an actual deer's antlers. The silver of his irises widened until they took up almost his entire eye, the already fine angles of his face growing finer. He was beautiful, ethereal—would look more at home in a darkened forest than here surrounded by ticking clocks and old books. 
 
    Keith's spike of involuntary, stupid hope, fell. Someone recognizing Lucas meant for sure that Lucas was real, like Keith thought he was, but then, if he was imagining whoever this was, hallucinating in some way—no. He stopped himself. That was no way to think about things. Ghosts were real. Others were real. It was just that most people couldn't see them.  
 
    And if he was hallucinating this man, he’d have to have also hallucinated the shop, the guide to it, maybe even the old man who clearly thought the owner of this one was strange, he reminded himself. 
 
    "Sirs?" the clerk asked again, tilting his head quizzically.  
 
    "Wow," Lucas says. "You see me—for real?" He sounded almost embarrassingly relieved. "Hi." 
 
    "Hi." The horned boy gave them another smile, this one tilting into sympathy. He reached up to rub his nose with the back of a hand. "A ghost, huh…" He ducked over his desk, bowing to him. "I'm so sorry for your loss." 
 
    Keith turned to look at Lucas in shock—Lucas, too, seemed almost stunned. "Oh," Lucas said finally. "Thank you." 
 
    "And you're human, but you seem to see well enough what's going on here," the horned boy added, and hopped up onto his own desk, crossing his legs. "Sixth sense?" 
 
    Keith shook himself, trying to recover. "Uh, yeah," he said. "Pretty new to it, like five years…" He trailed off, not sure where to go with that. 
 
    "Well, welcome to the community," the horned boy said cheerily. He held his arms open wide, gesturing to the room around him. "Did you come here looking for some Otherly goods? Or did you just wander in like a little lost lamb?" 
 
    Keith couldn't seem to stop staring. The strangeness of him aside, the horned boy was probably one of the most attractive people he'd ever seen in his life, and he seemed to know it, dropping his arms to brace his hands on the desk behind himself so his chest was thrust out, legs crossed and one bouncing, a little smile on his face.  
 
    It took Keith effort to clear his throat. "Uh, sort of both," he managed. "I didn't know it was an Other shop—you say there's a community, but I've really only met a few in passing. I haven't gone out of my way to talk to any. But I was looking for something, um, Otherly. Yeah." 
 
    "You don't say! Well, no need to shout from across the entry if we're going to talk about that kind of thing." The horned boy crooked a finger, lips quirked. "Come a little closer." 
 
    Pulse fluttering in his throat, Keith took a few more steps forward. "I, uh, my sixth sense," he stammered. "I get occasional visions? I had a really nasty dream last night, and I thought it was a true dream, but—"  
 
    The horned boy was giving him a once-over, he realized. Head to toe and back up again, eyes heavy-lidded. "Mmhm?" 
 
    Closer, Keith could pick up a scent off the horned boy, something wild and woodsy. Autumnal leaves, he thought, and opened his mouth a little to draw the smell in more deeply. 
 
    "Yeah," Lucas said from behind him, a little loudly. "It was about Terrors attacking an Other. Have you heard anything about that?" 
 
    The mood seemed to dampen abruptly, though whether it was at the sudden volume or the abrupt reminder of the details of that dream, Keith wasn't sure. The horned boy's little smirk fell off his face at once as well, upturned nose wrinkling and lips turning down. 
 
    "Unfortunately, I have," the horned boy said. "Lots of Others are being attacked lately at night. Most of us who can are taking to staying indoors with company after nightfall. Not that Terrors haven't always been a problem, but they've really begun to step up their hunts." 
 
    Keith drew a slow breath in, trying to get the heat in his veins fully back under control. "It wasn't just that they were attacking an Other. They were working together and using tools. In my dream, I mean." 
 
    Those fine white brows furrowed and the horned boy tilted his head again. "Are you sure it wasn't a normal dream, then? That isn't how Terrors act." 
 
    "I know," Keith said. "I've run into them before. Well… run from." 
 
    "So," Lucas continued, pressing in behind Keith a little more closely than usual, a cold shock of air at his back. "We were trying to find out information about the tool they used. It was a bottle—Keith's sketch looked to me like an antique perfume bottle, and had a sharpened tip." 
 
    "Uh, yeah. It was enchanted and used to stab," Keith said. "I was just looking around antique shops trying to find… well, anything. I don't know. It's not like you'd have sold a Terror a perfume bottle, enchanted or not." 
 
    The horned boy let out a light laugh at that, head tilting back and showing a row of white, flat teeth. "Oh, yes. Not very known to want to smell pretty, those soulless abominations." 
 
    "Yyyeah, exactly the problem," Keith said. "But I thought maybe they broke in somewhere and found one or something…? I mean, they had to get it from somewhere." 
 
    "Do you have the sketch with you?" the horned boy asked. He seemed to sober again at how seriously Keith was taking this, holding a hand out. His fingers looked remarkably delicate, Keith couldn't help but notice. 
 
    "Sure." Keith wrenched his gaze away, slinging his backpack onto the counter and opening it up, rustling through his notes until he found the right page. "Here." 
 
    The horned boy took it, glancing the sheet over. "Dull-looking class. Your art skills are, hmm…" 
 
    "I know. Don't say it." Keith leaned over too, looking at it with him. 
 
    Laughing, the horned boy turned his head so his nose almost brushed Keith's. "I agree with your gentleman friend: it looks like it could be a perfume bottle. This shape has been used for centuries—some companies still use similar designs. I've seen stout bottles shaped like this too, but alcohol would have the brewer's stamp on the bottle. Any other details?" 
 
    "Uh…" He was starting to wonder if the horned boy was doing something to him on purpose, or if it were just something about his scent, the air around him. "It was enchanted. I couldn't see much, but I could feel it in the dream. It was glowing—enchantments usually do that in visions. Any ideas?" 
 
    "Hang on." The horned boy put a hand against Keith's chest. It almost tingled, Keith was so aware of him. But he was just pushing Keith back a little so he could hop off the desk. "Come with me, both of you." 
 
    Keith began to fall into step, but Lucas was hanging back, so he slowed, then glanced back at him. "Lucas?" he muttered. 
 
    Lucas's face was almost all shadow, a vague dark blur. He hesitated briefly, then took a few steps forward to catch up with Keith. "Be careful, man," Lucas murmured back. It was one of the only times that Keith had heard Lucas trying to be quiet, but then again, not many people could usually hear him. "I get that you're pretty into him, but you don't know him or anything." 
 
    Feeling his face go completely red, Keith cleared his throat, ducking his head a little. "He seems friendly. Just… flirty. I don't think he means any harm." 
 
    "I don't think he means harm either," Lucas said, the black mass of his mouth barely moving. "But be careful anyway." 
 
    Ugh. It was embarrassing to even think about this. Keith nodded, shoulders hunching a little. "I'm not going to… do anything." 
 
    "—I mean, you can if you want to," Lucas muttered, suddenly sounding embarrassed himself. His face swiveled away. "You've got a perfectly good room back there. I can stay outside." 
 
    "I'm not kicking you out," Keith protested. 
 
    "I'm just saying," Lucas said, strained, "you can't spend your whole life—"  
 
    The horned boy's voice interrupted, floating down from a room away. "You two coming?" 
 
    Lucas cut himself off, looking flustered and embarrassed, then gestured a vague hand in the direction the horned boy had gone. The conversation was apparently over. Guilty, and not entirely sure why he should be, Keith scrubbed at his cheek with the heel of a hand and followed the horned boy. 
 
    The doorway between rooms was lined with bookshelves with antique books on them, and the room beyond it was, as the other antique seller had noted, full of glassware. Vases, figurines, porcelain dolls, china, plates, old glasses, and yes, bottles. 
 
    "A lot of these are mundane items," the horned boy said, one white hand beckoning from around a shelf. Keith moved carefully around to join him, Lucas following close behind. "A few enchanted items but not too many. This is an antique shop first and foremost, though we sell the things people might need to help them with their work, if you know what I mean. I've got some similar bottles, but they're not enchanted." 
 
    He was crouching, sorting through items on a low shelf and keeping his antlers carefully out of the way. The glass clinking was loud, and Keith forced himself to stand very still, unable to shake the vague fear that he'd slip and break everything in the room.  
 
    "Here. Hold this." The horned boy thrust a pot-bellied bottle at him. Keith caught it in a panic when he realized the horned boy was letting go whether he'd got a firm grip yet or not. "Your drawing wasn't exactly the best, but would you say the shape in your vision was like this?" 
 
    "Yeah," Keith said, heart still pounding as he wrapped his palms around the heavy base. "Pretty similar. Not this exact bottle, but a lot like it." 
 
    "Mm." The horned boy stood up, and suddenly there wasn't enough space between the glass-laden shelves, especially since Keith didn't want to move back with Lucas behind him. But the horned boy wasn't actively flirting anymore. Even if the scent around him was still intoxicating, it didn't seem to be deliberate, frowning as he was. "That's troubling." 
 
    Lucas slid a hand between them, passing a fingertip over the curve of the bottle. "Why's that?" 
 
    "Well, bottles with this shape are best designed spiritually for 'gathering'," the horned boy said. He put an emphasis on the word as if it was supposed to mean something to Keith. "That's why you see the shape used in all kinds of… oh, games and other fantasy works for potions." 
 
    Now that he mentioned it, the shape really did look like some kind of potion bottle. "But, uh, 'gathering'?" 
 
    "Gathering," the horned boy repeated gravely. Concerned silver eyes met Keith's as he began to tick off points on his fingers. "Uh, how to put it? Magic and essence and energy are all dense powers, so they sink into the wide bulb but can't all crowd out of the neck. So it's a good shape if you want to contain some kind of energy. It's not a great shape if you wanted a weapon, and a glass weapon is generally a bad idea—and Terrors don't use weapons, anyway. Nor do they work with essence or energy, so there's no reason to collect it. The most they can do is track it, and you needn't collect it for that. Finally, they can't enchant things. So either they got one already enchanted, had someone enchant it for them, or we're now dealing with wizard Terrors."  
 
    His tone had lightened at the end, as if the absurdity was becoming just too much. 
 
    Lucas made a humming sound. "Do you think it's coincidence? One happened to grab one?" 
 
    "Not if multiple Terrors were working together," the horned boy said. "They don't do that either, so it sounds to me like someone was ordering them around." 
 
    "Terrors can be controlled?" Keith asked, alarmed. 
 
    The horned boy reached out and took the bottle from Keith, then placed it back into its spot on the shelf with care. Keith glanced at the price tag, a hundred and fifty dollars, and blanched.  
 
    "Well, no," the horned boy admitted, after a long pause. "Not that I know of." 
 
    "…Creepy," Lucas said. He began to back away through the shelves. Keith followed, wanting some room, and heard the horned boy fall in behind them. "Well. I'm not sure we're any further along on information." 
 
    "Tell me something, lovely," the horned boy said, tapping Keith's arm. "What do you plan to do with this information anyway?" 
 
    Despite the touch, it took Keith an embarrassing amount of time to realize the horned boy meant him. "Uh, Keith. Keith Marose." 
 
    "What do you plan, Keith?" the horned boy repeated patiently, smiling again. 
 
    Being asked a second time didn't help him find an answer. "I don't know," he said finally. "But when I have visions, it usually means I have to do something. Ignoring them makes them worse and I feel… guilty. I figured knowing more might help me know what I should be doing." 
 
    Put like that, it sounded really pathetic. Directionless as always. 
 
    "All right," the horned boy said, tone thoughtful. He paused in the main room again, then dug around on his desk for a slip of paper that he tore off an old envelope. He wrote quickly before passing it over. 
 
    There were two things on it with a line separating them—an address and a phone number. "What's this?" Keith asked, confused. 
 
    "I have a friend," the horned boy said, a small smile softening the sharp angles of his face. "She's given to premonitions too, but not about other people. Only about herself. She's been insisting that the Terrors are going to come for her. I've given her all the usual advice—stay inside after dark, don't go out places without company. And it's possible that her own fear is just interfering. We're all pretty nervous these days. But selfishly, I want to hope that if you had visions about this, and it led you here, it meant I was supposed to tell you this, and you might be able to help her."  
 
    Abruptly, Keith was sure that, intoxicating aura and the rest aside, the horned boy meant well, that his friendliness was genuine. There was genuine concern in his eyes now, along with a sort of tiredness. Keith smiled hesitantly. "All right. I mean, we can try. Uh, who should I say sent us?" 
 
    "Nice try," the horned boy said, and gently punched Keith's shoulder. "Very cute. I don't give out my real name to humans. Just describe me! She knows me well." 
 
    Fair enough. "And the phone number, is that hers?" 
 
    "Oh." The horned boy's silver eyes lit up merrily. "No. That's mine." 
 
    The significance of that hit Keith, and he found himself going bright red again, sputtering. It was bad enough that he could see the color of his nose out of the inner corners of his eyes. "Y-you have a phone?!" 
 
    The look the horned boy gave him was both scathing and amused. "It's the twenty-first century, Keith." 
 
    "Right. Yes. You don't want to give me your name, but you'll give me your number?" 
 
    The scathing look went away, replaced with just a naughty delight. "I want you to call me, not call me by name. Sound good?" 
 
    "Sounds, uh, yeah," Keith said in an unflattering wheeze of air. "I'll let you know how things go with her." 
 
    He almost fled outside, drawing in fresh, unscented air in great gulps, wishing his cheeks would cool down. In his hurry, he didn't hold the door, and Lucas had to pass through it, catching up to Keith after. 
 
    Keith immediately felt worse. "Sorry—"  
 
    "You going to call him?" Lucas asked, tone a little weird. "I mean, you might want to think about it. He was into you." 
 
    "I thought you wanted me to be careful," Keith muttered, embarrassed.  
 
    "Well, yeah, be careful, but…" 
 
    Keith dared to look up at Lucas again. His eyes and mouth were back to normal, expression a little strained and embarrassed, but clear and recognizable. 
 
    "I'll think about it," Keith said. 
 
  
 
  



 chapter three 
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed as if the next step—insofar as there were steps and not just having no idea what he was doing here but wanting to do something—was to go find the girl that the horned boy had mentioned. The address turned out to be a significant trip across town, a location somewhere out in the suburbs. Keith looked it up on his phone and tried to figure out a bus route there. 
 
    "She's probably an Other, huh," Lucas said, watching Keith fiddle with the bus schedules.  
 
    "I'd guess so," Keith said. "Wow, this is going to be over an hour." 
 
    "Make sure you account for the way back." 
 
    "Last leg of the trip, the bus ends at six," Keith muttered. "We'll have to hike to this strip mall to catch another one if it takes longer than that." 
 
    Lucas looked it over. "Not too long a walk. Fifteen minutes?" 
 
    "Not too bad," Keith agreed, sighing as he closed out of the bus schedule planner before Lucas could see it. Today felt as though it had lasted at least a week. 
 
    Lucas looked at him oddly, picking up something from his tone, and Keith forced a smile, walking briskly toward where they could catch the first bus a few blocks away. "Come on," he said. "Wouldn't it be stupid if we got there and she wasn't even home? What would we even do?" 
 
    "Slide a note under her door. And sit there for a while," Lucas suggested. 
 
    "I guess so," Keith said. "Get all the neighbors suspicious of us, get me arrested." 
 
    "On the up side," Lucas said dryly, "the cops wouldn't see me." 
 
    Keith laughed, distracted.  
 
    Since they were heading away from town instead of into it, the bus was practically empty this time, and he found himself watching out the window along with Lucas, through him as much as past him, waiting for that one damn street corner to go by and trying to see if Lucas noticed it. 
 
    Lucas did. Of course Lucas did. 
 
    Keith realized it as soon as they turned down the street, though that particular intersection, Seventh and Elm, wasn't in sight yet. Lucas was sitting up straighter. His expression, though still visible, was strained, mouth tight, eyes too wide. There wasn't a hint of blur in his expression, but for once, that wasn't reassuring.  
 
    Lucas was probably thinking completely about himself, after all. 
 
    They approached the corner, and Keith didn't want to look, but couldn't bring himself to look away. His limbs ached with the phantom memory of the scrape of concrete, the screaming of tires, the solid pain of his ribs where he'd been impacted by a human body instead of a car. 
 
    There was a wreath leaned up against the street post. They both looked at it as the bus stopped to drop off a passenger, then continued on. There was no way it was five years old. 
 
    "Dangerous corner," Lucas said softly. 
 
    Keith jerked his eyes up to Lucas's face again. It was hard to read his expression, eyes troubled but gaze distant, mouth relaxed. 
 
    "Yeah," Keith said, awkward and anxious. 
 
    They spent a few moments like that, Lucas gazing into space, Keith gazing at Lucas, and then Lucas let out a chuckle, expression warming. He met Keith's eyes. "You were so small then," he said fondly. "I didn't even think you were a teenager."  
 
    His hand rose, came down on Keith's head, ruffled with a light touch like a cold breeze through his hair. Keith smiled weakly. They weren't going to talk about it. Maybe that was for the best.  "I was pretty runty." 
 
    "Still are, though. Still are," Lucas said. He leaned back in the seat and closed his eyes. "I'm just going to rest, so go ahead and listen to music." 
 
    A bunch of retorts rose on Keith's lips, ranging from mundane (you don't sleep) to bitter (you can't rest, obviously, that's what a ghost is, it's a dead person who can't goddamn rest, why do we never talk about this) but he swallowed them down and looked away, fumbling the end of his headphones into his phone. "Yeah," he said, and put them in, a little glad to get away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was over an hour later that they got off the last bus in the suburbs of Stonybridge. The neighborhood felt very different from those Keith was used to. Downtown was always busy, full of short square buildings no more than four stories tall due to bylaws, with pollution-tinged windows and wide sidewalks. The university area was right on the edge of the industrial part of town, with a lot of warehouses and apartment buildings around.  
 
    But the suburbs were full of proper houses, and the area they were walking through seemed to remember it had once been farmland. Streets were named after trees that used to be there—and trees that were still there. Large sections of land that they walked down had gravel paths wandering off into woodsy areas, trees and raspberry bushes in tall grass.  
 
    They stuck to the road, and two side roads away they found Oak Copse crescent, as the note had said. 112b was around the corner from the main 112, and they walked up the driveway a bit uncertainly. 
 
    Keith was starting to get anxious again. If knocking on a stranger's door wasn't enough to do that by itself, the area felt isolated, the house itself backing onto woods, and he couldn't shake the memory of the news reports he'd been seeing lately. It was one thing to worry about Others being killed by Terrors, but there were perfectly normal threats out there too. And a lot of humans had been murdered lately. 
 
    Be kind of ironic, he thought, to come out all this way and end up buried in the woods out back without even meeting the girl. 
 
    It wasn't as if he was going to just turn around and go back, though. Double checking the address, he swallowed and knocked rapidly on the door. 
 
    Nobody answered, but he had the sense someone was listening—impulse, or one of his sixth senses he didn't have good mastery over, or maybe he'd caught movement inside without consciously realizing he'd done so. Or maybe, he added silently, he was fooling himself. He knocked again, as if to remind the listener that Terrors wouldn't knock. 
 
    Then again, Terrors didn't work in groups or use tools either. 
 
    "Uh, hello?" he called, a little more softly than he felt that he should, but he didn't want to be overheard by the inhabitant of 112a Oak Copse either. "Are you there? I, uh, was sent here by a friend of yours?" 
 
    Silence again, and he was about to consider following Lucas's suggestion and sticking a paper under the door—or asking Lucas to swallow his distaste and walk through the door to check the place out—when a girl's voice finally called back from the other side, muffled a little and likewise pitched low. 
 
    "Who sent you? What do you want?" 
 
    He wished he had a good answer for either of those questions. "Uh, we met one of your friends today. A guy who works in… maybe owns, I guess… an antique shop down on Antique Row. I was looking into a… a thing… and he mentioned that I might want to talk to you?" 
 
    Another long pause. Then, "Do you have any proof you talked to him?" 
 
    Keith stalled out, meeting Lucas's eyes a little desperately. Lucas stared back, equally at a loss, then brightened and held his pinky and thumb up to his cheek like a telephone. 
 
    "Oh! Right. Uh. I have his phone number. I can call him and see if he'll tell you through the door that he really did send me?" 
 
    "What's the number?" 
 
    He still had the paper clutched sweatily in one hand so he could check the address. Clearing his throat, he read it back. Somehow, he managed to make the series of numbers sound like a question. 
 
    "Give me a minute." All this in the same toneless voice.  
 
    What could they do? They waited, Keith shoving the crumpled paper back into his pocket and leaving his hand there with it, Lucas tilting his head back to watch the sky as if calculating how long it would be until night fell. 
 
    It should be a good hour. Keith certainly hoped they wouldn't be waiting that long. 
 
    A few minutes passed, and then the door lock rattled. The sound of the chain being pulled back seemed almost loud. The door cracked open, then pulled inward fully. "Come in," the girl said, her voice high and a bit faint. 
 
    She, like the horned boy, was passing for human, and whether the delay had been her reapplying her disguise or calling him to confirm, Keith wasn't sure. But if it was the former, it was a wasted effort. He could see the disguise—a plain and unremarkable woman in her thirties, with tightly curled black hair, an unnoticeable shape neither thick nor thin, wearing a long skirt and a heavy sweater.  
 
    Focusing through it, though, he could see her actual self too. Bone spurs rose from her body from elbows, knees, hips, shoulders, along the length of her back. Her face was heavy with them, spikes curling out from cheekbones, chin, brow.  
 
    He swallowed heavily. 
 
    "Hi," he managed after a pause. "I'm Keith." 
 
    "I'm… Jane," she said. 
 
    She definitely wasn't. "Should I be calling you that? The horned boy mentioned that Others don't generally give out their names." 
 
    She blinked. "… You're human. One of the ones who can see?" 
 
    "Yeah. More or less," he said. And then, remembering that she could probably see Lucas too, he gestured to him. "This is Lucas. A friend of mine." 
 
    "Oh…" She finally looked at Lucas, as if she hadn't been permitting herself to before, perhaps unsure that Keith knew he was there. "Charmed." 
 
    "Pleasure's mine," Lucas said, with a little awkward smile. He launched right in. "Keith sometimes has true dreams, and he had one about Terrors that somehow brought him to your friend." 
 
    "A dream?" The bone girl transferred her black, vague eyes onto Keith again. "Tell me about it." 
 
    He explained again, standing awkwardly just inside the shut door with his hands in his pocket, but she hadn't invited them any further in and was just standing there herself. He was worried, at first, about giving her too many details and spooking her—the horned boy had said she was afraid for her life—but she kept nodding, watching him with wide, dark eyes shadowed under heavy spurs of bone, and so he just kept talking until eventually he ran out of words and the nodding stopped.  
 
    "Oh," she said. 
 
    At first, he didn't think she was going to say anything else and was calculating if he should even try to continue a conversation, or maybe just turn around and leave, and then she took a few quick steps backward, clearing the way she'd been blocking. 
 
    "You should sit down," she said. "Do you drink tea?" 
 
    "Yeah," he said. 
 
    "Not for me," Lucas said, as nicely as if it were even an option. 
 
    She nodded a couple of times, jerkily, and pointed to a small sofa before she rounded a half-wall into a kitchenette. 
 
    That was as much an invitation as could be expected, clearly, and seeing her own shoes in the doorway, Keith took his off and went over, sitting awkwardly. The couch was old and sort of torn up, probably from a thrift store, if not left by previous tenants. Instead of a coffee table, there was a pair of mismatched end tables in front of it. 
 
    Lucas took a seat next to him, twisted to watch her as she moved haltingly around the kitchenette. "I wonder," he murmured softly to Keith, "if she's always like this, or if she's not been sleeping well?" 
 
    "If I was getting premonitions of my own death, I'd probably be jumpy," Keith muttered back. 
 
    "Me too," Lucas said, and grinned a little, rubbing the back of his hand against his nose. 
 
    She didn't come out while the water was boiling or while the tea was steeping, but waited until it was fully ready before carrying two cups out silently, plunking one on the taller end table in front of Keith. That done, she sat on the floor. The bone spurs scraped against the hardwood floor, and suddenly much of the condition of the couch made sense. 
 
    Keith cleared his throat. "So," he said.  
 
    "I don't have visions," she said. "Or true dreams." 
 
    "Your friend said—" 
 
    "I have impulses," she said. She blinked, almost too slow, then sighed, hunching around her tea cup. "They aren't helpful? I can't pick the right lottery ticket. But I get intrusive thoughts. They go around my head over and over. And when that happens, it's usually right. If I think, he's going to break up with me, he's going to break up with me, he breaks up with me in a few days. If I think, I'll get sick, I'll get sick, I get sick soon." 
 
    Keith and Lucas shared a dubious look. Keith was trying to keep the sheer degree of his incredulity off his face, since she was sitting across from him. But there was no way to avoid the fact that it just sounded like paranoia, or even something she'd cause just by having decided it had to happen. Having someone always thinking you were going to break up with them would make you not want to maintain a relationship. And worrying about sickness too much might not make you get sick, but would make every little tickle of your throat into a big deal.  
 
    But on the other hand, it wasn't his place to judge another person's experiences. 
 
    His own experiences were ones that if he told anyone, they'd definitely assume he was lying, or needed help, or something like that. When his abilities had woken up—when Lucas had died in front of him—he'd seen Lucas there with him. Had panicked, been afraid, horrified. Talked to him, talked about him.  
 
    His family would have probably sent him to a therapist regardless, to deal with the survivor's guilt, but when their only son was talking about how he'd been haunted by the guy who saved him, of course they did. It had mostly got him put under medications that made him want to sleep most of the day away and, at best, blurred what he saw and felt into images he couldn't really understand instead of ones he could. 
 
    There were a lot of situations a therapist could help him with, he was sure. They’d even given him a few tools to understand his feelings and reactions. But seeing real ghosts sure gave them a lot of false flags to act on, too. 
 
    Ironically, Lucas had ended up being more help than the therapist where that was concerned. Lucas being there, talking with him, spending each day helping him through his fear and guilt and crises, had convinced him that this was reality, or at least, his reality. 
 
    He still had those thoughts sometimes, though, that he might be making this all up. That Lucas, his abilities, might be delusions. The only thing that made him always come to the same conclusion—that this was real—was how consistent Lucas was. The rest of it, the shifting shadows, the flashes of memories off objects, even just seeing the often-twisted shapes of Others in passing, he could write off as hallucinations. But there was no ebb and flow in Lucas's presence. And now, he was meeting Others too. Could he really be imagining them? To be fair, he hadn't seen them interacting with any other humans, but here he was in one's apartment.  
 
    She was watching him carefully, almost braced for his reaction.  
 
    Keith had no right to assume that her abilities weren't real. 
 
    "All right," he said, and closed his hands around the tea, raised it to his mouth for a sip. It was bitter, and he couldn't place the flavor at all, acidity and a licorice aftertaste. He desperately wished that he had milk or sugar or maybe a different drink entirely, but managed to swallow. "And what impulses have you been having? That the Terrors will get you?" 
 
    "Yes," she said. Then, "No." 
 
    "No…?" 
 
    She bit her lower lip, worrying at it with elongated, sharp teeth. They didn't pierce her skin, and he figured she knew what she was about and tried not to stare. "Yes, but those aren't the exact thoughts. Not the wording. There are a few. They overlap." 
 
    "What are they?" 
 
    "The Terrors will hunt me," she said. "They're going to hunt me. I feel it. They'll hunt me down." 
 
    "Ah—"  
 
    "And. Also. I'm going to get captured," she said, almost breathing it. "I keep thinking that. I'm going to get caught. What can I do to not get caught? Maybe if I hide here I won't get caught. Maybe if I move with groups I won't get caught. But I'm going to get caught. I'm sure of it." 
 
    He was starting to see what she meant by calling them intrusive thoughts. The way she said it, the not-exact repetitions, short and abrupt, were exactly the sort of thing that popped up for him when he let his mind wander. 
 
    "Impulses," he agreed. "You don't have proof, but you have that sense of pushing, like you just know. That's what true dreaming feels like when it happens to me, like the only difference between a nightmare and a vision is a sense of urgency pushing into it, a sense of reality." 
 
    The bone girl's eyes widened a little and she nodded quickly. "Yes," she said. "It's not like the thoughts that just happen, such as 'nobody likes you' or 'you're too much trouble' or anything. It's a sense of happening that won't let go." 
 
    She seemed agitated, and Keith wondered abruptly if it were an uncommon ability for Others. If it was something people doubted in her, the way he doubted it in himself. 
 
    He nodded again, smiling awkwardly. "I believe you," he said. "Your friend did too. That's why he directed me to you." 
 
    "We go a ways back," she muttered. "It was nice of him to think of me." 
 
    "He did seem like a nice sort," Lucas said, finally speaking up. Keith got the distinct impression he'd stayed silent for a reason, and glanced at him, but Lucas was only watching the girl, leaning forward and resting an arm on, or over, the table, his hand open and palm relaxed. Inviting. "Do your impulses have any hints of what you can do to avoid it?" 
 
    She shook her head. "…I only get them when things are unavoidable. It's seemed that way so far," she said. She met Lucas's eyes and didn't seem able to look away, as though whatever she saw there was fascinating and familiar. She shivered. "Whenever it happens to me, that thing always ends up happening. So I think they're going to hunt me and catch me." 
 
    Keith sipped his tea distractedly, only remembering a moment too late why he didn't want to do that, turning his reaction into a cough. He leaned forward without thinking. Then, realizing he was mimicking Lucas's body language, he wondered if it would be even weirder to sit back again immediately. "But you don't think they're going to kill you? Just catch you?" 
 
    "I don't know," she said. "That's what Terrors do. Devour what they catch." 
 
    Lucas said softly, "What exactly are Terrors? We've run into them before and we have a good idea of how they act. They're like dumb animals hunting. They just want to run things down and tear them apart. From what I've heard, they're drawn to negative energy, like, places where bad things happened or bad people live. And mostly they hunt Others or humans with Otherly abilities, but they'll pick on normal humans in a pinch. They don't have any particular abilities of their own. They're just fast and dangerous. Right so far?" 
 
    The bone girl nodded her head, a brief jerky movement. 
 
    "But are they just another type of Other? Or… what exactly?" 
 
    "Oh." Her eyes were fixed on Lucas's face. "They're you." 
 
    He seemed, somehow, to go pale. More faded. "What?" 
 
    "Or what will happen to you if you forget who you were," she amended, her high voice scratchy with a sudden tone of sympathy. "I don't know if Others can become Terrors or not… We don't become ghosts, but we can be killed and we do have souls. It's just that our souls don't wait around to become disembodied spirits. But ghosts who have lost their tie to their human life, or lose whatever they're haunting, eventually they forget who they are. And then they turn into that." 
 
    The awkward cadence of her voice felt like hammers falling on Keith's chest. He groped out a hand to try to find Lucas's, not caring how much he pushed through it as he pressed the edge of his own energy up against Lucas's until his hand went purely to ice. 
 
    "Are you… sure?" Lucas asked finally, his voice unsteady. He hadn't even acknowledged Keith's hand halfway through his, just watching her as if she held the answer to life and death itself. 
 
    "Yes," she said. "We can see ghosts, so we see them slowly drift and twist and turn and fade. There are a lot of humans, and plenty of them leave their soul here instead of moving on. Why don't you all hear about more hauntings, then?" 
 
    Keith's breath felt raw in his throat as he forced himself to speak, to interrupt whatever Lucas was going to reply instead. "Because… those ghosts become Terrors. That's what you're saying." 
 
    "For strong ghosts with strong attachments, it might never happen," she said, in a tone she probably meant to be reassuring. "Or the ghost can move on before it happens. You won't necessarily become one." 
 
    "But I could," Lucas said flatly. He blinked finally, looking down at his and Keith's hands. 
 
    She nodded seriously. "Oh yes. You could." 
 
    "It won't happen to you," Keith said. The words felt like they sounded weird, tearing through his too-tight throat. "Okay?" 
 
    Lucas looked at him, and the fear on his face hurt to see, but his features were clear. Keith wondered if Lucas had ever noticed his own features blurring before, and if that wasn't just a normal part of ghostliness as he'd thought but was something else. 
 
    "I promise," Keith added quickly. "I'll make sure of it."  
 
    It wasn't a promise he had any means to keep, but Lucas forced a smile anyway, brows creased and expression strained. "Okay," he said. "I'll hold you to that." 
 
    "Do you want more tea?" the bone girl asked abruptly. A change of subject. 
 
    Keith closed his eyes, drew a deep breath, and tried to focus. "So. Back to the point. You think your impulses are unavoidable, but you're going to try to avoid it. Do you want someone to stay here? I could, but I have class tomorrow. I mean, though, I guess I could skip—it's less important than someone's life—" 
 
    "No, thank you," she said. "I don't like sharing space with other people. It makes me anxious." 
 
    Startled, Keith tried another tack. "But… okay, if not us, then maybe your friend…? You shouldn't be alone if they're most likely to get you alone, and he sounded like he'd be willing to help." 
 
    She nodded slowly, then shook her head. "He offered. I said no." 
 
    Lucas seemed to squeeze his hand. "C'mon, girl, Keith has a point. If you think this is going to happen, isn't it better to have company? Safety in numbers, and all that?" 
 
    Her gaze snapped back to Lucas again. "If I'm sure it's going to happen, if I believe it cannot be avoided," she said quietly, "then I don't want to sacrifice anyone else alongside me. That can happen. I don't get impulses about other people. So I can't predict what will happen to them." 
 
    She said it so simply and calmly, despite her obvious anxiety, that the meaning didn’t dawn on him immediately.  
 
    The bone girl took in his shocked silence and leaned forward the same way they had. She put her cup down on the end table, then put both her hands beside it as she continued to lean, as though she needed to share a secret, and said, "It's okay. I'll do what I can anyway. I'll stay inside at night when they're around. They don't come into occupied houses. If I have to go out, I'll do it during the day." 
 
    Keith said, confused and weirdly hurt, "But you still think they'll get you." 
 
    "Yes," the bone girl said. "I do." 
 
  
 
  



 chapter four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once he got back to his dorm room, Keith phoned the horned boy, still a little weirded out by the thought of an ethereal deer Other with a cell phone. He had to admit it was some kind of bizarre prejudice on his part, though. Others were the sort of things you read about in horror stories, or fairy stories, or both. Imagining them as much a part of daily life as any other person was strange even for Keith. 
 
    But sure enough, the horned boy picked up after the second ring with a cheery, "Hello!" and no introduction. 
 
    "Hi," Keith said. "Um, this is Keith." 
 
    "I'm glad you called," the horned boy said. There was a sort of languidness to his voice, a hint of laughter. "Just to talk?" 
 
    "No, I mean," Keith said. "I thought I'd let you know how things went with your friend." 
 
    "Ah." The flirtatiousness dropped out of the horned boy's voice immediately. There was a shuffling sound, as of shoving something around, and the horned boy said, "I'm listening." 
 
    Keith summarized the visit, trying to keep himself from rambling, Lucas sitting on the bed across from the desk and nodding along to confirm his memory. "I'm worried," Keith finished finally. "It wasn't like we could make her let us stay, but…" 
 
    "You did what you could," the horned boy said firmly. "I've been through the same thing with her, and I've known her much longer. Thank you for trying. If she won't accept help then there's only so much we can do. We can't just break in there and force her to keep our company. And did you get any information out of it that helped you?" 
 
    Even with the horned boy saying it so clearly, Keith felt a heavy guilt sitting on his chest. "I don't know," he said. "It all seemed so personal to her, not about me. I don't know that my vision helped anything. She was still certain she was going to get captured. Not killed, not eaten, but captured." 
 
    "Matches the bottle you saw." 
 
    It matched, Keith thought, what the horned boy said about the bottle, anyway. He could be wrong. He’d been working entirely off a sketch based on a dream. Keith felt at a complete loss and it made every detail suspect. "Yeah," he said. And then, almost helplessly, as though he wanted someone to tell him she'd been wrong, "she also told me what Terrors were." 
 
    For a moment, the only thing on the line was silence, and then the horned boy said, gently, "You didn't know?" 
 
    "No—" 
 
    "Your friend will be all right," the horned boy said quietly, tone reassuring. "I'm sure he will. Plenty of ghosts stick around a really long time and don't lose themselves, okay? Some only hang around until their people or things are gone, and then they move on. Him being here with you now doesn't mean he'll exist alone forever when you're gone. It's not like it's the only outcome." 
 
    He was forcing himself not to look at Lucas so thoroughly that he almost jumped when Lucas got up and quietly passed through the door, giving them some privacy to discuss things. He wondered what his face was doing, what kind of message he'd given to Lucas, even though he hadn't said much at all on his side. 
 
    "Keith?" 
 
    "Sorry," he said, sick with guilt. "Uh, Lucas just stepped out. I might have upset him, I should go…" 
 
    "Wait," the horned boy said. "Maybe he needs some time alone, too? This concerns him mightily." 
 
    That hadn't occurred to Keith. Half-risen, he sank back into his desk chair again and leaned his face into one braced hand. "Yeah." 
 
    A brief pause on the other side. "You like him a lot," the horned boy said warmly, almost teasing. 
 
    "I owe him my life," Keith mumbled into the receiver, agitated. He'd never talked about this, never had anyone to talk to about it. He and Lucas never talked about it directly, nobody could see Lucas except Others, and he'd avoided talking to Others until now. He was starting to wonder why he'd done that. Fear, but… what else?  
 
    Just a desire to not change further, to become even more weird and morose and freakish. He forced himself to continue now he'd started. "He was a complete stranger. Died to save me." 
 
    The horned boy let out a breath. "That's a deep bond," he said, almost shocked. 
 
    "We've… we've been together since then. The accident woke my powers, and he's been haunting me since he died, so he was there through all that. We're best friends, and…"  
 
    He couldn't quite finish that because he didn't have words to put to it. Lucas was everything. A constant companion, sure, but it was in a way that neither of them had a choice about. He'd resented it at first, back when he felt guilty all the time, but it had eventually become something that brought them closer. Shared captivity.  
 
    Lucas knew everything about him—how Keith felt, how he thought—and he felt like he knew everything about Lucas, too. "… and we just. We're always together." 
 
    "That's a deep bond too," the horned boy agreed. "It's okay to be scared." 
 
    Keith felt his throat closing, his eyes welling up. "But if he's here because of me, he could become that. I don't want to be scared, but I am," he managed, and knew, to his embarrassment, that the horned boy could hear his restrained tears in his voice.  
 
    "You don't have reason to be," the horned boy soothed. "It could happen to him because he's a ghost, but it might not. It probably won't. Lots of things can happen to humans, too, at the end of their lives, you know? You don't live in fear of it, though. You can't." 
 
    He swallowed. Tried to think positively. It was something he wasn't good at. "Maybe you're right…" 
 
    "Of course I'm right," the horned boy said, his voice light. "Don't worry, don't worry. Listen to the voice of experience." 
 
    Keith snorted. "I don't even know you," he pointed out, a bit wobbly. 
 
    "Have to start somewhere," the horned boy said, clearly smiling. 
 
    "I guess," Keith sighed. He pulled himself together. "Thanks. I know that's a lot of… something… to deal with having dumped on you all at once from a near-stranger. Especially while worrying about a friend of your own." 
 
    A laugh at that, light and careful. "It's fine. I like receiving somethings from near-strangers." That flirtatiousness was back in his voice. "It's a good time." 
 
    Keith was suddenly very, very aware of the sudden rare privacy of his dorm room with Lucas hanging out in the hall instead of in here with him. "You really like flirting, huh." 
 
    "Life isn't something I want to waste on unpleasurable things," the horned boy said, his tone strangely reassuring. "I've had my share of it and I'm done. So If I see someone I want to flirt with, I flirt. If I see someone I don't want to, I don't. So, I mean, you really don't need to react like I'm undiscriminating by hitting on you. I'm exactly as discriminatory as I mean to be." 
 
    Put that way, it was a little flattering. Keith smiled weakly. "I'm really not much to flirt with," he said. "I'm literally just sitting in my room like a sad lump right now." 
 
    "Yeah," the horned boy said gleefully. "But what would you be doing if I were there right now?" 
 
    Despite himself, choked laughter rose in his throat. "Hey now—" 
 
    "Mmhmm." 
 
    It would be easy enough to reciprocate to that, all joking aside. There was a warmth in his chest and face, a stirring of anticipation in his stomach—and lower. He didn't get privacy often, and he didn't get privacy with someone who was obviously up for phone sex, well, ever. It would be nice to seize this change, to take the opportunity for what it was. 
 
    But… 
 
    But Lucas could come back in at any time, since it definitely hadn't been anything flirtatious he'd walked out on. But he didn't know this guy, and even if that didn't matter as much as he thought it should, it still made his anxiety spike. But Lucas had been anxious and unsure about his interactions with the horned boy already, alternating between encouraging Keith to enjoy himself and playing cautious, sticking himself between them, ready to protect Keith against the Otherworld, or something like that. 
 
    But he had every reason not to. 
 
    He swallowed, the urge slowly curdling in his stomach. "I should go," he said, and heard the reluctance in his voice even as guilt slid his thumb toward the hang-up button. 
 
    "If you'd like," the horned boy said, just as lightly as his flirtations had been, "keep me up to date on how things go? If it's during business hours, just text, so I can grab it when I'm not busy—but of course you can call anyway if something important's going on." 
 
    "Okay. I mean, if you're sure." 
 
    "I'm involved already, aren't I?" the horned boy pointed out, strangely dry. 
 
    Keith thought that over. It was hard to answer directly, not when he couldn't even explain how involved he himself was. But maybe it was enough to know that the horned boy viewed himself as involved, the same way Keith viewed himself as involved. 
 
    "I guess so," he admitted. 
 
    "So keep me in the loop," the horned boy said. "It's too late for me to go out tonight with the Terrors active lately, so I'll see if I can do anything about my friend tomorrow. I'll let you know how things go." Then, lightly, "I'd like to keep touch with you, cutie." 
 
    "Good night," Keith said, and hung up, then sat there blushing and holding his phone in both hands while he waited for Lucas to come back in. 
 
    Lucas did, only a minute or two later. Keith supposed that even if Lucas hadn't heard the details of what they were talking about, he could probably hear the murmur of Keith's voice, and waited until he was sure it had ceased before reentering. Their eyes met as Lucas passed through the door and waited hesitantly by it. 
 
    Keith resolved to absolutely not talk about it—either the ghost stuff or the flirting. Instead, he managed a smile. "He, uh," he began, stammering, and cleared his throat. "He did his best to absolve us of responsibility." 
 
    "Oh yeah?" Lucas came back over, sitting at the end of Keith's bed. It didn't dip under his weight; it never did. "Like, 'you did your best', sort of thing?" 
 
    He'd tried to mimic the horned boy's faint lilt. Keith managed a chuckle and wished he weren't so pale. He showed his blushes way too easily. "Yeah," he said. "Pretty much. He said that it's impossible to force someone to take help, and said he'd check in on her tomorrow. That we should keep in touch but basically, try not to worry too much." 
 
    "Sounds like as good advice as we're going to get," Lucas said. "I mean, it's a known problem for you." 
 
    "Hey," Keith protested without heat.  
 
    Lucas shrugged. "You've got good reasons," he said, and Keith thought in horror that they were going to talk about it, but then Lucas glanced away. "So let's distract ourselves tonight. You wanna keep reading?" 
 
    Keith slowly let out a breath. "Yeah," he said. "Sure you want more nerd books?" 
 
    "Hey, I love your nerd books," Lucas said, grinning a little, even if he still wasn't looking quite at Keith. "And it's not like I ever got around to reading Lord of the Rings on my own." 
 
    Keith cleared his throat and reached for the book where he'd left it by the bed. Lucas wasn't able to read on his own very easily—he could turn pages by himself if he focused, but it was hard to keep them from turning back, and he ended up tiring himself out if he tried reading anything long. 
 
    This had been their best solution: Keith reading aloud, while Lucas listened. 
 
    Putting the book against his bent knees, Keith tucked a pillow up on the wall for a backrest and leaned back against it. He patted the bed beside him, smiling a little as Lucas crawled up to sit with him.  
 
    Beside him, Lucas was a cold patch of air, something for Keith to ground himself to as he spoke, letting the words take him away from the here and now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Despite his attempts, he lay awake a long time that night. He pretended to sleep, eyes closed, half to try to will himself to drift off, and half to avoid questions from Lucas, but anxiety and guilt swam back in once he had finally stopped reading. 
 
    But despite his concerns, that night, he didn't dream of anything in particular and had nothing, on awakening, to report to Lucas. No visions, nothing to reveal how things would go. No spoilers, as Lucas put it.  
 
    Classes that day were boring, and he intended to take the long trip back down to see the bone girl, but halfway to the bus stop, a text from the horned boy came, telling Keith that he was visiting her and planning to stay there until just before it got dark, and that no changes had happened there (and also asking what Keith was wearing). 
 
    He showed Lucas the text, scrolled up a little to hide the last bubble, and if Lucas noticed the bar wasn't at the bottom, he didn't comment. He just said, "Cool. I mean, ultimately, he's her friend, not us. He's in a better position to get her the help she needs." 
 
    "Yeah," Keith said. They'd stopped halfway through a currently-unoccupied park, and instead of continuing, he veered off to the swing set and took a seat. Lucas sat in the swings next to him, so Keith started it swinging—Lucas could probably move it on his own, if he tried, but this way, all he had to do was hold on, laughing, as Keith kicked his own swing back and forth, holding the chain of the swing next to his as best he could.  
 
    The wind picking up made it easier. It was threatening to become a storm, but not raining yet, just blowing enough to push them from behind. It was invigorating, freeing, the cool air and the fresh scent of wet leaves finally blowing away his anxiety. 
 
    They only stopped when a family—the husband pushing a stroller, the wife with a kindergartener on her hip—hesitated, looking at Keith weirdly, unwilling to bring their child into the park with some college kid playing in it on his own. He ceded them the right and headed back to campus, arriving just as the first raindrops started to fall. 
 
    The day was so dull and quiet that by the time Keith went to bed, he'd almost convinced himself the whole thing had been a big fuss over a normal nightmare. 
 
    But that next night, a vision came again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It's her, the bone girl, baggy clothes floating around her, body pressing out from her skin, spurs tearing at the air. She struggles with the door, trying to get it closed—but it's jammed, the pressure of the wind pushing it open into the house against her wishes.  
 
    She feels like a fool having gone out at all, but she'd been out of food, hadn't realized until he was already gone. A quick trip to the corner store would be safe, she'd decided. Five minutes, no more. The bag in her hand, crackers and a can of tuna, whips back and forth in the wind.  
 
    Struggling, she takes hold of the door again, digs the spurs on her heels into the carpet, and pushes. 
 
    This time, it isn't the wind that's resisting and she knows it.  
 
    She'll be safe if she can get the door closed. She bends her hands, flexing, and swipes at the half-tangible mass out there with a sharp spur.  
 
    Something hot sprays, but the Terror makes no sound. She hasn't hurt it enough for that. 
 
    Despite that, the door loosens a little and she grabs it eagerly, shoves. If she can get it closed, it will be shut out there and she will be shut in here and she will be safe, because it will not come inside— 
 
    The door shuts and she leans her weight against it, throwing the bolt, dragging the chain across with fumbling fingers. Her breath comes ragged, dragged out of her lungs in gusts that feel as strong inside her as the autumn wind outside. 
 
    She thinks, Maybe I have defied my fate. 
 
    Lightning crashes. The power flickers and goes out. Not now, not now—but there's no helping it. What's gone is gone.  
 
    Light will hold the Terrors at bay for sure. Darkness will not. But at least she's inside. They don't come inside. 
 
    A rapping sound, a knocking along the wall of her apartment. She half-turns just as the window next to the driveway shatters. Rain and wind come pouring in. 
 
    The Terror comes pouring in as well. Its bulk presses and forces its way through, grasping and reaching, finding the wall and dragging along it as it shoves itself through fully. The bone girl doesn't scream. No point in attracting the neighbors and risking them as well. The window breaking has already been too much of a risk for that. 
 
    As fast as she can, she runs to the kitchenette, finds a knife in the sink, and brandishes it. Better, safer, than fighting it with her own body. It approaches. She watches it over the half-wall of the kitchenette and tries to decide whether she should stand and fight here or dart around to the wider space of the living room. 
 
    It rounds the wall and charges her. 
 
    She braces her feet, digging them into the linoleum—she already isn't getting her deposit back, so who cares about claw marks? The thought is absurd enough that she sobs a laugh, bracing one arm with her other, and letting the Terror's momentum carry it onto her knife.  
 
    They can be injured, and can even be killed. They've taken on enough materiality for that. It lets out a ghastly sound this time, half a wail, and she shudders at the sound but forces the knife deeper, tries to find its core. 
 
    She fails at that. It grabs her by the arm and snaps it hard to the side. A crack and sudden agony, and she bites back a scream herself. 
 
    But she wouldn't have a chance to voice it even if she'd wanted to—it grabs her around the throat and squeezes. The world begins to develop spots, and she's weak with pain and lack of air, scrambling, trying to prevent— 
 
    —capture, capture, I'll get captured—  
 
    Her feet dig up furrows in the carpet as it drags her by the neck back to the window. She throws out her good arm to grab the frame as it pulls itself through the narrow basement window and tries to haul her after. Spurs digging in, she manages to keep her grip, but it'll be her neck that snaps if her grip doesn't, so in a final, despairing choice—death now or capture by them; how sure can she be that they won't just devour her?—she lets go. 
 
    She's pulled through to the other side and it releases her neck. She sucks deep, grateful gasps of cold air which fill her lungs too fully and wetly with the force of the wind, and it picks up something it had left outside, and she thinks: 
 
    Here it comes. I'm getting captured. 
 
    The glass bottle descends. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Keith snapped awake and threw the covers off himself before his vision even kicked in. He couldn't see Lucas, but knew he was there somewhere, a chill patch in the room. He didn't bother trying to make eye contact as he said, tongue still tangled with sleep, "We have to get down to the bone girl's place." 
 
    With his senses not quite awake, he couldn't hear Lucas's reply, either, but he knew Lucas well enough to guess. "I had a dream. Probably a vision. It might not have happened yet. I hope it hasn't happened yet…" 
 
    He yanked off his tank top and sweatpants with an unusual shamelessness, grabbing a fresh pair of boxers and jeans. "If it's happened, she's …dead? Gone? The Terrors came. In the dream." 
 
    Finally, Lucas's voice faded in, and Keith found Lucas hovering next to him with concern on his face. "—the horned boy?" 
 
    "Right," Keith said. He didn't need to ask for a repeat of the rest of the question, grabbing his phone and hitting redial instead of trying to fumble numbers in while still half asleep. It rang three, four times. "Pick up already!" 
 
    Miraculously, the horned boy did. "Keith? I'm at work—" 
 
    "I had a vision. About your friend." Keith zipped his fly up, phone clutched between shoulder and ear, hoping he didn't accidentally hang it up. "It might not have happened yet. If it hasn't, we have to change it. I could bus, but that'll take a while. Can you drive? If you can't, I'll cab." 
 
    It had taken place at night in the vision. In windy weather, a storm, just like last night. It had been dark outside. He couldn't shake the feeling that it had already happened, was happening even while he dreamed about it. But if it hadn't, they needed to get to her as soon as possible, convince her to do different actions tonight. To stay over with one of them, to have food available already, whatever. 
 
    "I can drive," the horned boy said, his voice absolutely flat. "Where should I pick you up?" 
 
    "Ring Road. Stonybridge U. Outside the dorms." 
 
    "Right. I'll close up here and be right over. If you're not there before me, I'll just keep circling until I see you." 
 
    Keith shook his head, trying to clear it of its flurry of hopeless thoughts. "I'm heading outside now. See you soon." 
 
    Waiting was agonizing, even if he knew it would be just as long to wait for a cab, and that driving was much faster than any other option. Lucas stuck near to him, expression heavy, brows furrowed.  
 
    "Terrors?" Lucas asked, finally. 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Did she go out?" 
 
    "Yeah," Keith said. And then, "But they didn't get her outside. One broke into her place and got her there." 
 
    Lucas's eyes widened a little. "Wait, seriously?" 
 
    "Yeah—" 
 
    The car that pulled up was a huge clunker, an old Ford of some kind. The driver's seat was so low that Keith wondered briefly how the horned boy could see over the dash, but even so, he could see that his antlers just barely cleared the roof. He dashed around, opened the passenger seat, hesitated, then opened the back door so Lucas could get in too, shutting it behind him. Who cared if it looked weird? 
 
    He'd barely sat down and got the door closed when the horned boy floored it. Keith grabbed the dash and tried to fumble his seat belt on at the same time. 
 
    "Please drive carefully," Lucas said in the back seat, helplessly breathless with an audible spike of fear. 
 
    "Sorry, loves," the horned boy said. His voice was carefully light, but wobbling with tension. "I'm a safe driver, I promise." 
 
    Keith clicked his seat belt into place. "Speed can't hurt. Just don't get us pulled over." 
 
    "And don't hit anyone," Lucas added. 
 
    "Trust me," the horned boy said. "I've driven in worse conditions than this." Then, with a ragged breath in: "So tell me this dream." 
 
    Rubbing his forehead, Keith closed his eyes and recounted what he'd seen. The other two were dead silent as he explained it in short, awkward sentences. They were wordless a short while after as well, the sense of helplessness almost something he could taste in the air. 
 
    "Well," the horned boy said finally. "Let's hope that it was a moment of prescience and not a live report." 
 
    They drove quietly the rest of the way, the horned boy watching the road instead of either of his passengers. Neither Lucas nor Keith reacted as they passed the street corner where Lucas had died, though Keith was sure Lucas noticed it as well.  
 
    That was the past. This was the now. 
 
    The horned boy slowed as he pulled into the driveway, and Keith's eyes immediately snapped to the low basement window there. 
 
    "Oh no," he breathed. 
 
    The horned boy hit the brakes, and Keith was out of the car almost before he realized he was moving, stumbling a little as the car finished rolling to a stop. He didn't have eyes for anything but the broken window, the glass completely torn out. 
 
    Behind him, he heard a door slam, then another. The horned boy had held the rear passenger door for Lucas so he didn't have to pass through it. Both slowly came up behind Keith. 
 
    "Well," the horned boy said, with a sort of forced calm. "That's not a good sign." 
 
    "We should… we should go in," Keith said. "Maybe it's something else, or… maybe we can find clues, or it didn't match the vision somehow, or…" 
 
    The horned boy clasped his hands in front of himself, squeezing them together. "I don't have keys." 
 
    "I'll unlock it," Lucas said. He slid himself through the broken window, and Keith scrambled up as carefully as he could in the glass-strewn gravel, moving around to the side door entrance. 
 
    It clicked, and he and the horned boy entered. 
 
    Once inside, there was no denying the truth. There were scratch marks on the inner door frame and a knife discarded on the kitchen floor. Spur marks were in the linoleum there as well, and on the inside of the window’s frame. 
 
    Keith sat down heavily on the bone girl's torn-up couch. "Shit," he said. He felt strange. He'd barely known her, but he had known her, and even if she'd stubbornly refused direct help, he felt like he should have been able to do something. "What the fuck good are visions of things that already happened?" 
 
    Lucas came over and sat next to him, leaning the cool immaterial pressure of his side up against him, wordless. 
 
    They both watched as the horned boy wandered here and there, touching this or that, sniffing the air as if he could detect something that way. Perhaps he could. Finally, he came over, flopped onto the floor in front of those mismatched end tables with the air of long familiarity. His silver eyes were dark and strained, lips tight and down-turned. 
 
    "Hey," he said, trying and failing to put warmth in his voice. "Tell me something." 
 
    "Mm?" 
 
    "You didn't see her die, did you?" 
 
    Keith swallowed. They both knew what Terrors did to a person. But these weren't acting like normal Terrors. Before, that had been a point of fear, but maybe it could also be a point of hope. 
 
    "No," he said. "Maybe. I'm not sure. It… it could have choked her or eaten her, but instead it dragged her outside to attack her with one of those glass bottles. She thought that she was getting captured. She didn't think of herself as about to die. But being stabbed with a bottle like that, it'd be as bad as being stabbed with a knife." 
 
    The horned boy squeezed his hands into fists, then relaxed them. "If she didn't think she was going to die, then she's not dead." 
 
    "But—even if the bottles are for capturing, her body wouldn't…" 
 
    "I know her body wouldn't fit in a bottle," the horned boy said, almost scathing. "But that doesn't mean she's dead. Not if she didn't think it. And you said she didn't." 
 
    "Not sure you should have that much faith in a useless vision like that," Keith said, bitter. 
 
    The horned boy shrugged one shoulder, fingertips drumming on the end table. "It's not your visions I have faith in, darlin'." 
 
    "Then…" 
 
    "It's her," he said, and smiled thinly with bared flat herbivore teeth. "If she's captured, she'll already be trying to escape. So there might still be something to do about these things." 
 
    With a sudden ache, Keith wanted it to be true. How nice to believe, anyway, that this wasn't a foregone conclusion, that it wasn't hopeless. "You really think so…?" 
 
    "I have to, love," the horned boy said simply. 
 
  
 
  



 chapter five 
 
      
 
      
 
    They puttered around a little longer, but there really didn't seem anything to find at the bone girl's place. Besides, the atmosphere felt oppressive. It was impossible, once noticed, not to keep seeing the signs of a struggle. The corner of Keith's eye kept catching the broken glass, the scratch marks.  
 
    Eventually they let themselves out the same way they'd let themselves in, letting Lucas lock the door behind them and then climb out through the narrow window, the only one of them who wouldn't get scraped up by glass for doing so.  
 
    "Well," the horned boy said finally, although it seemed less like the start of a sentence and more the need to make some sort of sound, some intelligent speech, to break up the silent horror. He chafed his hands together, blowing on them with a gust of visible breath.  
 
    The air in the window shivered as an illusion of glass appeared in it. 
 
    Keith blinked. "Why—"  
 
    "When she comes back, she won't want the place swarming with police and herself having to come up with an excuse," the horned boy explained, lips twisted into something that only resembled a smile. He spread his hands. "Others cover for Others, even in situations like this. It's about the only thing I can do right now. So, should I drive you two back to the school?" 
 
    Keith opened his mouth to agree, then hesitated, looking the horned boy over. His empathic skills were rock bottom—at least in terms of his psychic abilities—but he was picking up a sort of tension that hadn't been there even when they were searching the apartment, a nervousness. It made him abruptly reluctant to part. 
 
    "I've already missed class," he said carefully, watching the horned boy. "Do you want to go somewhere and talk about next steps?" 
 
    The horned boy blinked, turning slightly-wide silver eyes on Keith. "You'd probably be best off staying out of it further. Unless you get a vision of her whereabouts, I mean. Then, by all means, let me know." 
 
    Keith studied him, trying to keep in mind that this Other was as much stag as he was human. He observed the alert tilt to the horned boy's head, the way his eyes kept shifting as if he were trying to keep a watch on everything around them, the way he sat his weight a little forward as if he were prepared to take off running. 
 
    But he also saw those nostrils flared, trying to get a scent. 
 
    "I don't think it's safe to go straight after her," he said. 
 
    Bingo. The horned boy flinched, obviously guilty, and dropped his eyes. "I wasn't…" 
 
    "You were, weren't you?" Keith took a step closer to him, keeping his voice calm. "I don't want to be dreaming about you dying tonight."  
 
    He wished, not for the first time, that he had a name to call him, some way to make that kind of personal connection to convince him with. Keith had read, when practicing for job interviews, that repeating the interviewer's name in conversation made them feel more connected to you, more interested in what you had to say, felt you were more confident. It hadn't landed him any jobs yet, but it seemed plausible enough. 
 
    Then again, that was probably a good part of why the Others didn't give out their names easily. Tradition always held that the use of names was binding. 
 
    "I don't want to dream about you dying," he repeated instead, wanting to wrap the horned boy up in the words and convince him, name or not. 
 
    "You said you didn't see her die," the horned boy retorted, but some kind of fight went out of him, head bowing. "The scent won't last forever. And I won't be able to follow it in the car." 
 
    Lucas cleared his throat to regain their attention; Keith snapped into sudden awareness of him again. Lucas, seeing that they were no longer stuck in their own shared world, said, "They don't go out during the daytime 'cause they don't like the light. Right? As long as we don't head into a dark cave or whatever, we should be safe following it just to try to find wherever they're coming from. So following right after her might be a good idea, actually." 
 
    Keith made a face. He still didn't like the idea—Terrors lately were doing a lot of things they shouldn't be capable of. "Even if something is making them overcome their base nature, they should still be… just… dark creatures, right?" he asked, hesitantly, stumbling over the sentence. 
 
    "Do you mean, should they be able to move around in the day now? Well… they haven't been," the horned boy said. "Nobody's seen any, the disappearances have all been at night… So whatever's been pushing them to act differently, it hasn't done that yet." 
 
    "That we know of," Lucas noted. "Yet." 
 
    "But if we don't go, we can't follow the trail. You can leave if you want," the horned boy said. He was smiling faintly without it touching his eyes, a dull dark silver. "But I want to know where she is. I want to make plans. I don't think you can stop me, anyway?" 
 
    Keith swallowed, closing his eyes. Behind his lids, he saw the bottle's sharpened spout descending again. "—Let's go, but be careful," he said. "And wherever their base is, we don't actually go in after her. Whatever happened to her, she won't be… um… well, whatever form the sealing bottle has her in, it won't be her body. It's not like we'll be saving her physically, so let's take the time we need instead of rushing in." 
 
    Even as he said it, he didn't know if it were true. He knew, between the two visions he'd had, that the physical part of them probably didn't actually survive, but if it was true that their essence was sealed, then hypothetically, that would stick around. 
 
    If, if, if. 
 
    "Depends what they want to use her for," the horned boy said, but didn't disagree outright. He looked at the two of them with distress, then turned and began to lope off into the woods behind the apartment. 
 
    Keith and Lucas shared a look, and Keith began to jog after, suddenly glad he'd been working on the couch to 5K lately. Even so, he felt awkward and unsteady. Leaves and sticks crunched underfoot with the sound of his footsteps coming down heavily, while the horned boy ran in total unnatural silence ahead of him, and behind him, Lucas didn't press any weight to the ground.  
 
    Even surrounded by company, Keith felt very alone. The day was bright, but the shadows between the trees felt heavy, and he found his senses straining, trying to feel the patch of fear that would mark a Terror's location.  
 
    The jog went on and on, the horned boy hesitating here and there, head tilting as he picked up scents, then darting on, left or right or forward, once backward. He lost the trail, he explained briefly as he doubled back around, and needed to find it again. Keith tried to catch his breath at that brief pause, but it hardly lasted long enough before the horned boy was off and running again. 
 
    Keith lost track of time during the journey, legs heavy, lungs hurting, not able to talk to Lucas without air to speak, just doing his best to keep himself moving. 
 
    He sincerely hoped that they weren't attacked at their destination, because he doubted he'd be able to run away. 
 
    When they finally stopped, it was because the forest had started to thin, and they'd found an old dirt road leading past several houses in among the trees. The horned boy halted in front of a specific one—an old, abandoned, massive thing. Darkness almost rolled from it, and Keith knew that this was the place long before the horned boy had circled it twice and come back, leaning his hands on his knees, antlered head bowed, to catch his own breath. 
 
    "Her trail ends here," the horned boy said. "A mansion in the woods. How cliché." 
 
    Keith, leaning against a tree and trying to keep himself from gulping air heavily enough to give himself a stitch, fumbled his phone out and checked the GPS, marking the location. It wasn't as far as he'd feared—their path had been winding and over rough ground. Even so, it'd still be a good hour walk back. "Alright. We—" 
 
    "Keith," Lucas whispered. 
 
    The horned boy had straightened again and started to walk toward the door. Keith made a strangled noise and somehow managed to run a few steps forward again, flinging a hand out to catch him. He grabbed antlers and hauled back. Stumbling, arms pinwheeling, the horned boy let out an indignant honk. 
 
    Yanking him back like that, Keith suddenly remembered that first dream. A dragon with his head pulled back by the horns, a bottle descending. He didn't let go.  
 
    "It was that easy for me to catch you," he hissed under his breath, afraid to speak too loudly. "How hard do you think would it be for actual hunters—like Terrors?" 
 
    The horned boy stared at him with wide eyes, then ducked and pulled. Keith was yanked forward off balance, then pulled straight off his feet as the horned boy twisted, his neck stronger than should have been possible. Keith's back hit the wet ground hard, and a boot pressed onto his stomach, leaves stuck to it. He hadn't really paid attention before to how the horned boy's boots laced almost to his knee, but he couldn't help but notice it now, staring at the sole pressing heavily there, then up to the horned boy, wide-eyed and snorting air angrily through his nostrils. 
 
    Lucas flung himself down and threw an intangible arm between them. "Alright, enough," he breathed, pushing the words out hard for how quiet he was. "You know he has a point!" 
 
    For a few long seconds, the horned boy didn't move, foot just pressing down on Keith heavily, and then he stumbled backward from them, turning away. "Sorry," he muttered. 
 
    Keith swallowed, heart hammering in his throat. "Just, they could be active in there," he said, not picking himself up yet. "Or something else could. Whatever's making them act different. It being daytime is no guarantee." 
 
    "It's our best bet," the horned boy said stubbornly. 
 
    "I know, but let's… let's think it through," Keith said. He did pick himself up this time, wishing he could use Lucas for leverage, still winded. From the frustrated look on Lucas's face, he felt the same way. "We know where this is now. We can come back any time. But we need a plan. At least more of a plan than just… running in there." 
 
    The horned boy hung his head, chin falling forward as though his antlers had become heavy. "Okay," he said, almost mumbling. 
 
    "And we should… we should make the plan somewhere far from here," Keith said. "In case they catch our trail too. We don't want to be lingering around here." 
 
    "Okay," the horned boy said again, and quietly led the way back, winding and doubling back and splashing through a small stream along the way.  Keith followed, even though the cold water soaked through his running shoes and left him chilled and unhappy. 
 
    The horned boy didn't say it was to obscure their own trail, but he didn't need to. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The horned boy drove them to the antique shop, parking around back and letting them in through a door in the back as well. The lights were off, and the place, already uncanny to Keith's eyes, took on even more of an unnatural air, lost between past and present.  
 
    The horned boy could certainly see it as well—at least parts of it, the parts that were Otherworldly auras rather than just memories—but he didn't seem bothered by it, so it must have been normal. He tossed the keys in a small wire bin near the door and pointed to a set of stairs. "My apartment's over the shop," he said in a tone of forced hospitality. "Come on up." 
 
    Lucas and Keith shared a look. Neither of them knew what to say. Even if they could talk openly right now, they were both just sort of lost, the situation far bigger than either of them. They followed him up the old, creaking stairs. 
 
    The floor above held a small bachelor apartment, though to Keith, used to dorm life, it felt almost roomy. It was certainly charming, full of the personality of its owner, the way the shop beneath was full of the presence of those long gone. A futon bed sat already spread out beneath a window. Across the room was a tiny kitchenette, just a sink and hot-plate stovetop with no oven, a tiny counter overcrowded with small appliances, a few shelves. A desk sat against the third wall, the one across from the stairs. On it was a small lamp with a rosy pink shade and a closed Chromebook.  
 
    "Nice room," Keith said. 
 
    "Not the circumstances I'd hoped to show it to you in," the horned boy said with no heat in the words for once. He wandered toward the kitchenette. "Can I get you anything?" 
 
    Lucas cleared his throat. "Look, I don't mean anything by it, but you make me feel like a third wheel pretty much every time you open your mouth." 
 
    "Don't need to feel that way," the horned boy said, still a little dull, tired. "You're obviously invited to anything like that too, lovely. Coffee or tea?" 
 
    It took a moment for the meaning to dawn, and Keith felt himself go bright red. He stared at his feet entirely so he wouldn't have to look at Lucas's face and see whatever expression might be there. "W-we're not—that's not—we're not in a relationship." 
 
    "Oh, my bad," the horned boy said, in a tone of strained patience. "Either way, you're both invited to my bed whenever you'd like to visit me there. Coffee or tea?" 
 
    "Coffee," Keith blurted. Tea made him think of the bone girl again, and that was one too many things all clamoring for his attention at once.  
 
    His shoes were covered with leaves that had stuck to them on the other side of the stream, and were still soaking wet. He thought of how the bone girl left her shoes by the door and wondered if that was a general hospitality thing for Others. Regardless, they were messy enough that he should have taken them off before coming into the apartment. He ducked down to do that.  
 
    "Okay. Coffee it is. Lucas, can you drink?" 
 
    "I can't," Lucas said. His voice sounded remarkably even. "Lots of things I can't do. But thanks for the invitation." 
 
    "Too bad. I make a mean coffee. Feel free to take a seat—desk or bed." 
 
    Those were, in fact, the only two options minus the floor. Keith looked between them. The bed would give him room to sit with Lucas, but was also, well, the bed. It seemed as if it'd be some kind of statement. He sat at the desk, gingerly. His socks had a hole in them and were also still wet. He took those off too, bunching them up together. 
 
    Lucas perched on the edge of the desk, his arms crossed and his head bowed forward a little. There was something off about his strange, transparent coloring, and Keith's stomach clenched as he thought about Lucas's face going shadowed and vague again. 
 
    It took him another few seconds to realize Lucas was biting his lower lip, flustered and blushing. 
 
    Fortunately, the horned boy came over as the sound of the coffee brewing began to fill the room. He flopped down to sit cross-legged on the bed, and seemed to notice the leaves on his flannel shirt for the first time. He began to pick them off carefully with silvery fingernails. 
 
    "So," he said. "A plan." 
 
    Keith drew a deep breath in and let it out, shaky. His nerves felt completely wound tight, but there was no avoiding the issue. "Right," he said. "You know what I saw. Do you have any theories?" 
 
    The horned boy closed his eyes as he considered, then slowly fell back against his futon, arms opening. His head hung over the edge just enough that his head wasn't forced entirely forward by his antlers. "For some reason, Terrors are harvesting Other essences." 
 
    "It follows what little evidence we have," Lucas said, voice soft. "Even with only two visions, it's consistent that the Terrors are specifically targeting Others and attacking them with bottles. Bottles you said are probably used for containment, based on their shape." 
 
    "Probably," the horned boy agreed, voice grim. 
 
    Keith worried at his lower lip. "Humans have been dying too. Do you think the Terrors are targeting humans at all?" 
 
    The horned boy snorted. "Wouldn't work," he said. "Human souls are different from Other essences—unless they end up like Lucas, anyway." 
 
    "And exactly how did I end up like this…?" Lucas asked, brows furrowed. 
 
    The horned boy opened his eyes again finally, but just stared up at the ceiling, not watching either of them. "Most of the time, human souls disperse to… wherever it is human souls go at the moment of death. Some situations can convert them into an Other-like state through energy. Ghosts aren't technically true Others, but they're of the Otherworld, so they count by pretty much every qualifier except origin. Traumatic death, or a death involving a lot of energy… all of that can add a weight to a human soul that keeps it from dispersing and transforms it into essentially Other. But it's because the human memories and attachments give a ghost its shape that ghosts are the only thing that becomes a Terror when those are lost." 
 
    Keith glanced at Lucas, seeing that his features were clear despite his frown. More than anything, he seemed interested. Keith tried to take hope in that. "So," Keith said, "if those humans are dying, it's coincidence?" 
 
    "Or they're witnesses. Terrors will eat a human as well as an Other if it gets in their way, though they don't go out of their way to hunt them," the horned boy said, drily. "They don't find it to their taste, but they're killers regardless."  
 
    Not much to say to that. Keith shifted to try to rub the chill down his back away and said, "I still count as human even with these senses, don't I? Er, you've been saying 'Other' to me, but do you use it yourselves? I'd heard it, but I thought maybe that'd be weird…" 
 
    "Sure. Athar, as we used to be called. One of the two peoples." The horned boy shrugged. "Maybe it evolved linguistically because of how humans are. It's a fine term, though." The coffeemaker hissed as it finished, and he got up again, heading over to the kitchenette. "And yes. You're human regardless of how much you See. Your abilities waking up and calling to Otherworld energy might have helped keep your friend here, though." 
 
    Keith swallowed the lump in his throat. He'd always thought it was likely to be the other way, that Lucas's death had woken his abilities. He looked at Lucas again, unable to keep himself from it, even while he feared that he'd see betrayal there, accusation— 
 
    Lucas looked at him mildly, and gave him a smile when their eyes met, the expression tentative. Keith couldn't read it, couldn't understand it, opened his mouth to ask why it didn't bother Lucas, but Lucas looked away before he could find words. 
 
    "So, human and Other essences are different," Lucas said to the horned boy as he poured coffee. "Ignoring why they'd be gathering them in the first place, what could they be used for? And if we got her essence back, what would we do with it to get her back as… a person?" 
 
    "A good question, friend," the horned boy said. He picked up both mugs and brought them over, putting one on the desk next to Keith's hand before sitting on the bed again with his own, more carefully. Keith picked up the mug. It had #1 Dad written on it, and he looked at the horned boy again a bit more dubiously.  
 
    The horned boy continued. "As I said, our essences aren't like your souls. That's why a ghost behaves more like an Other does and sticks around when they die, instead of moving on like humans normally do. We're not immortal, despite your folk tales. But we're a lot closer to it than a human, because if we're not killed—that is to say, if our essence survives our body's death—we can inhabit things in this world and slowly create a new body around it. A mound of leaves can become a leaf-like other. A tree can become what you'd call a dryad. And so forth and so on.” 
 
    Keith nodded. “That’s why you don’t think she’s dead-dead?”  
 
    "Right. If an essence is let free, it will search to find a host that suits the type of Other it is, then continue on as the same person. So we live on, albeit with long breaks to build ourselves a proper body out of the vessel. We can still be killed—Terrors eat essences, for example, and that's the end of that Other. And if the new body is damaged while being broken in, it can do great damage to our essences. Likewise, having to take an inappropriate vessel can harm the person inside it." He leaned forward over his cup, exhaling slowly. "But if I can get that bottle back and break it to free her essence, my friend will return again, even if it takes time." 
 
    They both stared at him, stunned. 
 
    He smiled softly, gazing into the depths of his cup. "Well, she's a bone sort, and those don't take as long to grow as others because they're used to holding a life in them. She might even be able to return without interrupting her life too much." 
 
    Keith took a long drink of coffee to give himself time to process that. It was good coffee, he thought distantly, even if he felt as if he should hardly be able to taste it with all this information filling up every space in his thoughts. "But if something happens to her essence while it's contained like that, she could be killed for real." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    Put like that, it was easy to see why the horned boy had been ready to bust in there. Without letting himself examine the thought too closely, he said, "You shouldn't go. You're an Other. If they're collecting Others, you're at huge risk." 
 
    "If not me, then who?" 
 
    "I'm human," Keith said, heart in his throat. "I can go." 
 
    The horned boy's gaze jerked up, and there was something odd in his surprised silver eyes. Keith couldn't name it, but it was a warmth—similar the flirtatiousness, but different. Among it, too, obvious fear and uncertainty and hope. 
 
    He lifted his mug to sip his coffee, cupping it between his hands and watching Keith over the rim with that odd expression still on his face. "It's not your problem."  
 
    Something about it spurred Keith on despite his fear. "It's my problem now," he said quickly. "As much as anyone's. I saw her… I saw what happened to her. If I can do anything to change that, I will." 
 
    Despite his brave words, his mouth felt completely dry. He waited to hear them protest, waited to have to defend himself and wondered if he'd be able to. But neither of them did, not the horned boy, and not Lucas. 
 
    "What are your abilities?" the horned boy asked finally. "You've got the sixth sense, but what else? Anything?" 
 
    "I can… I can send electrical pulses into things," he said. "I can turn them on or off. Complex machinery sometimes fries, but…" he looked at the desk light and it clicked on. "Simpler things, I can work with." 
 
    "Anything else?" 
 
    "Minor… very minor empathy. I can sort of read the atmosphere. And I pick up memories from things I touch, sometimes, but it's kind of random." 
 
    The horned boy nodded slowly. "The pulses may be able to help," he said. "The house is run-down, but it's not ancient. It'll be wired, even if the power isn't on. If you can flood it with light, Terrors will be less likely to be able to move around however they like. But I don't know that the rest of your powers will do much." 
 
    Keith took another sip of coffee, though he wasn't sure he should, not with the way his heart was hammering. "They'll know we're there if we turn the light on." 
 
    "They'll know you're there if they can move around in the darkness inside and smell you." 
 
    Point. He drew a shuddering breath. "We’ll be quick. In and out. It's not that big a place, and there's two of us. Lucas and I can go at least far enough from each other to search two rooms at once." 
 
    "I can also—" the horned boy began. 
 
    "They're less likely to want to go after me," Keith said. Lucas nodded at that, and Keith felt the cool brush of his hand on his arm. "And Lucas is a ghost. No body to scent, and he used to be human. That'll throw them off." 
 
    "They might still be able to detect him." 
 
    Lucas said, voice firm, "Our chances are still better than yours. I agree with Keith. If we're going to do this, we should do it just the two of us." 
 
    "You can… you can stay nearby with the getaway car," Keith said. "In case we need to ditch and run. All three of us shouldn't go in anyway since we’ll need a driver. The car's scent will lose them if they chase us." 
 
    The horned boy looked at them both evenly for a long few seconds, then sighed softly. "I'm going to go downstairs," he said. "I'm going to close out my till, because I didn't before I went to pick you up earlier. And I'm going to let you two talk about this without me here. If you change your mind, no hard feelings. She's my friend, not yours." 
 
    "She could be ours too," Keith said, "someday." 
 
    The horned boy smiled at that, clearly moved. He shook his heavy head and rose, leaving his half-finished coffee cup on the floor as he headed to the stairs. "Talk," he said, and left. 
 
    Slowly, Keith turned to look at Lucas, trying to find something to say. He didn't need Lucas to tell him it was a bad idea—he knew it already. If we're going to do this, Lucas had said. He wasn't sold on it as being something they should be doing at all. 
 
    "Lucas," he said. "I…" 
 
    Lucas smiled at him. The expression was gentle, less his usual wide grin and just a soft, almost pained look, understanding and fond. 
 
    "Nah," he said. He lifted a hand, pressed it to the top of Keith's head as best he could. It was just a sense of pressure and cold, but Keith leaned into it, raised his own hand to cover Lucas's. "It's fine. You're doing something good here. Anyway, they could have already got our scent. Better do something now than just wait around doing nothing." 
 
    Of course Lucas would say that, Keith thought suddenly. He'd thought Lucas would be worrying more, pressing him to take care of himself, because that was always Lucas's biggest concern—in normal circumstances. 
 
    But Lucas was also someone who would die to save a stranger. 
 
    Keith swallowed the lump in his throat and tried to feel Lucas's hand properly between his head and his hand, tried to make out fingers in that cold press. He wished he could touch Lucas properly.  
 
    The horned boy's implications rose in his mind. They couldn't, they weren't.  
 
    Now was one of the times he wished they could. 
 
    "Okay," Keith said, his lungs refusing to work right, the words pretty much just a whisper. "Thanks." 
 
  
 
  



 chapter six 
 
      
 
      
 
    The horned boy gave them almost half an hour, a length of time that began to stretch out awkwardly after Keith and Lucas had run out of things to say. It was strange, Keith thought. They were so used to each other, and normally they never had trouble finding things to talk about. But the momentousness of the situation seemed to choke him. 
 
    And then there was the unusual location, the unusual situation, the unusual mood: the two of them alone together in someone else's bedroom. 
 
    But the horned boy did, finally, return, with an old-fashioned locket dangling from his hand. It had two chains and looked like one of those broken-heart lockets that Keith mostly associated with teenage couples, where one person would keep half and the other half would go to their partner. The horned boy held one half out to Keith. 
 
    "Uh," Keith said. 
 
    "It's from the shop downstairs," the horned boy said, grinning at him as if he understood exactly what Keith was thinking. "It's a little enchanted. Not very, but I thought we could make use of it." 
 
    Slowly, Keith reached out and let the horned boy deposit the half-heart in his hand. "Enchanted how?" Now that he'd been told it and looked again, he could more or less make out a faint Otherly light twisting around it in his second layer of vision. 
 
    "I think it was once some kind of binding, a good long while ago," the horned boy said. "One of them had control over the other, or something similar. Right now, though, it's just slightly aware of its other half. If you wear one and I wear the other, if something happens to you, I'd know. Or if you needed someone to come in for a rescue, you could rip it off and I'd feel its absence." 
 
    Although the implications of its original power were daunting, it was hard to argue its usefulness, especially since it implied that the horned boy had taken the risk to heart and was planning on waiting outside. Keith swallowed, fumbling with the small clasp, trying to get it to hook into place behind his neck. 
 
    "Let me," the horned boy said, and shifted in behind him, nimble fingers getting the hook to catch almost at once. "There. Not too tight?" 
 
    It hung just over his clavicle, where it felt really damn weird. Keith wasn't sure if it was the enchantment or how unfamiliar he was with wearing jewelry at all. "No, it's fine." 
 
    The horned boy stepped back and looked at him, at the locket hanging around Keith's neck, then at Lucas. His expression was hard to read, smile not gone but somehow different. He lifted his hands, hooking the second half of the locket on its own chain around his own neck. "Alright," he said as he got that done up—considerably more easily than Keith had on himself. "Now. You're right. I do I want to rush out there, but I know up here it's not a good idea." He tapped his forehead.  
 
    Keith nodded slowly. "I know that taking too long will be… dangerous for her, if what you've said is true and her essence was gathered to be used in something. But…" 
 
    "But it's fall and it gets dark early," Lucas interjected. 
 
    "Yes, exactly." The horned boy sighed, sinking down onto his bed and rubbing his face with his hands. "It'd take us a while to get back out there, and that wouldn't give you enough time to work safely before it got dark, even if you do just want to get in and out. We can almost guarantee failure if any of us are on that land by the time night falls." 
 
    "When failure means death," Lucas said, "kind of best to hedge your bets on succeeding. Nobody's going to help her if you all end up in the same boat." 
 
    Keith nodded again, looking down at his hands to avoid making eye contact with anyone. That fear of what he was committing to do was rising again, barely held in check. "Tomorrow's the best bet." 
 
    "No helping it," the horned boy said, in a tone as though he wished for anything else, but still smiling. 
 
    Lucas said, "Will you be safe here by yourself until tomorrow?" 
 
    "Are any of us truly safe in this world?" the horned boy asked, presumably rhetorically. At their joint annoyed look, he shrugged. "I don't see I have a lot of options but to play it safe. I'll stay indoors and keep the lights on and be prepared to run if I have to. When should I pick you up tomorrow?" 
 
    Keith shivered slightly. Being inside hadn't helped the bone girl, not after the power had gone out. Not all alone. "I have a class with a test from nine until ten tomorrow morning," he said. "I can skip, but I'd rather not if you think an hour or two in the morning won't make a difference. Look, why don't you come stay with me tonight?" 
 
    Only a half-second's pause at that. "Thought you'd never ask, darling," the horned boy said. His lascivious smile faded into apology without any prompting. "I'm sure it'd be fine if I stayed here. There's no reason to think they'll come after me specifically. There are plenty of Others in this city." 
 
    "Yeah, but…" Keith began, stumbling over the feeling of words thick in his mouth. Lucas was giving him a bit of a strange look, and he met it with his own helpless look, worried. "You were at the bone girl's house, both before she was caught and after. You were sniffing around that creepy house today, too. Sure, we were too, but we're not Others, like the Terrors are going after." 
 
    Lucas's face cleared. He seemed to recognize the risk, turning to look at the horned boy as well, who was chewing his lower lip with flat teeth.  
 
    "Yes…" he said. "But the car should really have made it impossible to trace back here." 
 
    "Sure, maybe they can't track the car. But if they caught your scent again anywhere in the city, they'd go after you if you were alone," Keith said. "They'd be less likely to come onto a university campus because of all the humans still around. Downtown isn't exactly deserted at night, but it's a lot… more so. Right? Plus the sheer number of people and weight of memories of the place would probably confuse the scent." 
 
    "Undeniably…" the horned boy looked down at himself and sniffed, as if he were trying to see how easily he could be scented. It should have been comical, if it weren't in a circumstance like this. His shoulders slumped. "If three wouldn't be too much a crowd in your room, then." 
 
    Lucas sighed, the sound more affectionate than resigned. "I don't take up much space." 
 
    It wasn't exactly true—sure, he didn't take up any physical room, but Keith always gave him his space anyway, and he still was there. But it was clear that one way or another, Lucas agreed with him: it was the safest bet for the horned boy right now. 
 
    "And you shan't be embarrassed, sneaking a beautiful boy like myself into your room?" 
 
    "Believe me, people already think I'm weird," Keith said dryly. "If anything, them knowing I'm gay would probably make them think I was less weird than thinking I'm some sort of—" 
 
    The word sounded belatedly loud to his own ears. He realized, flustered, as the weight of it rolled out of him, that it wasn't something he'd ever said aloud before. He'd known it for years, but he didn't talk about it, much as he didn't act on it. His situation had never given him the space to date, so he'd just put off actually using any words that might make Lucas think it was more of a priority to him than it had been. 
 
    He stole a glance at Lucas, even though he was sure Lucas already knew. Keith might not have said anything, but Lucas had been with him through his teenage years, saw who he was looking at. The way Lucas had acted about his attraction to the horned boy was as much a sign of his awareness as anything else, too. Even so, Keith couldn't help but worry, and check his friend's reaction to hearing it said so blatantly. 
 
    Lucas blinked back at him in clear confusion at the sudden attention. "Uh, yeah," he said. "I'm sure they'll just decide you were furtive because you were hiding that or something. Not that you saw ghosts and monsters." He gave the horned boy an apologetic glance at the last. 
 
    "Or something," the horned boy agreed wryly. "Well, I'll do my best to be beneficial to your social life, then. Let me pack some toiletries and then we can go over. What's your test in?" 
 
    "Test? Oh—Ancient Greece." 
 
    "Have you studied?" 
 
    "I've… gone to class and done the reading," Keith hedged. 
 
    "I'll quiz you tonight, then," the horned boy said. "It's not my specialty, but I remember Greece well enough. Then you can have your exam in the morning, and we can eat a fortifying lunch and then go do something stupid and wildly suicidal." 
 
    Keith huffed a weak laugh. "Great," he said. "Sounds fun." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The horned boy did, in fact, know quite a bit about ancient Greece and, even better, he understood that whatever it was he knew personally didn't matter so much as the ability to regurgitate course information. So they got into Keith's room, and the horned boy grabbed the syllabus and Keith's notes, skimmed them, flipped through the relevant chapters, and began to quiz Keith on the names, dates, and terminology which were relevant for the upcoming test and only for that. Whatever moments of history the horned boy had lived through ended up coming out as a lot less anecdotal than Keith had expected, and more just a way for him to quickly narrow down the information Keith would need to know. 
 
    The result left Keith with rather more of a refreshed awareness of the political makeup of the polis than he'd had in his head previously, what with all the visions of death and shock of the bone girl's disappearance. He wasn't sure if he'd still remember it by the next day, but he had hope. Reading on his own was one thing, but hearing things said back to him in the horned boy's lilting voice seemed to make them more memorable. 
 
    "Enough, enough," he said finally. "I've got to eat something." 
 
    "I should too," the horned boy said, groaning and stretching. "Are non-students allowed to eat at your cafeteria?" 
 
    "Yeah, just not on the meal plan." Keith got up, grabbing his jacket. It was weird, something as normal and human as grabbing food together, and his shoulders relaxed a little. "You'll have to pay real cash." 
 
    The horned boy laughed, getting up as well. "I can manage that." 
 
    The three of them headed across the campus lawn. Night had already fallen, and Keith felt hyper-aware of the shadows, but the campus lighting was fairly bright, and he didn't get any sense there might be a Terror nearby as they headed into the student union building. 
 
    Food was as unremarkable as he’d expected, but at least the horned boy seemed to get some enjoyment out of complaining how completely bland the vegetarian meal he'd gotten was. Lucas was fairly quiet, as usual when out on campus, trying to keep Keith from being in a position where he'd have to reply to him too often, but kept making little amused snorts at the horned boy's dramatic declarations. 
 
    "If you hate it, you can always go off campus. Or to the campus pub—" Keith began, smiling. 
 
    "No, no. I dug my grave, and I'll lay in it." 
 
    It had been well-intentioned, but under the circumstances, Keith couldn't prevent the chill that ran up his spine at the words. He could only hope that the reaction he felt was simple superstition and no kind of premonition. 
 
    After they ate, they wandered back over to his room and sat together on the bed while Lucas perched on the desk. "So, what now?" the horned boy asked aloud. 
 
    "I, uh…" Keith began to clean up his notes and the flash cards they'd started to make. "I think I'm done on studying. It'll save me on the test tomorrow, or it won't. They say cramming's a bad idea, anyway." 
 
    "So what do you want to do instead?" the horned boy asked, watching him from beneath lowered eyelids. 
 
    Keith had almost managed to forget the sheer physicality of the horned boy's presence. But it came back again with a sudden heaviness of intention, the horned boy watching him as if he looked particularly good to eat and only a small space between them on the bed, the scent of wet leaves hanging around him. 
 
    Lucas really would give them privacy if Keith asked him, he knew. 
 
    Swallowing, Keith squared off his pages and rose abruptly, going over to the desk and dropping them next to Lucas. "I, uh, I'm heading down to the bathroom. Going to go brush my teeth and stuff. You can do the same when you're ready, but, yeah." 
 
    He'd meant to just show he was getting ready for bed, sticking them to the schedule they'd laid out earlier, study, sleep, wake up for test—but realized once it was out that might seem as if he was offering to brush his teeth for kissing or something. Or was that just his own perception? Maybe, he thought frantically, nobody else thought that—  
 
    "Go on, then," the horned boy said. "I'll go once I'm done with my drink." He held up the to-go coffee he'd brought with him from the cafeteria. "Might be a little much for your floormates if I followed you to the bathroom, too." 
 
    "Yeah, maybe," Keith said in a squeak. "C'mon, Lucas." 
 
    Lucas hopped off the desk and gave the horned boy a little shrug. "Coming." 
 
    Keith fled, and felt as though it was blatantly obvious to both of them that he was making his escape. He splashed his face in the bathroom, then glared at himself in the mirror. What was he getting all flustered over? There was too much to deal with right now for him to allow himself to get mixed up like this. He'd invited the horned boy over just to keep him safe. 
 
    On the plus side, it was just him and Lucas in the bathroom right then, but on the other hand, it was just him and Lucas in the bathroom. He drew several steadying breaths, only to start to breathe too quickly again as Lucas cleared his throat. "Keith?" 
 
    "Yeah?" he muttered, falling back into his standard under-his-breath habits in the off chance someone came in and heard him talking to himself. Or worse, heard whatever they were going to talk about. 
 
    "—Do you want some privacy tonight?" 
 
    He swallowed, throat gone dry. "Lucas—" 
 
    "Hear me out, man," Lucas said. He was leaning against the hand dryer, not material enough to trigger it unless he tried. "We're going to do something dangerous tomorrow. You're lonely and scared, and you and he are… you're obviously getting along well. If you want a chance to just… enjoy yourself or blow off steam or whatever…" 
 
    Keith splashed his face again. "I'm not kicking you out. It's your room too." 
 
    "I'm not getting kicked out," Lucas said, with a strange, awkward, embarrassed tone. "I'm offering?" 
 
    It was impossible to find the words to voice his tangle of feelings, wanting to take advantage of the offer but having not had enough time to decide what he wanted to do about the horned boy. Wanting to rush forward, mixed-up and scared—but acting on it because the next day was going to be dangerous would be almost like admitting that he was terrified, and that if he did that, he wouldn't be able to escape the fear.  
 
    Of course he longed for a moment of privacy, space to breathe, to just do whatever he wanted with whoever he wanted without having to live with the repercussions after. But even so, he felt sick to the stomach at the thought of Lucas sitting outside, waiting for him to finish playing around.  
 
    "If you wait outside," he said carefully, "I'd probably… I'd probably do that, yeah." 
 
    "So—" 
 
    "I don't know if I'm ready for that, so can you stick with me? As… insurance." 
 
    "Insurance," Lucas said, his tone so disbelieving it was almost amazed, eyebrows raised so high his forehead wrinkled. At least all his features were clear, even if it meant Keith could see the incredulity in high definition. "Insurance against acting on your desires to sleep with him."  
 
    Keith wasn't sure his expression could get any redder. He stared into the mirror—at least he couldn't see Lucas in that. "Yeah. Because I'm not going to do anything while you're there." 
 
    It wasn't exactly what he meant, what he thought, what he felt. His heart was pounding and he could feel Lucas's presence behind him, a warm familiar constancy. 
 
    "Okay," Lucas said finally. "Whatever you want."  
 
    When they got back, the horned boy was just throwing out his coffee cup and passing them on the way out, giving a smile and a wave as he went past. It was a moment of discordance, seeing an Other just walking down his dorm's corridor and knowing that anyone else who saw him would just see a human. Not a resident—clearly someone's guest, his guest, a pretty young man who'd be staying in his room—but a human. 
 
    Keith was just as glad for the horned boy's going now, though, because it meant that he had a brief chance to get his thoughts back in order and to treat the room as if it was his own again. He took a deep breath, sitting down on the bed, checking the clock, looking around for something that couldn't possibly seem sexual.  
 
    It was remarkably difficult to think of anything. 
 
    The horned boy came back soon enough, dropping his bag of toiletries back beside the bed. He sat on it with Keith. "By the way, am I sharing the bed tonight, or do you want me to take the floor?" 
 
    "We're sharing," Keith said, half-garbled by the knot his tongue seemed to have tangled itself in. "If you don't mind." 
 
    "I don't. You'll want me to take the outside if you don't want a face full of antlers, though." 
 
    Keith nodded, then felt himself blush again. Being between the horned boy and the wall felt charged and dangerous, a literal rock and a hard place. 
 
    "And where does Lucas sleep usually?" the horned boy asked, tone light. 
 
    "I usually just curl up in a corner," Lucas said. "I can't really sleep, and it doesn't matter to me where I am. A bed doesn't feel like anything more than anything else. Don't worry. You're not taking my place." 
 
    It sounded to Keith that he'd said it with a little more emphasis than Keith himself knew what to do with. "Have you read Lord of the Rings?" Keith blurted non-sequiturially into the answering thoughtful silence. 
 
    "Of course I have," the horned boy said, almost affronted. "Do you know how popular it was in the 60s? Why do you ask?" 
 
    "It’s just—" Keith couldn't look at either of them. "I've been reading it aloud to Lucas before I go to sleep, so, uh—"  
 
    The horned boy grinned, eyes lighting up. "That does sound like a way to pass the time. What part are you at?" 
 
    Keith gave him a quick summary, picking the book up before he could doubt himself. Lucas came to sit on the bed with both of them, and Keith read until he started to go hoarse, keeping his eyes trained on the page and forcing himself to not check their reactions, to watch them watching him or each other or whatever they were doing.  
 
    "I think that's enough," the horned boy said, when Keith coughed into his hand for the tenth time. "You've got a test in the morning, after all. And we could all use good sleep before what's coming." 
 
    It had seemed as if they'd all been doing a good job not thinking about it—or pretending they weren't, anyway—but then Keith lost even the little distance from things that he'd managed to gain. It all came back, not in a rush but pulling Keith down into the mood again like quicksand. He swallowed. "Yeah…" 
 
    "You can read more tomorrow, after we've rescued her," Lucas said to Keith. "Invite him over to celebrate and hear the end of the chapter." 
 
    "Sounds good. Let's plan on it," the horned boy said. 
 
    Keith closed the book and put it on his bedside table. He'd already changed for bed in the bathroom. The horned boy had not, but didn't seem to particularly care for privacy, just stripped down to his boxers with no sign of shyness. Keith watched until it seemed weird to, then just looked at the hairs on his knees as if he could count them before tugging the sheets up around himself and shuffling over toward the wall. 
 
    "Well," the horned boy said. He climbed into bed beside Keith, lying on his side with his arm supporting his head. He was lying a little lower in the bed than must be comfortable, but it kept his antlers from brushing the wall. "Goodnight, then." 
 
    Swallowing, Keith leaned over him and checked the alarm was on, turned the light off. "Goodnight. Goodnight, Lucas." 
 
    "Goodnight," Lucas said, a dark mass in the corner. 
 
    Keith fell silent, closing his eyes and willing himself to go to sleep. The smell of the horned boy was thick in his nostrils, that heady rich scent of old leaves, and he felt incredibly aware of his presence, that warmth, how close he was, with the two of them crowded together in the old twin bed. 
 
    He could feel the horned boy's breathing, knew from its pace that the horned boy wasn't asleep yet either.  
 
    He knew, too, that all he'd have to do was lean in and he could kiss him. The horned boy wouldn't refuse him. He'd made that much clear. The air between them, the breath passing back and forth, felt hot with that possibility.  
 
    It would be easy. Even though he'd told Lucas to stay, if he initiated something, Lucas would quietly leave through the door and give him privacy. 
 
    Keith rolled over to face the wall. 
 
    Sleep was a long time coming. 
 
  
 
  



 chapter seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    No visions came in his sleep, just dreams. Nothing he could remember even as he woke up, except for the eroticism of them, heat and motion and hands and mouths, tangled branches and the scent of wet leaves. 
 
    He shifted helplessly, feeling tangled in vines, pressing against the heavy warm pressure, lingering in pleasant dreams right until his mind came just awake enough to realize where he was and who was with him. Memories came flooding back as he began to understand sensations again, to realize what those branches were, what that scent was. 
 
    Keith froze in place as he seemed to wake up more abruptly than he ever had before, limbs going numb and heavy with the shock of it. Heart pounding, he pried his eyes open. 
 
    The horned boy lay there—the two of them had tangled around each other in sleep, an arm draped over Keith, one of Keith's legs between the horned boy's. It was too hot under the blankets, a shared body heat he wasn't used to. He was hopelessly turned on from scent and warmth and the stickiness of sweat between them and he drew slow, steadying breaths, trying not to let himself hyperventilate. 
 
    He began, slowly, to try to pull himself back, hoping to extricate himself from the tangle of limbs without waking the horned boy and bringing his attention to himself in any way, but the horned boy's eyes opened as soon as he moved, pale and focused and already wide awake. 
 
    Keith jerked away, rolling over to face the wall again, and drew a breath. "Uh," he said, tongue thick in his mouth as he tried to figure out what to say, how to deal with this. "I'm, uh…" 
 
    "Good morning," the horned boy said, tone light. "Any visions?" 
 
    There was no way he hadn't noticed. Keith leaned his forehead against the cold wall, hoping it would cool him down faster. "Uh, no. Nothing. No visions," he said. "Hopefully that's a good sign and not…" 
 
    "Not…?" 
 
    Not the unfamiliarity of a shared bed disrupting his subconscious focus, not the arousal taking priority. 
 
    "Not just… me… not having a vision," he said weakly. 
 
    "Mm." The horned boy sat up, blankets sliding off him to puddle in his lap. He pulled one knee up and looped both arms loosely around it. "What time do you have to get up?" 
 
    "Seven-thirty…" 
 
    That elegant antlered head turned to look at his alarm clock. "Well, your alarm's going to start to go in three minutes, so no point in sending you back to sleep. Mind getting it before it goes off? My hearing's sensitive." 
 
    "Oh… sure." Keith rolled back to face him again, staring briefly at the soft fuzz of the horned boy's side leading down into his boxers, then fumbled behind the horned boy's back to find his clock and switch the alarm button off with blind familiarity. 
 
    "—Good morning." 
 
    Keith almost jumped, then felt himself go even more red than he'd thought was possible. Lucas, of course, was in the corner, watching them with blackened eyes; his mouth was a void. He couldn't remember the last time he'd been this awake and had forgotten Lucas was there, even for a moment. 
 
    "M-morning," he stammered back. 
 
    "Good morning!" the horned boy chirped to Lucas. "You're looking somewhat vague right now. Feeling all right?" 
 
    Lucas raised a hand in front of his face and looked at it. It looked normal to Keith, but he wondered how it looked through Lucas's current shadowed eyes. 
 
    "I'm fine," Lucas said. "It happens to me until Keith wakes up enough to start talking to me, usually." 
 
    Of course, he hadn't remembered Lucas was there, though. Rather than simply forgetting, he hadn't wanted to think about it. He was already embarrassed to think that the horned boy had realized how turned on he was, that the horned boy probably had been awake for whatever Keith was doing in his sleep. Had he been lucky enough to just lie there silently, or had he been moving? Making noises? 
 
    But it was one thing for the horned boy to know his state—a new friend, yes, but one he certainly didn't have to live with after—and another to think of Lucas watching him sleep like that. Watching the two of them tangle closer, listening to them breathe, not leaving the room because Keith had asked him not to… 
 
    Something unpleasant curled in his stomach, a strange combination of humiliation and longing, the urge to cry. Stress, he decided. He was already so stressed out by everything that was going to happen today, with the test, for once, the least of it. Lucas wouldn't judge him. 
 
    But he wasn't worried about being judged. He didn't want to make Lucas feel alone, unwanted, shut out of the world of the living. He didn't want Lucas to see him like that with someone else. 
 
    "Keith…?" 
 
    He shook himself abruptly. At least the rush of misery had more or less taken care of his problem. 
 
    "I'm going to shower," he said, shifting to the end of the bed to avoid displacing the horned boy. "Then I'm going to grab breakfast from the cafeteria." 
 
    "I'll come," the horned boy said. 
 
    Keith turned and looked at him. He didn't even know what expression was on his face, but he thought it might have been some kind of plea for mercy. 
 
    "To breakfast," the horned boy corrected, and actually looked a little embarrassed. "Go shower. I'll get dressed while you two are out." 
 
    Keith fled, but at least he remembered to hold the door for Lucas on the way. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When he came out of his shower, he saw that Lucas was back to himself, eyes clear and watching him scrubbing his hair with the towel. He could also tell that Lucas wanted to talk to him in some way, expression anxious, but the bathroom was always crowded at this time of day, and Keith wouldn't be able to answer him. 
 
    He held eye contact with Lucas for only a few moments before breaking it to lean in next to him at a sink, brushing his teeth. 
 
    Lucas leaned down. "It's okay, you know," he said finally, softly. "I would want to, too." 
 
    Keith opened his mouth to mutter something back, found he didn't know what to say, and just spat toothpaste out in the sink instead of saying anything at all. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The test went about as well as could be expected under the circumstances, in that he was fairly sure he passed it. It was hard, knowing what was coming right after, to care particularly much about city-state politicians of the past. Sparta's two-king system was hypothetically something that he found very interesting, but in practice was something that paled in light of the fact he might be dying later that day. Still, the answers that he wrote down felt as if they were all more or less right, if inconsequential. 
 
    And if they were wrong, he thought a little grimly, he might not be around to care about it. 
 
    When he reached the end of the test, he tried to look it over to confirm his answers and found he couldn't concentrate on them anymore. His eyes just seemed to skip past blocks of short answer text, so he got up and handed it in without checking any further. He was the first one done, which probably should have worried him, but for once, he couldn't stir up any concern about that, either. 
 
    Hands in his pockets, fiddling with a quarter he found there, he headed out. 
 
    Lucas had been waiting just outside the room—his standard during tests and exams, to avoid distracting Keith—and he looked up with a sort of anxious relief as Keith walked out. At least, Keith thought, he wasn't the only one who was nervous. 
 
    "So," Keith muttered, "he was going to meet us in the student union building's parking lot?" 
 
    "Yeah, with lunch for you," Lucas said. The worry in his voice was obvious, and Keith did his best to give him a reassuring smile. Lucas smiled back, a bit wobbly. "I think he said pizza?" 
 
    "I can't complain about pizza," Keith said, though he wasn't sure he had much of an appetite. He got himself ready, making use of a bathroom in the History building, staring at himself in the mirror as he washed his hands. His dark eyes seemed almost sunken, bruised. He couldn't tell if it was lack of sleep, or the perception of his own fear hovering around him to his second sight. It did alter things, he thought. How he felt about things always changed how he saw them. 
 
    Maybe that would work to his advantage today. He hoped so, anyway. 
 
    The old clunker that the horned boy owned wasn't already in the parking lot when they got out, so they waited together in the cold. Keith's breath was showing, and he distracted himself for a little while by trying to blow smoke rings with vapor, though he was pretty sure that was physically impossible. It passed the time, and he couldn't find anything to say to Lucas anyway. 
 
    Finally, the car rolled up, idling beside them until they got in, Keith letting Lucas into the back door before getting in himself. There was a box of pizza on the seat, and he put it on his lap, let it warm his cold knees. 
 
    "You're out early," the horned boy said, throwing the car into reverse and almost scraping the roof with his antlers as he peered back over his shoulder.  
 
    "I finished early," Keith agreed. "Are we eating on the way?" 
 
    The horned boy got them back onto Ring Road, and shifted back into drive. "I was thinking of it, unless you want to stop somewhere first?" 
 
    "No," Keith said. "I'm as ready as I will be." He opened the pizza box, letting the car flood with the greasily familiar scent. 
 
    Half the pizza was cheeseless and vegetarian, the other half what looked to be a Greek pizza. He blinked down at it, then looked up at the horned boy. "The veggie's yours?" 
 
    "I'm a herbivore," the horned boy said, and held out a hand. Keith awkwardly maneuvered a slice into it. "I forgot to ask what you liked, but I figured a Greek pizza after a Greek test might be nice." 
 
    "You're kind of a nerd?" Keith said, not really meaning to upspeak at the end, but unable to avoid it, flustered. 
 
    The horned boy laughed. "Is this a surprise?" 
 
    Instead of answering, Keith picked up his own slice of pizza and started to chew it. Flavor flooded his mouth, and he found that, despite himself, he was starving. 
 
    He'd finished all but one slice of his half by the time they arrived at the point they'd picked earlier with GPS, the opposite side of the forest near where the bone girl's apartment had been. It seemed that development had begun some time ago, new houses beginning to go up in an area that had largely been sparse cabins like the abandoned house they'd found, dotting the wilderness at the edge of Stonybridge. But the development had then stopped for some reason. Finances or legalese, Keith thought, or even stopping for the season, but that didn't feel right. 
 
    Keith stepped out of the car, going to open the back door. His foot brushed a rock and his vision blurred— 
 
    Running, running. Something was after him, something hungry. If he could get a little further, he'd reach the main road, get to his car. Wasn't worth cutting across a construction site like this, he thought blindly, not if it meant this kind of fear. Was he imagining it? Something coming from the woods, something trying to get him— 
 
    His foot hit a rock.  
 
    He fell, and the thing was on him. 
 
    —Keith jerked, falling against the car door, leaning against it and breathing hard as his vision cleared. Unable to stop himself, he spun around finally, staring into the woods, waiting. 
 
    But nothing was there. 
 
    "Keith?" the horned boy asked. Keith drew several deep breaths and turned back to the car. Lucas was staring out at him with a concerned expression, more familiar with what had happened than the horned boy was. 
 
    "I touched something," Keith said. "It… had a memory." 
 
    "Bad memory?" 
 
    Keith swallowed and tried to force a smile. "I think someone died here." 
 
    The horned boy began to come around the car, and Keith got hold of himself enough to open the door and let Lucas out. "Who died?" Lucas asked. 
 
    "I don't know. A trespasser. Probably one of the recent murders," Keith said. "It felt recent. He tripped on a rock and it caught him. I'm… feeling kind of bad about this being our safety point if we need to run." 
 
    The horned boy leaned one hand on the hood, watching Keith with an uneasy expression. "Do you want me to try to drive closer?" 
 
    It was possible to get closer to the abandoned house. There had been a dirt path, the remnants of an old road. But the debris on the path would rattle the car, and they couldn't do so quietly. Better to walk the path and save the car for if they needed the horned boy to come get them, when sound wouldn't matter. 
 
    "No," he said. "Just… be prepared to go as soon as possible. It's still bright daylight. Even if the Terrors somehow manage to chase me now, they won't be fast… right?" 
 
    "They shouldn't be," the horned boy said carefully.  
 
    The phrasing didn't escape Keith, and he swallowed a nervous laugh. "All right," he said. "Well. Ready, Lucas?" 
 
    "Ready as I will be," Lucas said. He made the motions of cracking his knuckles, although there wasn't any sound from it. 
 
    "One more thing," the horned boy said. He stepped forward again, putting a hand on Keith's chest, and leaning in. 
 
    Keith froze, certain for a moment that the horned boy was going to kiss him, and not sure what he should do about it. He drew a ragged, hitching breath in as the horned boy drew close, but the horned boy turned his head slightly so his cheek brushed Keith's instead. 
 
    "Hiraeth," the horned boy breathed into his ear. "Call me Hiraeth." 
 
    Keith swallowed, heart pounding so hard he could feel the flutter in his wrists, half from Hiraeth's proximity and half from it coming at a time like this, in the middle of his anxiety over so many things. "Your name?" he managed. 
 
    "No," Hiraeth said. "Not my real name. But it's the one I use among Others." He stepped back. "Lucas, you heard it too, yes? You can both use it, if you wish." 
 
    Lucas said, quiet, "I'll keep that in mind." Hiraeth had given it to Keith, but Lucas was there—couldn't be anywhere else—and it was clear he knew that was why he was included in this. 
 
    In folktales, knowing something's name gave you some measure of control over it. Suddenly, Keith felt as though he understood that idea a little better. Hiraeth was still protecting some part of himself, but Keith had moved into a realm that wasn't supposed to be open to him, and Hiraeth's eyes, as he pulled back, seemed somewhat vulnerable. It would hurt him in some way to use this name among strangers, casually, even if it wasn't his real name. The choice he'd made to be called by it gave it some significance to who he was. 
 
    "Thanks," Keith said. It didn't quite feel right, but he didn't know how else to express what he was feeling right then. 
 
    "Go on, then," Hiraeth said. "You're wasting daylight hours." 
 
    Keith turned to find Lucas watching them, his expression a bit odd: pleased and sad. Keith swallowed. "Ready?" he asked, and realized as the word slipped out that he'd already asked it. 
 
    "Let's go," Lucas said, and spread his hands in a shrug, acknowledging the weirdness that had cropped up between them with Hiraeth's secret name and dismissing it. 
 
    Keith drew a deep breath and started down the dirt road through the trees that would lead them to the old house. Beside him, Lucas fell into silent step. 
 
    They passed several other similar old houses, apparently abandoned, as they went, and Keith watched them uneasily as they walked. He couldn't totally dismiss the possibility that more than one of these houses was a base, even if he didn't think it likely. Old houses were creepy enough by themselves, and it was hard not to feel like they were being watched. 
 
    "The houses are freaking me out," Lucas muttered. 
 
    Laughing softly under his breath—at least he was incredibly practiced with talking at minimal volume—Keith said, "Thought it was just me." 
 
    "I don't think there's anything in them, though. Just that this whole trip's freaking me out." 
 
    "Me too." 
 
    Lucas tilted his hand and it brushed the back of Keith's, a cold breeze. He turned his own hand so he could take Lucas's. Impossible to hold it tightly even if he wanted to. They just rested fingers against each other, pretending. 
 
    "It'll be over soon," Keith said. "We'll find her, get out, and…" 
 
    And what, exactly? Whatever threat was there would still be there and hunting. Even if she were safe—to be put into something new and take however long to recreate it into a body—nobody else would be yet. 
 
    "… and deal with the rest later," he said, weakly. "Right now, let's just focus on getting in and out and having a nice rest of our day." 
 
    "Right," Lucas said. 
 
    It took them a little over ten minutes of walking to find the same abandoned house as before, and Keith felt a bit relieved that they'd found a place to park that had allowed them to get this close. They ducked into the trees, examining the house. 
 
    "Going in the front makes as much sense as anything," Keith said, after consideration. "Will you be able to unlock it?" 
 
    "I should," Lucas said. It was clear he was a bit nervous about being the first one in, but he didn't say anything about it, just gave Keith a quick, tight smile. "And then you'll get the lights on?" 
 
    "No, I…" Keith took a deep breath. "I should try to get the lights on first. If we can't, we shouldn't go in. I don't want to send you in there if it's dark inside." 
 
    Lucas nodded slowly. "All right. But you'll have to touch the wall to spark anything." 
 
    "I know," Keith said. "But if they're right at the front door, we're fucked anyway—" Suddenly waiting any longer was agonizing. Fear started to tip over into frustration. "I'm just going to do it. Come on." 
 
    "Wait—" 
 
    "Watching the house isn't doing anything," Keith said roughly, and Lucas fell silent, walking just two steps behind him. 
 
    Keith tried to move as stealthily as he could, ducking between trees, even if he felt fairly stupid doing it, as if he was a kid play-acting at a spy in a movie. It brought him as close as he could get without being in the open, and giving up on it, he darted forward, jogging up creaking front steps, soft with rot.  
 
    At the top, he spared a moment to be grateful that they hadn't collapsed under him. He'd have been some big hero, he thought, if he broke his leg before even getting inside. 
 
    He put a hand on the doorknob first, testing it. There was always the chance it was left unlocked for the Terrors to come and go, and he wouldn't have to send Lucas in first at all, but it rattled without opening, the knob not fully turning. 
 
    "There's definitely something in there that's not a Terror," he muttered under his breath. "Whatever's controlling them can lock people out during the day." 
 
    "Well, we'd all thought as much, since the bottle was enchanted," Lucas said. "Going to do your thing?" 
 
    "Just a second," Keith said. "Maybe I can see something of who it is…" 
 
    He focused, trying to draw memories out of the doorknob. He knew he shouldn't rely on it working. Sometimes he could force things to show up, but other times it was like flinging his mind against a blank wall over and over. 
 
    The metal of the knob warmed under his hand and he began to pick up vague things. Terrors, for sure, that lingering sense of fear and loss that always followed them. He focused harder, trying to imagine what might come in and out, saw misty shapes, the Terrors passing back and forth through the open door, but he didn't see what opened the door for them. Just a vague fog that he couldn't put shape to. 
 
    "No good," he said finally, when a headache threatened to start. He still needed to use his other abilities—he couldn't let himself overdo it on this. "I can't get anything." 
 
    The cool brush of Lucas's hand passed over the back of his neck. Despite himself, he shivered. "You did your best," Lucas said. "Ready to light it up? I'll dart in as soon as you do." 
 
    "Thanks," Keith said. "I can't risk setting it on fire, so I need to be… as delicate as I can."  
 
    Lucas let out a soft laugh. "It's like the inverse of your usual skills, huh? Starting electronics instead of stopping them, and stopping fires instead of starting them." 
 
    He was a bit worried he wouldn't be able to do the latter. He had pyrokinesis, had used it instead of a lighter back when he smoked, when his parents confiscated his lighters from him to try to make him stop. But there wasn't much reason to do anything with fire on a regular basis, and he was deeply out of practice. 
 
    "Inverse," he said, and tried to sound as confident as he could without raising his voice above a whisper. "I can do that." 
 
    Keith drew a deep breath in and let it out, trying to dismiss his headache, trying to center himself and calm down. Working with energy was always fiddly, and doing it while this scared was a recipe for disaster.  
 
    He leaned his forehead against the cool wood of the door, pressed his hands there, tried to tune out the lingering sense of Terrors and just breathed in slowly. The wet, rotting wood scent reminded him of the horned boy—of Hiraeth—and he focused on that image rather than the situation around him. He was trusted enough by Hiraeth to be given a name that he didn't give humans. He was supported by Lucas, that cold, reassuring brush on the back of his neck, the determination to help however he could. 
 
    He found the old wiring system and let the faintest of pulses run along it, his mind fracturing as it followed the wires as they split and rejoined, found what lights had bulbs in them and what didn't, found which of those lights had burned out wiring inside and which ones didn't. Found broken ends of wiring and pressed away on them with his pyrokinesis, pulling the air away from fire so that his tiny spark wouldn't even risk anything there. Found where those wires connected and retraced their path so that they would be blocked off from him when he set the others off. 
 
    There would be dark spots still, mostly in the basement, where more of the wiring had been chewed on by rats. Hopefully they wouldn't have to go down there. 
 
    For a moment—he wasn't sure how long, leaning against the door and breathing, time meaningless in context of the speed of electricity—he wasn't Keith anymore, was only impulse. 
 
    And then he'd found all the wiring, had barred off all the places that electricity couldn't touch, had found all the ones that it could, and shot that spark back into his own mind. 
 
    He exhaled and pressed electricity out. 
 
    The light over the porch flickered on with an audible popping sound, and the small windows on either side of the front door brightened slightly. He felt dizzy, unsteady, not at all like himself. 
 
    But that cool touch was still on his neck and he grounded himself to it, turned to look at Lucas with a smile. 
 
    "Nice, man," Lucas said, fond. "And to think you have trouble with a chip machine." 
 
    He'd never really tried with things like that, never with that focus, but he didn't bother saying it, just shook his head and huffed. "Go," he said. 
 
    Maybe the rest of the plan would go this smoothly too. 
 
    Lucas dropped his hand, stepping forward and vanishing through the door. Alone even for just a second, Keith's pride started to give way to the anxiety shivering back through his chest. 
 
    The door clicked and opened inward. 
 
  
 
  



 chapter eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    The musty air inside was thick with dust, which danced in the shadow-dappled sunlight filtering in through the windows. The front door had opened onto a large living room, sofa covered in a dust sheet, old pictures on the walls. One door in the room was open to show a kitchen and another, closed, led elsewhere on the floor. A stairway between the two doors led up to a second floor, with an open balcony overlooking the entryway.  
 
    It was melancholy, abandoned, but appearance-wise wasn't terribly frightening. Well-lit as it was, it hardly looked like walking into some kind of haunted house. 
 
    The feeling of the place, however, belied that look. 
 
    Terrors had been here, quite a few of them, and frequently. He'd known that before walking in, but even so, couldn't stop the feeling of ice water trickling down his spine. The aching sense of hunger and loss and rage and want felt as if it was filling every corner of the room. His second sight danced with dark patches, the impression of movement out of the corner of his eyes enough to make his heart race, already anxious and afraid. 
 
    But nobody had come racing into the room, nobody was challenging their intrusion, nobody had seemed to notice that they'd turned the lights on. 
 
    "Split up?" Lucas murmured, his soundless voice pitched as low as it could go. 
 
    They couldn’t go far from each other, but as long as they stayed on the same floor they could probably push the limit of their bond. "I'll take the kitchen," Keith whispered. "You mind going through the closed door…?" 
 
    "Better than making too much sound," Lucas said softly. He nodded to Keith, formed a fist, and tapped him gently on the shoulder, just an impression of pressure, there and gone, before heading to the closed door. 
 
    Keith tried to keep himself breathing evenly, and crept as quietly as he could to the kitchen. He felt a little silly about it, but whatever lived here might also be deep in the basement where the lighting was still off, and hadn't yet realized the lights had come on throughout the rest of the house.  
 
    Making noise might tip that balance. 
 
    It wasn't easy to move silently, though, the wood floor creaking with each step he took. He shuffled as best he could, moving as quickly as possible but still carefully shifting his weight. He found himself constantly debating about whether it was better to go fast, in case the Terrors' master wasn't home right now, or go quietly, in case it was. 
 
    There was no way to know. No way to make an informed decision. 
 
    The kitchen was in a decrepit state—but under the circumstances, it wasn't as bad as it could have been. As the dust sheets in the living room had implied, whoever had left the house had done so knowingly, and the garbage bin was empty. Likewise, no smell of rot came from the fridge. He checked it anyway—it was just another place to store things, and bottles of souls could be put on the shelves there as easily as anywhere else—and found it empty except for a jar of pickles, a couple of cans of beer, and some ketchup.  
 
    On some level, it was impulsively reassuring, but his mood, the atmosphere, was of a sort that ruined it as soon as relief came. What good did it do to know that the former owners, before they'd moved out, were just normal people?  
 
    They weren't the threat. 
 
    The floor of the kitchen was linoleum, peeling and a bit molded, but it muffled the floorboards a little more. It meant he was able to move faster than he had before, opening cupboards, peering through them quickly to look for glass bottles and moving on.  
 
    Mostly bare, they didn't hide any secrets, except to assure him that whatever was here didn't eat food to live. At least, he corrected himself silently, nothing that would be stored normally. 
 
    The kitchen had a doorless frame leading on to a dining room, and he felt for Lucas, making sure he wasn't straining him with distance. They were well within range of each other, and, a little regretful that he didn't have an excuse to back out, Keith stepped through into the dining room. 
 
    This, too, was a quick search. The table was dusty with disuse, and the china cabinet sat empty. He checked the chairs, both on top and underneath, but it was clear this room was not in any particular recent use. Beyond the table, a back door looked onto the woods. He kept a nervous eye on it as he did his perfunctory examination.  
 
    With that done, he shuffled hurriedly back through the kitchen and reemerged in the living room, giving it a brief search while he waited for Lucas to return. He doubted he'd find anything there in particular—it hardly seemed as though anyone would go to the bother of collecting Other essences only to drop them in the first room they entered—but he had the time. He checked under the dust cloths to make sure nothing was placed between the furniture and the floor, searched end tables. 
 
    The main thing that he noticed was that the floor wasn't quite as dusty as the dining room had been. Although dust floated visibly through the air, it had been disturbed fairly recently. 
 
    No surprise there. 
 
    Movement at the second door startled him, kicked his heart back into hammering too fast and too hard, but it was only Lucas, returning by pushing himself through the solid material of the door. He didn't comment on his dislike of it, but his eyes had gone empty, his mouth a hole in his transparent face. 
 
    Lucas came right back to Keith's side and brushed his arm before talking, again as hushed as he could. "Well?" 
 
    "Nothing," Keith murmured. "Just a kitchen and a dining room, then the back door. You?" 
 
    "A bathroom. And a work room of some kind, wood table and normal tools, an old wood saw. There were no bottles, though. The stairs to the basement were there too, behind a door." Lucas looked at Keith uneasily. "So what's next? Upstairs or downstairs?" 
 
    Keith couldn't repress a shudder. Too many horror movies were conspiring to convince him that they'd have to go down to the basement to find what they were looking for. "Upstairs," he said. "The wiring downstairs was damaged, so the lights are out. If the Terrors stay in the house—" and they probably did "—they'll all be downstairs right now. If we don't find her upstairs, we should just leave and figure out next steps." 
 
    Lucas let out a shudder, probably for similar reasons, but just turned to face the stairs up. "Right," he said. "Wish I could test the stairs for you, man." 
 
    Giving him a sickly smile, Keith said, "If I fall through and break my leg, you go get the horned boy to call an ambulance. Think you can go that far on your own?" 
 
    "Guess we'd find out," Lucas said, smiling grimly. 
 
    "Guess so," Keith agreed, and started for the stairs before he could completely psyche himself out. 
 
    They creaked underfoot but actually seemed much less likely to give than the ones outside. They'd stayed much drier and had, accordingly, rotted significantly less. He still hoped he wouldn't have to run up and down them at any point, and the noise didn't bring him any comfort. 
 
    Lucas followed behind him, silent and weightless. 
 
    At the top, they both stopped and glanced down the hall. There were what seemed to be four rooms total lining the narrow hallway-balcony overlooking the entry room. One door sat shortly to the right of the stairs at one end of the hall, one directly across the stairs, one further down the hall, and one at the left end of the hallway. Two rooms each, Keith thought. 
 
    If nothing was here, they'd have no choice but to leave empty-handed. He swallowed. 
 
    "I'll take the right," he breathed. "You take straight ahead?" 
 
    "You're the boss," Lucas agreed. He looked aside at Keith briefly, not moving, one hand drifting up as if he wanted to do something—Keith wasn't sure what. It looked almost like a handshake, that open hand reaching halfway to his chest, then hesitating and falling again. But Lucas turned away after, heading for the door in front of them. 
 
    Keith swallowed and turned too, fingers closing slowly around the cold knob of the door to the right. Out of the periphery of his vision, he saw Lucas stride forward and through the second door. 
 
    He pushed the door open. It let out an awful groan, and Keith could practically taste his own heartbeat, bile-sour and erratic, but still nothing seemed to react to it. 
 
    It was going well, he reminded himself. He had to hold onto that thought. 
 
    The room inside was another bathroom, the window inside broken and letting in gusts of cold air that drew a shiver out of him. It was in stark whites and blacks, a checkerboard pattern on the floor with several tiles broken, a clawfoot bathtub, a single standing sink. Some graffiti was written on the wall—insults, a phone number with the 8s turned into breasts—and it occurred to him for the first time that he'd never considered the possibility of squatters here. Yet something else to worry about. 
 
    Then again, he doubted any vagrants would survive what else was dwelling in the house, even if they'd been there once. That thought didn't make him any happier. 
 
    He checked the room quickly. There was only one small cupboard over the sink and another underneath, and not much else that could hide anything. An orb weaver spider had built a web over the broken section of window, and the web pulsed in and out with the gusts of wind. He watched it out of the corner of his eye, paranoia convincing him the spider would somehow blow off onto him and he'd scream and draw attention. 
 
    Anxious, he took hold of a cupboard door and opened it. His heart, already in his throat, tried to escape at what he saw inside—this was it. 
 
    The rush of hope faded a moment later into a strange adrenaline shiver. The bottles filling the cupboard were undeniably similar to the one he'd seen in his vision, but these didn't feel enchanted to his senses, and the ends were still stoppered, not cut into spouts. They certainly didn't feel like they contained any captured souls. One of them even still seemed to have a small amount of perfume sitting in the bottom. This he picked up carefully, hesitated over, and then put into his backpack, wrapping it in the spare sweatshirt he'd put in there as padding to keep any bottles they grabbed safe.  
 
    It wasn't what they'd come for, but it might be worth researching. 
 
    Nothing else of interest seemed to be there, and he left the bathroom, shutting the door behind him, trying to put pressure on it as he closed it to keep it from screeching quite so badly a second time.  
 
    He could move onto the next room now, take less time overall, but hesitated. It was important that Lucas knew where he was for sure, that they didn't lose track of each other even for a minute. So he waited outside the room, gazing down the balcony edge into the room below, watching for any sign of movement from the area of the basement stairs. 
 
    At least he didn't have to wait long. Lucas came out a minute later, hesitantly.  
 
    "Anything?" Keith asked. 
 
    Lucas shook his head, then shrugged. "Nothing relevant. A study. There was maybe something to look up later, but it didn't have to do with those bottles. I'll tell you when we're out of here."  
 
    When they had time, was what Lucas meant. Keith's heart leaped briefly at the thought that they were almost done here, at least for today—and again fell instantly. Only two rooms left to find her in, or it was a failure. 
 
    "Me too," he said instead, thinking of the perfume. "I'll take the other hall-side door. You take the one at the end? I'm guessing it's a guest room and the master bedroom, judging from the rooms we've been in so far…" 
 
    "Sounds good," Lucas said, and headed down the hall. 
 
    Keith took a deep breath and opened the door further down the hall.  
 
    His guess had been correct—at least, insofar that the room included a dresser and a bed—but the rest of it sent chills up his spine. 
 
    The room was full of dolls. 
 
    They were primarily porcelain and clay, from what he could tell, and wore fancy, frilly dresses. They looked to all the world like the kind he'd already seen both in Hiraeth's own antique store and the one they'd visited earlier, the one Lucas had been distracted by.  
 
    But there were many, many more of them here than in either store. They were stacked on nearly every surface in the room, from bed to dresser, and piled in corners. They varied in size from about a foot tall to almost human height, and, as one, their glassy eyes were open and staring into the room. 
 
    His skin crawled, but he stepped into the room. 
 
    It was impossible not to feel as if they were watching his every move, and he felt himself holding his breath as he searched among them, shifting them around. He was almost afraid to dig too far into them—they were piled so that moving one might cause a chain reaction. 
 
    Turning, he saw that near the wall by the door was something covered by another heavy cloth, tented. It looked like a chair—but from the shape, there was something sitting in it, and it struck him as odd. Even if the furniture downstairs was covered, neither the bed nor the dresser in this room were, and the dolls themselves were unprotected. 
 
    That thought made him look over them again. They didn't seem terribly dusty compared to the rest of the house, and he frowned slightly. Was it coincidental, or had they been brought in later, moved around, cleaned off…? He was convinced, after a moment's thought, that it must be the case. Even if the previous tenant had a young daughter, the rest of the room wasn't decorated accordingly, and that meant whoever or whatever was controlling the Terrors had, for some reason, brought these dolls in. 
 
    Even spending the time to assess them felt, though, as if he was delaying, trying to avoid what he knew he had to do. 
 
    Slowly, carefully, he approached the dust cloth hanging over the chair. It looked, to all the world, as though there was someone sitting in it.  
 
    It's probably just a doll, he told himself. The room was full of dolls. If there was a human shape under the cloth, it would have to be one too. 
 
    But why would only this one be protected right now? If the others had been recently handled, dust free, why only a cloth over one? 
 
    He swallowed, reached out a hand, and touched whatever it was through the cloth. He felt a head underneath, and features, but the form didn't move. 
 
    Just a toy, he reminded himself through his internal screaming, and, carefully, trying not to knock the thing underneath to the floor, lifted the cloth off the chair and let it slide down. 
 
    It was, exactly as he'd expected, a large doll. She was child-sized, around four feet if standing, and had curly black hair. She wasn't dressed, no frock put on her, and her body was as featureless as was expected: slight curve at the bust and waist but no visible sex, only shaped so that once in a dress, it would look as expected, with a body underneath rather than a lump of clay. 
 
    She was ball-jointed as well, designed so she could be posed any way the owner desired. As it was, she had her head bowed under what had been the weight of the cloth, her ankles crossed under the chair, and her hands in her lap. In those hands was a hand-mirror, turned up to reflect her face. 
 
    It, he reminded himself. Not she. Just an object, even if it was human-shaped. A little creeped-out, he leaned over, glanced in the mirror to see if anything was on its surface, caught his own eyes and the reflection of hers—  
 
    Her eyes rolled up slightly, meeting his in the mirror. 
 
    Keith strangled on a scream, backing away, preparing to flee to the hall with his heart suddenly pounding. She didn't otherwise move, not trying to rise or chase him, but it didn't matter. He'd seen enough.  
 
    But his attention was torn away by a wail from the next room, the voice heart-stoppingly familiar—  
 
    His own fear, his own flight, was forgotten. He did run, but not away, and not because of her. 
 
    Feet pounding, he tore out of the doll room and yanked open the final room at the end of the hallway, voice already raising in a shout. "Lucas—!" 
 
    Icy air poured outward. 
 
    The room was a master bedroom. He saw a four-poster bed, a long dresser covered in empty sharpened glass bottles, Lucas hovering between the two. A bottle was sticking out of him, strangely—something solid shouldn't be able to be supported by his massless form, but it stayed there regardless.  
 
    Keith blinked rapidly, drew a hitching breath, and realized another person was there too. 
 
    His second sight was used to making out Lucas's details, especially since Lucas was haunting him—the other one took a moment for him to recognize as a result. The shadow in front of Lucas, holding the bulbous end of the bottle, looked like a man, twisted and featureless. Not a Terror, still certainly a ghost, but with a gaping hole for a face. He seemed somewhat old, though how old Keith couldn't guess. He could barely focus on the realization he was having, staring at the bottle in Lucas. 
 
    It couldn't hurt him, he told himself into that silent pause. Lucas was a ghost. This was meant to hurt Others. It couldn't hurt him. 
 
    He didn't realize he'd spoken aloud until the faceless ghost's head turned. "A ghost…" the faceless ghost said, his voice cracked and dreamy all at once. "Yes, a ghost. A ghost will be perfect for the tests. Others are only a pale imitation, but this I can use… you brought me a ghost." 
 
    "Lucas, come here," Keith said, mouth dry. 
 
    Lucas met his gaze with eyes turned into black holes and shook his head. His shadowed lips parted, turned down. "I can't," he said, and all intensity had gone out of his voice. "Go." 
 
    "If I kill you," the faceless ghost said to Keith, conversational, "I wonder if I'll be lucky enough to have two ghosts? It hasn't worked on the humans I've killed so far, but you're so attached, I see, that perhaps—"  
 
    "Go," Lucas wailed again, voice rising in an ungodly groan, and flung a wall of pressure out. Keith fell backward into the hallway, smacking into something behind him, solid and clattering as he hit it. His necklace tore free from his neck, broken off by Lucas's ghostly pressure. It clattered across the hallway's landing, then fell off the edge between the railing posts to the living room below. 
 
    Whatever Lucas had done seemed to use up whatever energy he'd had, whatever he was doing to resist the bottle. The faceless ghost's attention turned back to Lucas, head swiveling, and Lucas popped. 
 
    There was no other way to think of it.  
 
    His image vanished, pulled toward the bottle and then was just gone, and along with it, the sense of his presence vanished as well. That sense of being watched, the sense of oppression, of having a spirit attached to him, the sense of knowing that Lucas was always there—gone.  
 
    It felt like there'd been a bubble around him that was no longer there. The world felt wrong, shapes looked too solid, noises seemed too loud.  
 
    (Hey! Look out!  
 
    It had been the same then, ignorance and then pressure, a body hitting him hard enough that he was bruised and scraped from the impact to the road, a horrible sound that he'd never forget, not until he died, and then suddenly the world was changing in a smear of body parts that he shouldn't have ever seen, an empty gaze, a face tilted back toward him from a body that wasn't anybody any more—)  
 
    In the room, the bottle clattered to the carpet, and the faceless ghost turned toward him again. 
 
    "Run," a voice said. 
 
    The words should have been Lucas's, and the unfamiliarity of the voice, a crisp, feminine tone, just confused him. He didn't know what was happening, couldn't know. His heart was pounding and he was on the road and someone he didn't know had just died to save him. 
 
    Cold fingers grabbed him around the shoulders, and he was pulled vaguely upright. "Run," she said again, and the faceless ghost was coming toward him and he couldn't find Lucas anywhere. 
 
    Her icy hand closed around his wrist and pulled and he turned and ran, clenching the girl's wrist equally tight, clattering down the stairs with her without caring if they broke under him, hitting the door and fleeing, gasping, legs pumping, into the sunny forest outside. 
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    Keith ran, only half-aware of what was happening, legs pumping, feet catching on fallen branches, stumbling, fingers scraping raw on tree trunks sticky with sap, recovering, continuing on.  
 
    Somewhere along the way, he'd let go of the girl's hand, and knew he should probably be concerned about that—whoever she was, she was running too—but he could hear her behind him still.  
 
    Or at least, he hoped it was her, and not somebody else. 
 
    He hardly had the attention to spare. His mind felt injured, thoughts in tatters. He'd begin to think something, and it would be whisked away again into the empty void of presence where Lucas should have been and wasn't.  
 
    Gone, gone, gone. 
 
    His foot caught a root and he went down, sprawling in wet leaves, shoulder hitting the ground so hard that it sent a jolt through his entire body. He struggled, limbs pressing against the dirt, scrabbling, head-spinning, every breath in making the vertigo worse. A clatter again as she caught up to him. 
 
    "You need to keep running," she said in that light, crisp voice, but even if her voice had no sympathy in it, she had crouched over him and was pulling at his shoulder instead of running on alone. A sob wracked him, and she gave him a shake. "I don't know if we're safe." 
 
    We.  
 
    He knew what she meant, but shuddered anyway. He felt stretched thin, overlaid between the past and the present. It had hurt like this when he'd hit the pavement. He remembered that ache, the pain, the shattering in his skull… 
 
    His hands were on the ground, but he pushed her away without using them. 
 
    She went flying, her hands torn from him, and clattered back against the path. A noise of shock was torn from her throat and that sound drove a knife through his gut, a sharp stab of guilt that drew him up short. 
 
    What am I doing? Keith thought, staring at his bloodied, dirty hands on the ground. He'd never been able to use telekinesis before, though he'd tried. He'd experimented all through his teenage years to try to lift things, move things—he'd focused so hard on items in his room that if he'd really had the ability, they'd probably have exploded.  
 
    But that was neither here nor there. 
 
    He shouldn't have been able to shove her, but had. That was the fact, and she hadn't done anything except try to help him, to get him out of there. It was clear she was as much as victim in this as he was or as… 
 
    As Lucas was. 
 
    He drew a deep breath and tried not to panic at the thought, tried to keep himself held together, as tenuous as it felt. "I'm sorry," he said, and pushed himself up fully on trembling arms, turning to face her finally. "Are you alright?" 
 
    She was a doll, the doll that he'd found under the dust sheet in the guest room, with her curly hair and long, strangely jointed limbs.  
 
    Keith's heart fell into the pit of his stomach, even though he should have realized it sooner. She'd started to move right before Lucas had yelled. There was really nothing—nobody—else it could be.  
 
    She was helping him, though, and there was no reason to be afraid. 
 
    For a moment, he felt fear regardless. She was something of that house, that terrifying doll-filled room that seemed to exist for a purpose he didn't yet understand. And she had come with him, come after him.  
 
    But that thought fled immediately as her actions clamored for his attention. It was obvious she was on the run too, but she'd taken the time to help him and check on him. She might have come from that place, but that didn't mean she was of it. She'd seemed imprisoned in some way under that blanket, unable to move until he'd looked into the mirror.  
 
    None of this was her fault. 
 
    She'd looked up at his question, though she hadn't answered him yet, having examined her body for injuries or, more likely, cracks. "I'm all right," she said finally. "… Are you?" 
 
    Hysterical laughter tried to bubble up inside him. He swallowed it with effort.  
 
    "I don't know," he said. "Does anything seem to be after us?" 
 
    "Not yet, but—" 
 
    Whatever was making her hesitate had to wait as a car pulled up with a squeal of tires and the scent of leaking gas. He almost didn’t recognize the horrible red monstrosity, but when he did, his hand flew to his chest, feeling for the locket Hiraeth had given him and not finding it. 
 
    "That's a friend," Keith managed, scrambling to his feet even as Hiraeth's driver-side door swung open and he hopped out, head ducked to let his antlers pass. "Get in." 
 
    "Who's this?" Hiraeth asked, looking around with quick, prey-like movements, eyes rolling as his head tilted this way and that. "Where's Lucas?" 
 
    A lump formed in Keith's throat and he swallowed that too. "She was in there; she helped me get out. Lucas—Lucas can't come. We need to get out of here, just in case." 
 
    "I don't know if we're being chased," the doll said. "I don't want to risk it. 
 
    Hiraeth's attention jerked to her and froze on her for a long, unsteady moment, his eyes wide. The expression on his face was hard to detangle, especially in Keith's current ragged mental state, and he didn't dare try to empathically sense anything.  
 
    "All right," Hiraeth said finally. "Get in." 
 
    He helped Keith into the passenger seat and held the door for the doll, then clambered back into his own seat, barely waiting until the door was closed and not bothering to buckle up before he slammed his car into reverse. It stank awfully and bounced terribly, and Keith thought that something must have damaged it on the trip in, the cluttered dirt road tearing at the suspension or something. 
 
    "I… I hope your car won't be too expensive to repair…" 
 
    "Love, I should probably get a new used car instead of fixing this one," Hiraeth said dismissively, which didn't make Keith feel much better. "It's just a thing." 
 
    "I guess." 
 
    They drove otherwise in silence, until Hiraeth had successfully, if unpleasantly, reversed off the dirt road back into the abandoned development site, then swung the car around to get back onto the main road.  
 
    "—Will they be able to track the gasoline?" Keith asked, the thought abruptly occurring. 
 
    "Shouldn't be able to," Hiraeth said. "Gas smells are everywhere in the city. I could park it some blocks away from where we're going just in case, but…" He glanced back at the doll. 
 
    The doll, in the back seat, pressed artificial fingers against the window, watching out. "You could get that new car now." 
 
    "That's a bit of a rush," Hiraeth said. "And doesn't really solve the immediate problem: I imagine they'll be a bit alarmed if two young men and a naked young girl show up together." 
 
    Keith blinked, then went red. "She's not—it's a doll body—"  
 
    "How do you think she looks to a human with their normal sight?" Hiraeth asked mildly. "Speaking of, sweetheart, please slide down a little. Don't want the cops on me when anyone looks in the window." 
 
    "Hang on," Keith stammered. He dug in his backpack, pulling the perfume bottle out first. He felt a rush of gratitude that it hadn't had broken in any of his falls. The bottle itself was thick-walled and the hoodie had protected it, but if it had been damaged and the perfume had leaked, he was sure they would have been very easy to track. "Here." 
 
    He passed the hoodie back. The doll stared at it briefly, and then pulled it on. It covered her to mid-thigh, but regardless, she sank low in her seat. 
 
    "Better," Hiraeth said. He considered the situation, lips tight, watching traffic. "It shouldn't be possible to track us through the city—Terrors aren't good with mechanical scents—but I understand the risk you're suggesting. I'm going to drop you two off at the antique shop and you can sneak her inside. Then I'm going to take this car somewhere a good distance away, and I'll deal with repairing or getting rid of it later." 
 
    "Right," Keith said. He was losing focus again and knew it, rubbed at his eyes with the heels of his hands. "Sure." 
 
    "I assume I can't take her to your dorm." 
 
    "No, it—no." 
 
    "Okay," Hiraeth said. "Rest for a moment. You can catch me up when we're all inside." 
 
    "Yes," Keith said. He cupped the perfume bottle with both hands and gratefully let himself just stop thinking for a while, just letting his eyes go blurry and watching the splashing fluid inside the bottle as the car bounced along.  
 
    There wasn't much conversation on the way anyway, the doll keeping quiet—perhaps, he thought, scared—and Hiraeth mostly watching traffic, keeping an eye on the rearview mirror. 
 
    Keith had to start paying attention again when Hiraeth pulled into the driveway to go behind the antique shop, idling once in. "This is my place," Hiraeth said to the doll. "We'll take care of you, darling, just hold tight. I imagine we'll all have questions for each other." 
 
    "Yes," she said, sitting up straight again. "I imagine." 
 
    Hiraeth took a key off his key ring and handed it to Keith. "Take this and both of you go upstairs," he said. "I'll have to knock to be let in, so keep an ear out for that." 
 
    Keith closed his hand around the key. "Right. Okay." 
 
    "Raid my closet for clothes for her." 
 
    "Ah—yeah." 
 
    He got out stiffly, starting to feel his aches and bruises from the flight, and headed to unlock the back door. The doll came to stand behind him, and he tried not to feel strange about that, the familiar sense of someone nearby without any sense of Lucas at all. 
 
    Hiraeth backed out of the driveway, the car making a horrendous noise, and was off. 
 
    Keith got the back door unlocked and let her in. Hiraeth had implied he should lock up behind themselves, so he did, then gestured her up the stairs. "Um, he—the horned boy—he's a friend of mine. We were trying… We were trying to find another friend." 
 
    "A friend…? In there?" the doll asked. 
 
    They headed into Hiraeth's tiny bachelor apartment over the shop, and obligingly, Keith went to the closet, starting to dig through it. Hiraeth wasn't particularly large, but even so, his clothes were likely to hang baggy on her small form. He picked out a pair of pants and a belt to go with them, along with a button-down shirt, then handed them to her. "Yes," he said, about to explain, then hesitated. "What were you doing in there?" 
 
    "I was… always in there…?" she said, and looked at the clothes clutched in her hands thoughtfully. "That can't be right, can it?"  
 
    Keith let out a breath. Although he'd already seen her as naked as she was able to get, he turned away to give her some privacy to change. "I'm going to clean up," he said, putting the perfume bottle down on Hiraeth's desk. "Get dressed." 
 
    "All right," she said, sounding preoccupied. 
 
    Keith headed into Hiraeth's bathroom, and stared at himself in the small mirror over the sink. He looked awful, he thought. Dirt and dust aside, the skin under his eyes—always dark and heavy-looking—had gone from bags to an entire luggage set, almost bruised-looking.  
 
    It was how pale his face had gone, he decided. Some kind of shock. He splashed his face, then began to scrub dirt off his fingers, off the scrape on his elbow where his shirt had torn. It didn't exactly make him feel better or anything, but standing in the silence with just the water running, not having to deal with anything except the intense immediacy of his dirty cuts and how they stung, was calming. 
 
    Even after he'd finished, he stood there, letting the hot water build up steam he could inhale, warming his ice-cold hands in the sink. Hiraeth probably had to pay hot water costs, he reminded himself, but couldn't quite bring himself to stop for a good long few moments. 
 
    He dried his hands off on Hiraeth's towel, hoped Hiraeth wouldn't mind, and made himself draw a deep breath. 
 
    Time to go back out there and deal with the doll. 
 
    She was fully dressed by the time he finally emerged, and sitting stiffly in Hiraeth's desk chair. As expected, they didn't quite fit her, and both the legs of her pants and sleeves of her shirt were rolled to show narrow ball-jointed ankles and wrists.  
 
    Keith examined her properly, looking her over in silence. Her curly black hair sat in tight ringlets, a little too shiny to pass for real. Her eyelids were jointed in the way that in actual dolls meant that they'd be closed while she lay down and open while upright, but she did seem to have control over them, half-lowered as she watched him back. Her chin had the faint lines of a moveable mouth, and she had it a little open. Otherwise, her face was mask-like, calm and immovable.  
 
    She seemed delicate, but he wasn't sure how much of that was her narrow frame, his own awareness that she could be broken, and how much was the uncertainty hovering around her like a cloud. 
 
    "So," he said finally. "Are you ready to explain why you were there?" 
 
    Slender, jointed fingers folded over each other as she clutched her hands together in her lap. "I could answer you," she said. "But I thought you might want to wait until your friend is back. What about you?" 
 
    "I… we said already," Keith said. "A friend was taken there and we were trying to find her." 
 
    "Was she really there?" the doll asked, her crisp voice curious. "It sounded like you were the only ones there." 
 
    Keith chewed on his lower lip. He didn't know what was safe to tell her, hadn't had a proper chance yet to catch up Hiraeth and get his thoughts. "That's why we came, anyway." 
 
    She leaned forward. In the silence, he realized that her movement actually made sound, a faint rattling of limbs. "You woke me up." 
 
    "Were you sleeping…?"  
 
    The doll shifted again, head tilting, and looked down at her hands, turning their palms up as if she were looking at the mirror in them again. "I don't know that I was sleeping," she said. "But you woke me up." 
 
    The entire conversation was starting to get way too creepy. He opened his mouth, trying to find something to say to that, and jolted as his phone rang. "Uh, one second." He dug it out of his pocket with suddenly shaking hands, managed to swipe it on after one failed attempt. "Keith here." 
 
    "Just wanted to let you know I'm on my way back now," Hiraeth said. "You okay?" 
 
    Tears threatened to well up abruptly, a thickness in his throat and an itch behind his eyelids. He tried to breathe shallowly. "Fine," he said, swallowing that lump back out of fear that if he started he wouldn't stop. "See you soon." 
 
    "Keith—" 
 
    He hung up, closing his eyes. For a moment, he thought he was going to break down right there in front of the doll, unable to stop shaking. Hiraeth's voice had been so casual, but there'd been no hiding the genuine concern underneath it. 
 
    What could he have said, though? No? He was exhausted and shaken and Lucas wasn't there, and he had never considered that Lucas would be in danger. Himself, yes, that he might die. Hiraeth, certainly—that was why they'd talked him into staying behind. Others were being hunted, humans could be killed, but a ghost? 
 
    The phone rang again, and he hesitated, staring at it, at Horned Boy written on his screen, before swiping it on again. "Yeah?" he managed thickly. 
 
    "Ask her if she eats, please."  
 
    The concern was worse now, but Keith was glad that even if he could hear it, Hiraeth wasn't asking anything of him anymore. He didn't think he could hold himself together if asked a second time.  
 
    "Yeah," he said, and swallowed, met the doll's eyes again. "My friend wants to know if you eat." 
 
    "If…" she looked up at the ceiling, as if she could find the answer there. "I don't know. I don't think so. I'm not hungry, and I should be by now, I'd think." 
 
    "You hear that?" Keith asked the phone. 
 
    "Yep. Be back soon." 
 
    Hiraeth hung up first this time, and Keith let out a sigh, still clutching the phone in his hand as he walked over to Hiraeth's futon and sank down onto it.  
 
    It smelled like him, that wet, natural scent, and he ran his fingers over the blankets, wishing he could rewind back to this morning and maybe just not get out of bed at all. 
 
    The doll was watching him again, evenly. "Am I a prisoner?" she asked. 
 
    It was so out of left field that he found himself making a face, nose scrunching, upper lip curling up. "What?" 
 
    "We ran away together," she said. "But now what?" 
 
    "Now… now we ask you questions," he said. "And figure out what we can do from here." 
 
    She was sitting very still. "And if you don't like the answers?" 
 
    "Look, this is stupid," he said. "I don't know. Okay? I think we wanted to rescue as many people as we could. I don't think that's going to change just because we fucked up. You obviously helped get me out of there. No, you're not a prisoner." 
 
    Lowering her gaze, she said, quiet, "Okay. I don't want to be a prisoner again." 
 
    Abruptly, he felt guilty for having snapped. But it just mixed in with everything he was feeling guilty about, and he didn't have the energy to apologize. He just put his head in his hands and nodded. "All right. Understood. But stick around so we can talk." 
 
    "I will." 
 
    He didn't look up. "Good. Great." 
 
    This time, when he fell silent, she didn't speak again either. It was uncomfortable, but he couldn't seem to find any more words within the churning mass of thoughts that wouldn't have been questions about what had happened, and he agreed that Hiraeth should be there to listen. He couldn't trust his own mind right now, couldn't expect he'd make sense of it anyway. 
 
    So he just kept his head down, eyes closed, sitting on Hiraeth's mattress and counting his breaths, trying to find a way out of the tight net of anxiety and grief winding around himself, and she didn't move either, just sat at Hiraeth's desk and waited. 
 
    When Hiraeth finally knocked to be let in, Keith thought he might start crying just out of the relief of pressure from the situation, as though Hiraeth was some kind of umbrella against the storm. "Hey," he managed, voice wobbly as they headed up the stairs together. 
 
    "Hey. I got you a sub," Hiraeth said, and tossed a bag on the mattress before sitting and pulling Keith down with him, digging his own wrapped sandwich out of the bag. "You're probably in shock. You should eat. Here's a soda too." 
 
    "I don't want—"  
 
    "Sugar will help," Hiraeth said, and opened the tab on the drink before passing it over. 
 
    The doll finally shifted again, a soft rattle of joints. "The car was put away?" 
 
    "It's in a lot, yeah," Hiraeth said. "And when I came back, I disguised the trail." He didn't say how, and Keith didn't bother asking. It was enough to know that Hiraeth thought it would do the job. "Who are you?" 
 
    "I'm…" The doll hesitated. "Do I need a name?" 
 
    "You don't need one," Hiraeth said. "But I'm interested. Do you have one, or are you just not sharing it?" 
 
    The doll seemed to hesitate again, once more looking at her hands. Keith chewed his sandwich. It contained a weird variety of cold cuts that honestly didn't taste very good together, but since Hiraeth didn't eat meat, it wasn't like he could expect more.  
 
    "Marion," she said. 
 
    "Was that the name you already had," Hiraeth asked quietly, "or one you just made up?" 
 
    "I made it up," she said. "I don't remember a name. I don't remember much." 
 
    Hiraeth looked away from her finally and unpacked his own sandwich, which seemed to be about 90% lettuce, with a few mushrooms and peppers thrown on for variety. It sprayed shredded lettuce onto his mattress as he bit into it, but he didn't seem to care, just picking at bits and tossing them back onto the wrapper as he chewed. "So you picked that because you're a doll?" 
 
    "Yes," she said.  
 
    "There are other types of dolls," Hiraeth said. "Do you feel like your strings are being pulled?" 
 
    Marion hesitated at that, but less as though she was cornered and more as if she was trying to hunt down an answer, a sense of longing hanging around her. "No," she said finally. "I don't think so. Marion makes a good name, so it's easy. But I don't know my purpose. I don't know why I'm here. If someone is pulling my strings, I don't know it." 
 
    "Keith," Hiraeth said, his tone still light and pleasant. "Can you tell me what happened in there?" 
 
    Keith swallowed his current bite of his sandwich and felt it moving in a lump down his throat the entire way. "Uh…" He rubbed at his forehead with one slightly greasy palm. "Lucas and I split up to search the rooms. We couldn't go in the basement because I wasn't able to get the lights working there, so we searched the main floor. When we didn't find anything, we went upstairs." 
 
    "And that's where you met Marion?" 
 
    "Yeah—the first room I searched was the bathroom. I found a bunch of those bottles, the bottles I saw in the dreams, but not enchanted or with the ends cut. I brought one home… it's over there." He nodded to it. 
 
    Hiraeth didn't turn to look, still just watching Keith's face. "And then?" 
 
    "We took the last two rooms on the floor. I went into one and it was full of dolls. A tarp was over a chair, and I took it off to check underneath for the used bottles. She was on the chair, staring into a mirror. When I tried to get a better look, she looked up, but Lucas was… Lucas was screaming, so I ran…" 
 
    The sound seemed to be stuck in his head, playing over and over again. Hiraeth put two fingers on the back of Keith's hand. "What happened to Lucas?" 
 
    "I… I went to look. He'd been stabbed with one of those bottles. It was actually sticking in him." His chest was aching, felt hollowed out and blown up. He could still feel that lump of sandwich moving slowly through him. "There was another ghost there. He had no face, but he looked like, felt like a ghost. He'd attacked Lucas with the bottle, and…"  
 
    Keith closed his eyes.  
 
    "Keep going, love," Hiraeth said gently. "Who knows what'll be useful?" 
 
    "The other ghost said something about ghosts," Keith said. It was weird, he could remember the sound of Lucas's voice so clearly, but couldn't remember the exact words the other ghost had said at all. "About ghosts being useful. He was going to try to kill me to see if he could make another ghost. Lucas flung me away and then he was—gone." 
 
    Those tears welled up. He ducked his head, pressed the hand that wasn't holding his sandwich over his eyes and tried to press the tears back in but couldn't. Silent sobs were forcing themselves up, raggedly shaking him, pushing him around with as much pressure as Lucas had used to throw him, as much pressure as he'd impossibly used to throw Marion.  
 
    "That's the man who lives there," Marion said calmly, agreeably. "He's the one who made me." 
 
    "I think you'd better tell us what you do remember, Marion," Hiraeth said. "In just a minute, though, please," and he put his arms around Keith, pulling him over. 
 
    It was embarrassing to cry in front of anyone, but the tears were coming whether he wanted them to or not. He wrapped both arms around Hiraeth, sandwich squeezing out its contents in one tight-knuckled hand, and clung to him as he sobbed. 
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    It took him a few minutes to cry himself out, until the seizing pressure of his chest slowly settled to the point where he could breathe again. He felt awful—head throbbing, eyes aching, chest and throat sore, and, of course, embarrassed.  
 
    Crying was humiliating at the best of times, and worse if in front of anyone. It reminded him too much of therapy, of having to deal with having seen Lucas die while Lucas was there with him in the room, watching and also trying to comfort him, guilty. 
 
    But once he was done, he always had to admit that it felt as though the tears had needed to come. No matter how much he regretted doing it, there was a relief, too. He'd cried, he'd gotten it as out as it was going to get, and there was nothing to do but try to figure out where to go from here. 
 
    "Better, sweetheart?" Hiraeth asked, combing his fingers through Keith's hair to push it away from his face. 
 
    "Yeah," Keith said hoarsely. "Sorry." 
 
    Hiraeth shook his head, smiling, the expression sad. "Don't apologize. Drink your soda." 
 
    Keith was pretty sure that he was supposed to drink water after something like that, but picked up the can anyway and sipped it. The fizzing burn of the carbonation at least felt like a sort of relief, as if it was peeling away the thickness in his throat. 
 
    "Now," Hiraeth said gently, turning back to Marion. She was looking incredibly uncomfortable, which Keith thought was pretty reasonable under the circumstances. "Let's hear what you remember. Start at the beginning, and add in as much detail as you can. Okay?" 
 
    Her eyes flicked from Hiraeth to Keith and back, then lowered to her hands. She flexed them slowly, then nodded. "I suppose it will help us both." 
 
    "That's the goal," Hiraeth agreed. 
 
    She drew a breath, the sound audible and tinny. "I woke up in the basement," she said. "He was doing work by candlelight. I think he may have just put my body together, because it was some kind of work room, and there were tools and spools of string nearby. But it would make sense, that I wouldn't remember anything before I was put together…?" 
 
    Marion looked at them both, and if her expression couldn't move, her voice was pleading. Keith wasn't sure how to respond, but Hiraeth was handling things, nodding along. "That sounds reasonable, but you're not sure?" 
 
    "Well," she said. "He was the one who put me together. That ghost. He can manipulate objects still—I don't know what else he can do. But he began to ask me a lot of questions. What my name was and what I remembered. Of course, I told him that I couldn't remember anything. How could I, if I were just made? He didn't like that." 
 
    "So he'd thought you could remember something more?" Hiraeth asked. 
 
    Hesitating, she considered that, then shook her head. "No. I don't think he thought I was lying to him. Rather, I think he felt that I should have been able to remember something, but couldn't. He acted like I was a failure. He said, as I recall, that I was so fresh, it should have been easy to bring out those memories still inside me." 
 
    Keith felt Hiraeth's breath catch next to him. "That's a strange thing to say," Hiraeth said, and, although his tone was neutral, Keith could feel an eagerness in him. 
 
    "I thought so," Marion said. "I didn't ask much. He was… frightening. There was something very scary about him to me. And the monsters were all around, the terrifying masses of… I don't know what they were. Fear." 
 
    "He uses Terrors," Keith said. "They feel like that." 
 
    "They certainly felt like 'Terror'," Marion said. She fiddled with her fingers, listening to them clack, and sank down a little in Hiraeth's chair. She couldn't exactly sag, not with the only places she could bend at the hips and just under the sternum, but seemed to make an attempt at it. "I was terrified." 
 
    Hiraeth made a sympathetic sound, but that sense of anticipation hadn't left him. "It must have been awful," he said. "Can you remember more about what he was saying about memories?" 
 
    "Not entirely," she said slowly. "He was talking to himself a lot, but he mumbled. His voice was vague. It came in and out of hearing. I know that he wanted me to remember something, but I don't know what it was, or if it was even anything specific. It was all blank before I had woken up, and I told him as much. He did tell me that he wasn't about to give up on me yet, and that a secondary experiment might make me remember." 
 
    "A… secondary experiment?" Keith asked. 
 
    She shifted her heavy-lidded gaze to him. "That's what he said. With those monsters around, I didn't dare try to run, but the term stuck with me. I didn't want to be experimented on. He used that ability to move objects to make me walk up the stairs. He talked as we went. He said the memories must still be in me, and there had to be a way to get them out. That he'd had to give up on previous experiments, but he still wanted to see if he could work with me. If it failed, he would have to put me under full control." She looked up at Hiraeth again with that frozen expression. "It was a terrifying thought, but I couldn't resist him." 
 
    Hiraeth said, terribly gentle, "Nobody's blaming you for not running sooner. You escaped as soon as you could and helped get someone else out. You did great." 
 
    Marion's eyes went wide briefly, then lowered again. "Ah," she said, and she sounded a little unsteady. "Thank you. He took me upstairs to the room that Keith found me in, and it was very… very frightening. It was full of dolls, and I wondered if this was where he put his 'failures'. Whatever those were. He made me sit and put some kind of mirror in my hands. He did something to it, murmured over it, and suddenly it was very… I don't know. It felt really warm." 
 
    "It was enchanted," Keith said. "I'm not sure what the spell was, though. I don't actually know anything about magic." 
 
    "I'd love to have that mirror," Hiraeth said, with audible longing, then shook his head with a smile, dismissing it. "And then?" 
 
    Uncomfortably, watching Hiraeth for a moment as if she was having trouble understanding him, she said, "He told me that the eyes were the mirror to the soul, and that was why he didn't have any anymore. He made me look at myself in the mirror and then I was… stuck. I couldn't look away. My thoughts felt like they were running in circles, hammering back on themselves, against a wall I couldn't get past." 
 
    "And how long was this?" Hiraeth asked, his tone lighter again, gentle. 
 
    She shook her head, curls bobbing. "I don't know," she said. "I couldn't tell time." 
 
    "All right," he said. "That's fine. Don't worry about it. And then you snapped out of it when Keith came?" 
 
    "He changed what was in the mirror, however briefly, and I could move," she said. 
 
    Hiraeth let out a whistle between his teeth and started picking up bits of Keith's sandwich, handing them back to him. A little embarrassed, Keith ate them. "All right," he said. "So, Marion, here's what's been going on." 
 
    "I was hoping you would say." 
 
    "Terrors are normally an instinctive lot," Hiraeth said. "They hunt Others and eat them, but they don't reason. They've recently been acting under something's control, however, and it's been making them behave differently. They've been working together, using enchanted tools, and so on. And what they're doing, as we've managed to determine, is collecting an Other's essence in one of these enchanted bottles. Why, we don't know." 
 
    She nodded slowly. "So when you said you were trying to rescue a friend…" 
 
    "Her body had been killed and her essence gathered. If we could get her essence back, it would inhabit something and eventually become a new body for her," Hiraeth said in a teacherly way, as if it had nothing to do with him at all. "We Others are not easy to kill, as long as our essence survives." 
 
    "What's an Other?" she asked. 
 
    That gave Hiraeth pause. "Oh," he said, in a very small voice.  
 
    Keith looked at him quickly. If Hiraeth had been eager throughout the rest of this conversation, that had taken the wind out of his sails. A genuine hurt seemed to pass through him, hovering around him like a cloud that Hiraeth himself was actively trying to disperse.  
 
    "There are two worlds overlaid into one," Hiraeth said finally, his tone light again but, Keith thought, a little strained. "The Overworld and the Otherworld. They exist in the same place at the same time. Humans are people like my friend Keith here, though he's a rare exception to their inability to see the Otherworld. Some humans like him have the second sight, the ability to see both worlds at once, the way Others can. So what's the difference? Humans live fast and hard and their essences usually leave after death. I'm an Other. We live slowly and gently and our essences linger." 
 
    "What is a ghost," Marion asked. "And a Terror?" 
 
    "Ghosts are human souls that don't disperse, due to forming some kind of bond at their death. It is usually, but not always, due to trauma," Hiraeth said.  
 
    Keith felt that awful grief welling up in him and forced himself to swallow it down.  
 
    "Sometimes, after they stick around a very long time, their attachments get lost or muddied, and if they fail to do whatever it is human essences do, they eventually lose themselves and become a Terror. So ghosts are neither Other nor human. I guess that he can't collect human souls normally because they disperse too fast, but that's why he could get both Others and a ghost like Lucas." 
 
    Marion said, "The ghost in the manor was gathering Other essences and studying memories." 
 
    "Yes," Hiraeth said. "It sounds that way." 
 
    She said, more slowly, "When he met Keith's friend, he wanted to collect him. A ghost would be more useful than an Other, he said. He wanted to kill Keith, too, in the hopes of getting a second ghost." 
 
    "Yeah," Keith said, mouth dry. 
 
    "Doesn't that mean he thinks he's about to become a Terror and wants to keep himself from forgetting?" 
 
    Keith's heart began to hammer. He hadn't thought about it in that much detail, hadn't been able to focus well enough to put two and two together. But she was right. The pieces all fit. That meant that he was going to experiment on Lucas—probably immediately, if he was so eager to get a ghost. That Lucas was going to have something done to him, that while he was sitting here being sad, Lucas was being hurt. 
 
    Hiraeth was carefully not looking at him. "I think so," he said. "He was probably a human with sight when he was alive, and perhaps some kind of wizard, since he can enchant things like your mirror. I imagine someone like that would especially not want to lose themself."  
 
    "And… if I wasn't good enough," she began slowly. "If he thought I should remember something but didn't, does that mean I was one of those Other essences, and what he did to me made me forget…?" 
 
    "Yes," Hiraeth said. "I think you were an Other who was captured, and instead of having the time to fill a vessel naturally, you were forced to fill one quickly and have forgotten who you were as a result." 
 
    "I want to remember," she burst out. 
 
    Keith was speaking at the same time, talking over her, raw and aching. "I need to save Lucas." 
 
    Once it was out of his mouth, he felt, suddenly, very calm. It was that simple. He'd go back to the house and find Lucas's bottle and get out of there, and all the panic, fear, and horror in the world didn't matter. He wasn't going to let Lucas get experimented on or damaged or lost. It was one thing for an Other to lose their memories, clearly, but if a ghost did… they already knew what happened to those. 
 
    He thought of the Terrors he'd seen attacking Others in his dreams, and the ones that he'd had the misfortune to run across once or twice before, those hideous mindless masses. He set his jaw. 
 
    He wouldn't let that happen to Lucas.  
 
    Hiraeth raised both hands, one palm pointed toward Keith, the other toward Marion, trying to mediate between them. Keith almost wanted to laugh. There was no conflict between their goals, if only because they had nothing to do with one another. Marion could try to figure out her memories, and Keith would go back to the house—alone, if necessary. 
 
    "Okay," Hiraeth said soothingly. "I have an idea. It's almost even a plan." 
 
    "What is it?" Marion asked. Keith sipped his soda and wondered distantly if anyone would stop him if he got up right now. 
 
    Keeping his hands up between them, Hiraeth said, "We have to go in after Lucas again, no doubt about that. But we can't go now—" 
 
    That got Keith's attention again—he focused in like he couldn't hear anything else. "We have to," he protested. "I need to go before… before he can do anything to him." 
 
    Hiraeth turned to face him fully. His expression had lost that faint longing and was entirely concern. Even feeling around him with his vague scraps of empathy, Keith couldn't pick up much else. Worry, a background pulse of loss, concern.  
 
    Hope. 
 
    It was such an incongruous feeling that he drew a shuddering breath in when he noticed it. What was there to hope for in this? He didn't even think he'd succeed in getting Lucas back, but he had to try. 
 
    It was that hope that kept him in his seat, kept him from pushing past and just leaving. 
 
    Did Hiraeth have a plan? 
 
    Could he? 
 
    "I know," Hiraeth said, after a long moment of just looking at him. Assessing him. He leaned in a little, putting his hand on Keith's chest, over his heart. "I understand your feelings." 
 
    That, too, twisted a knife in him. He opened his mouth to retort, to talk back, and felt his words die. 
 
    When Hiraeth had been in a similar situation with the bone girl, it had been Keith who cautioned him to wait. It had been Keith suggesting plans, coming up with options. And that hadn't gone well, Keith reminded himself grimly. But Hiraeth and the bone girl were friends who went way back. Surely that was the same thing. 
 
    It didn't feel like the same thing. It would be unfair to protest, wrong of him, but it lodged in his chest anyway. Lucas is more to me than the bone girl is to you. 
 
    He managed, at least, not to say it. 
 
    "I understand your feelings," Hiraeth repeated firmly. "But going right now would just guarantee failure. I promise you that. It's too late in the day. It'll be dark by the time we got there if we left now, and the Terrors will be fully active. The ghost himself probably will be too. Negative spirits are almost always more active at night." 
 
    Keith swallowed. It was almost exactly the same argument he'd made to Hiraeth. "Even if I go tomorrow, he made her downstairs." A nod to Marion. "I'll have to go into the unlit areas. Doesn't matter if it's dark." 
 
    "It's going to be unpleasant," Hiraeth agreed. "But even in dark areas, Terrors are less active and dangerous during the daytime, and negative spirits as well. If you know you're going to have to face them for sure, you want to go when they're weakest, not strongest." 
 
    That wasn't what Keith wanted to hear. He tried to take another sip of his drink to force the lump down, but his can was empty. He put it very carefully down next to the futon to keep himself from throwing it at the wall. "He wanted a ghost. So he'll start doing his experiments on Lucas right away. Don't you get it? If I don't go now, it'll be too late." 
 
    "That's possible," Hiraeth agreed. "But if he wanted a ghost, and hasn't caught one before now, he won't want to risk wasting him. He'll have to set up brand new experiments, and do so with a lot of care rather than rushing into them. He also was out and about using a lot of energy today. He may need to build his strength back up. I think we have time." 
 
    "You didn't think we had time when it was the bone girl at stake." Despite himself, bitterness seeped into his words, with guilt washing in behind it. 
 
    Hiraeth blinked docilely, as if he'd completely missed the tone of it. "But I agreed with you about the safest option. Ah, there's another thing, too." 
 
    "What…" 
 
    Finally, Hiraeth dropped his hand from Lucas's chest, and used it to gesture at Marion. "I think it's possible you could help her find her memories." 
 
    "What?" Keith's jaw dropped briefly. It didn't make sense "How? I can't do that. I've never done anything like that." 
 
    "Could he? Is that a human thing…?" Marion asked, dubious. 
 
    "Not a human thing," Hiraeth said, in a blandly affable tone. "But Keith's a psychic. And his strongest abilities are in seeing memories. He can find memories associated with objects, and even see events that may not have happened yet, or which may be happening elsewhere." His eyes were glittering like the metal they resembled.  
 
    Keith was shaking his head, had started before Hiraeth even finished talking. "I've never done anything like that before." 
 
    "You've never had to," Hiraeth said lightly. "And maybe you won't be able to at all. But your abilities are changing, aren't they? You said that you moved things when previously you hadn't been able to." 
 
    "That's…" Keith wavered, remembering how it had felt to take pressure and turn it outward. The sound of Marion hitting the ground. "Yes, but that has nothing to do with digging up someone else's memories." 
 
    "But it does mean your psychic abilities are more widely opened than they were before. Maybe it's the amount of focus you had to put into getting the lights on—"  
 
    Despite his attempts to swallow it down, a bitter laugh rose in him. "No," he said. "No, that's not it. It's trauma." 
 
    "Ah…" Guilt flickered across Hiraeth's face. 
 
    "I got my second sight and other abilities when Lucas died saving my life," Keith said. His voice sounded rough to his own ears, as if it was tearing up his throat on the way out. "Way back then, he shoved me away. And in there, he shoved me away again. It felt… the same. All the memories flooding back… if anything triggered more power, it was him. Not me. Just him." 
 
    Drawing an unsteady breath in, Hiraeth squeezed Keith's shoulder. He wanted to shove it off, but knew that Hiraeth was trying to comfort him, and didn't—despite his resentment. 
 
    "I'm sorry," Hiraeth said. "But even so, if you got one new ability, you might have others. Or ones you have might be strengthened. And I think it's a good idea if you know what your arsenal is before you charge in. The worst possible situation would be if you could save him and weren't able to because you didn't know what you were capable of." 
 
    That, at least, was a good point. "All right," Keith said slowly. "But…" 
 
    "As a doll, she's both an object and a person, and you can see memories off objects. I think it's possible that you will be able to use abilities you already have, and maybe back them up with whatever new things are in you, and go looking for her memories," Hiraeth said calmly. He met Keith's eyes, held them steady, sympathetic but relentless. "I think it's worth a shot, and it might help us understand more about what's going on in there before we rush back in. And we will rush back in, I promise you." 
 
    It was a compelling argument, if still one that he didn't really want to hear. "I…" Keith drew a deep breath in and slowly let it out. "I mean, I don't know if it'll work. And I don't know if she's willing…?"  
 
    He glanced up at Marion again finally. She was leaning forward on her seat, watching him with her blank face, eyes fully open. 
 
    "I would like to remember," she said. "I don't like the thought that I don't know who I am. That I've forgotten." 
 
    "Besides," Hiraeth said, and even knowing he didn't mean any harm, it was impossible for Keith to not get his back up a little at the sound of his voice: deliberate, a little purring, driving the nail home, "it may be necessary later." 
 
    "Oh…?" Keith asked, cautiously. 
 
    Hiraeth spread his fingers, holding empty palms out to Keith. "I truly don't think the ghost will be able to start experimenting on Lucas until later," he said. "I genuinely don't. If I did, I'd push us to move faster. But if I'm wrong, he might end up like our friend here. And then you'll want some practice on having done it in order to get his memories back." 
 
    Keith's heart was abruptly doing the wrong thing, stuttering, pounding too hard. He breathed short, shallow breaths. “That's if whatever he does puts Lucas in a doll," he said shortly. "Instead of making him a Terror." 
 
    That hadn't seemed to occur to Hiraeth. Horror crossed his face—then his brows creased, and he brought one hand to his mouth, a finger curled over his lips, deep in thought. "Yes," he said finally. "But if he's a Terror, you'll definitely want to be able to get his memories back, and do it without any delay." 
 
    Hiraeth was right. 
 
    If he could learn this, if he could practice it on Marion, then his chances of saving Lucas would be much higher, whatever had happened to him. Even knowing he was being manipulated, he couldn't deny it. 
 
    Keith hung his head. "Alright," he whispered. "I'll try." 
 
  
 
  



 chapter eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the attempt planned, Hiraeth seemed to really get into things. Keith, still feeling as if even breathing was too much effort, couldn't really appreciate the situation. "I've got a thing downstairs, hang on," Hiraeth said enthusiastically. "It's supposed to focus energies." 
 
    "And that should… help?" Keith asked dubiously. 
 
    "Your senses are just energy use, aren't they?" he asked, in a tone like he meant it strictly rhetorically, although Keith wouldn't have been able to answer the question with any degree of assurance. "You two hang on." 
 
    He ducked down the stairs. In the quiet after he left, Keith gave Marion a dubious look.  
 
    "Are you sure about this?" he asked, when the silence in front of her immobile face grew a little too oppressive. "You can say no. I've never done this before and it's… fine if you've had enough of people experimenting on you. I don't know if I might do any kind of damage in there." 
 
    Her eyes flicked over his face. "It's fine," she said. "I'd say that possibly all the damage has already been done. Knowing that I didn't just 'begin' a short while ago, but not knowing who I am… it's unendurable." 
 
    Keith could understand that. The thought of the same for himself—that he might, say, be attacked by this ghost, that he might somehow be changed so he didn't remember why he'd been attacked, who Lucas was, why people like Hiraeth were fighting for him…  
 
    It's not worth thinking about. 
 
    "I'll do my best for you," he said earnestly. "I'll do everything as carefully as I can, just try to pull up the memories, not… dig around at all or do anything that might leave mental… scars or holes or whatever. I just, since I haven't done it before…" 
 
    "I understand the risk," she said. "I'm allowing a complete amateur to dig around in my mind." 
 
    "H-hypothetically," he stammered. "I mean, it’s entirely possible that I won't even be able to do it."  
 
    Her lips parted slightly, and her voice was at least a little warm. "I know. Just do your best. And don't feel too guilty if something goes wrong." 
 
    "That isn't really helping," he said weakly. He thought she might be trying to smile at him. 
 
    Hiraeth reappeared then, coming up the stairs with a large quartz sphere held in his hands. "Here we go," he said. "This is supposed to be a focus stone for magic." 
 
    Keith wrinkled his nose a little. "This isn't magic… That's kind of new-agey, don't you think?" 
 
    "What's wrong with that? Some of them steal too much from people who deserve the credit, but even so, it's not always so far off the mark." Hiraeth held out the stone to Keith, who instinctively reached out to take it before it dropped, since it looked like Hiraeth was going to let go one way or another. "Anyway, you know as well as I do that objects can hold energy, or you wouldn't get memories off them." 
 
    The gem was palm-sized, largely clear but with milky cracks throughout. It was heavier than he expected; even though he knew it wasn't glass, he expected the weight of glass. It was warm to the touch from Hiraeth's body heat.  
 
    "A focus stone," Keith said again, and tried to accept the thought. It wasn't so long ago that he'd have been dubious about psychic powers and an Otherworld occupied by weird monsters hiding among humans, either. "Do I have to do anything to make it work?" 
 
    "I'm not sure," Hiraeth said cheerfully. "I just know that quartz is supposed to focus energies well. Sorry I didn't think of it sooner." 
 
    It wasn't as if it would have made a difference back in the house either way. Keith shrugged one shoulder.  
 
    "I'll just hold onto it while I try, then," he said. He met Hiraeth's eyes. "Listen, can you give me advice? You're the first Other I met. I don't know much about you, so I don't know what sort of mental… situation I'd even be exploring. To be entirely honest, I've avoided Others entirely. I don't know anything about them, and you're the first person to explain them to me at all." 
 
    Hiraeth let his breath out through his teeth slowly, eyes widening as if he finally realized how implausible it was that Keith would be successful. "Metaphor," he said finally. "I'm sure the human mind is much the same, but we're very… defined by symbols. I mean, look at me. What am I?" 
 
    "A… stag?" Keith asked hesitantly, suddenly feeling stupid even as he said it. "I don't know—" 
 
    "As much stag as I am anything else," Hiraeth agreed. "But what is a stag? I don't mean for you to tell me about the biology of deer. Give me the symbols." 
 
    Keith chewed on the inside of his cheek. "Um… symbols. Noble. Forest-based? Sexual, I mean, like 'stag parties'. A prey animal, so vulnerable. Flighty? But willing to fight." Hiraeth was nodding along, more like he thought they were all interesting options than that he believed they were all correct. "You're… pale. Not a normal deer color. Silver, so—not, uh, womanhood, but femininity? Moonlight. Mystery. You smell of wet leaves, like late autumn, or… actually, I guess silver is also water…" 
 
    "A silver stag is a good vessel for me," Hiraeth interrupted finally, "because it matches my nature. I said before it can be harmful for an Other to take an unsuitable vessel because it conflicts with our nature. We will lose some of ourselves in taking it on. So, when you explore her, try to understand her symbols. Who she is that is not the doll vessel she's in. Any Other will be ill-suited to a doll—they're symbols meant entirely for humans. Reflections of humanity as objects, treasured in childhood make-believe but frightening when you're older. Like they're people gone wrong somehow, empty and soulless. Isn't that why you have so many horror movies with them?" 
 
    Keith frowned. "Okay," he said. "But—what I don't get is… symbols are contextual. Different cultures will view a symbol differently, and the same culture will view it differently in different historical periods. So—" 
 
    Hiraeth blinked, then smiled. It was a tender, affectionate expression, focused entirely on Keith. His heart seemed, somehow, completely exposed in that smile. "You're very smart," he said softly. "Yes. And we change over time. I've been a stag a long time now, but I might not always be one. As my symbols change, or if something happens to change my view of myself. Trauma can do it, or abuse, or egotism. Things like that. But you're right that just because I'm a stag, it doesn't mean every other stag will be just like me—" 
 
    Marion made a throat-clearing sound, though she had no throat to clear. "You think I'm your friend, don't you?" she asked, blunt and clear. "Why don't you tell Keith her symbols so he can look for them?"  
 
    And that sudden warmth was shuttered behind its usual easy smile. Hiraeth said, "I don't think so. I hope so, but I don't dare think so. Lots of essences were gathered, and I don't want you to get hurt because Keith is looking for the wrong symbols. Imagine digging around and pulling out minor, brief similarities as the key to your whole identity! No, I don't think it's safe for me to do that." 
 
    "So he is to look for symbols without knowing what they are?" 
 
    "I guess so," Keith muttered. He sighed. There was no putting it off. That was as much information as he was likely to have to guide himself with, going into this. "Uh, we should probably sit together, Marion. I don't know how long this'll take." 
 
    She finally seemed a bit scared, looking between him and Hiraeth before she finally sighed, at a loss. "Is your bed alright?" she asked Hiraeth. 
 
    He smiled at her encouragingly. "I don't mind," he said. "It's more comfortable than any other option around here. Besides, I'll want to be using my desk while you two work." 
 
    "Oh…?" Keith looked at him, then the desk. "Your computer…?" 
 
    "Right. I thought, since we know the problem is a ghost, I'd see if I could look up the history of that house," Hiraeth said. "I mean, I'm pretty good with researching at this point. It was a skill I needed to develop when I opened up the shop, so I have a few ideas on where to start." 
 
    Keith's brows rose in sudden realization. "You think he's haunting the house?" 
 
    "There has to be a reason he's using it as his home base," Hiraeth agreed. "From the sounds of it, the previous tenants left without taking everything, which you must admit, is classic for a haunting. And he's brought objects back in that wouldn't be theirs, from how you described it, which is also sometimes something you see with ghosts. I think I should be able to research him—he's obviously got certain skills, given the fact that the dolls were specifically made, and he seemed to have a workshop for it. A doll-maker or a collector or someone with a young child who loved dolls…" 
 
    "You've got a point," Keith had to admit. 
 
    Hiraeth gave him a thumb's up. "So I can look into ownership records, local doll-making history, that kind of thing. If it takes you guys a while, I'll have something to do other than stare at you, and if not, you're welcome to watch and make suggestions." 
 
    "Thanks," Keith said. It could be helpful, and besides, he thought it might be a bit too much pressure to have someone watching. He shifted over on Hiraeth's bed with a little anxious jolt, making room for Marion. 
 
    She hesitated, then rose. Hiraeth took his desk chair as she walked over, her limbs clacking, then sank daintily down next to Keith, crossing her legs. Her posture was stiff due to the limited number of joints, and faintly uncanny, but he was starting to get used to it by now. It was hardly her fault. 
 
    "Okay," he said. "Um… give me your hand." Sitting cross-legged himself, he rested his hand on his knee, palm up.  
 
    It was the only way he could think of to begin. He could only get memories off objects at all by touching them, and what little empathy he did have was stronger when touching someone.  
 
    She put her hand on top of his, cool and smooth, the back of her hand nestled in his palm. It didn't trigger any immediate involuntary memories, but he was listening for her energy, and it sent a faint shiver through him, the sense of another person's essence rubbing up against his own.  
 
    Keith put the quartz sphere on top of her palm, so her hand was sandwiched between him and it, though he felt a little silly about it. Nobody here was going to laugh at him, and he needed whatever help he could get. Besides, trying to act as though he was above that kind of reputation… it was too late anyway. He was already that weirdo "Morose" Marose, who muttered to someone nobody could see. 
 
    Or used to. 
 
    Anger flared, then vanished. He was better when he was talking to someone nobody else could see. He was living fully. Talking to 'nothing' meant that Lucas was there with him.  
 
    He forced himself to let go of that anger, and the lingering shame went with it. Being part of the Otherworld meant knowing that people only saw half of what you were doing and half of who you were.  
 
    That was just how it was. 
 
    Keith drew a slow breath in. Hiraeth wasn't watching them—true to his word, he was typing away quietly on his Chromebook and giving them privacy. Keith closed his eyes and focused on the hand held in his, feeling out the small shape of it without moving his fingers, pressing his energy up against it to touch the joints to sense the strings and hooks inside them. 
 
    He extended his reach, felt the crystal resting above, and pushed energy into it cautiously. It seemed to warm. He could feel it even though he was no longer directly touching it. 
 
    "Okay," he muttered aloud, and carefully, hesitantly, he pressed his mind into her, tried to read memories off her as he might off any object, at the same time as trying to feel her out empathically, pick up her spirit. 
 
    And he fell. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was like a hypnic jerk. But while those always made him twitch awake gasping, with Lucas leaning in from his usual corner to ask if he was okay, this didn't. He just fell like a rock, stomach left behind. 
 
    Keith opened his eyes, and for a moment he couldn't see anything, just darkness and little sparks of light. It was as if he hadn't opened them at all but had squeezed them tighter. He gasped for breath, trying to find some air in that strange void. 
 
    And then he hit bottom—a painless, sudden jolt—and opened his eyes for real. There was a candle in the hand that had previously been holding her hand, and it cast a flickering darkness off tall wood desks and meat hooks. They seemed like torture implements in the pulsing darkness, a groaning coming from the shadows as the chains swung. 
 
    He froze in place, breathing shallowly as shadows shifted and throbbed. There was a sense of presence in them, terror and threat. He couldn’t shake the sensation that, if he moved too fast or carelessly, if he felt too much, they would notice him and react. 
 
    He couldn't let it get to him. Terror and confusion was an understandable state for her right now. He breathed slowly, looking around and trying to get a better picture of the place. 
 
    It was definitely meant to represent a doll-making workroom, although the furniture was oversized, the workbench sitting at neck height, chair seat up by his ribcage. He could just make out tools—wrenches, screwdrivers, and various doll parts—sitting on the bench.  
 
    The large meat-hooks that he'd already noticed hung from heavy chains, swaying back and forth slowly, as if in some kind of breeze. They created a metallic noise that filled the room, more a grinding sound than any sort of jingle, the links too heavy to do anything else. The movement reminded him of a clock pendulum. 
 
    Against one wall, to the left, was a pile of broken doll parts. They all looked identical to Marion, though that didn't mean much. Her form itself had been unremarkable, just a plain doll body. Some had similar curly black wig hair, and others hadn't yet had the hair plugged into them. Even from where he stood, with darkness floating through the room, sometimes thick, sometimes thin, he could see that their torn-apart forms showed devastating damage. The body parts were cracked and broken, the hooks and strings bent and shattered. Their blank eyes—for those of them that had eyes—stared sightlessly. Some had none, and only had blank holes in their faces. 
 
    It reminded him of the ghost, and of Lucas during his bad moments, and he swallowed a bitter spike of bile, shivering. Hiraeth had said that dolls made a bad vessel for Others because they were a human symbol, broken and empty reflections—lost childhood, Keith could have added, a part of your life gone that you could never get back. Like ghosts. 
 
    Like Terrors. 
 
    Standing quietly as he was, he began to pick up the sounds of a scuffle. It seemed to be coming from the other end of the room, but he couldn't see that far, not with the roaming, fog-like patches of darkness. 
 
    Staying here didn't seem to be doing any good. Slowly, he drew a deep breath in—managing, though only barely, not to flinch as he saw darkness sucked into his mouth like steam being absorbed—and forced his shoulders to relax, spread his hands at his side.  
 
    Projecting calm as best as he could, he began to walk through the thick darkness towards the sound of struggle. Slowly, as he advanced, the darkness cleared away, and he was able finally to get a good look at what was happening. 
 
    The good news, he thought with a grim sort of humor, was that it wasn't Terrors. 
 
    It was dolls, though, a pair of them, two mostly-identical Marions fighting each other. One Marion had a distorted face, wrinkled oddly, eyes huge, brow line creased, mouth opened and distended in a scream. She'd managed to get one hand in the other Marion's hair and another around her throat, dragging at her as if trying to pull her apart.  
 
    The Marion she was attacking seemed to be half-broken, cracks showing all over her casing, one eye missing from a socket. She had blush-painted cheeks and a pink smile painted on her face, but that seemed to be just how its face was decorated. It was struggling, trying to push the other Marion off from itself, tugging at the solid grip on its throat. 
 
    Beyond them was a door, shut tight, and he thought about trying to just dart past them while they were distracted and get it open, but he could see from here that there was a keyhole under the doorknob. If this was symbolic, a metaphor created from Marion's mind and her memories, the keyhole wouldn't be there if the door wasn't locked. 
 
    It had taken Keith too long to consider his options. The two Marions looked up at him abruptly, moving as one. The combative one had pinpoint pupils in her glass eyes, the other a drugged look in its single eye.  
 
    Keith swallowed hard and tried to remember to keep projecting calmness. He forced a smile onto his face, though he thought it probably seemed a little sickly, then lifted his hands a little to show he was unarmed. "Hey," he said. "What's going on here?" 
 
    "I have to kill her," the grimacing Marion said. "So that I can find the key." 
 
    "Oh, please, you mustn't," the smiling Marion said at once. She didn't sound choked, despite the hand around her throat. Then again, he thought grimly, her throat was a solid piece, and wouldn't start to close off until it cracked under the other's grip. "I need to keep the key safe until I know for sure we're free. Just wait a little longer." 
 
    That answered that, at any rate. He glanced past them at the door, then looked at them again, carefully. "Where does the door go to?" 
 
    "Inside," the smiling Marion said. "Oh, it goes inside, where I am meant to be. The part of me that knows who I am is in there. The part of me that is no doll, that isn't this me." 
 
    "She can't be trusted with it," the attacker said. She began to pull again, yanking as if she could take the smiling Marion's head right off. "She doesn't know how to hide it. If we get caught again, he'll realize that there's a way to get the memories out and then he'll get what he wants." 
 
    "You'd rather spite him?" Keith asked, carefully. 
 
    "Oh yes," the grimacing Marion said. 
 
    The smiling Marion made a noise of disagreement. "It doesn't matter to me, what he knows or doesn't know. I just hope to get that door open." 
 
    Keith swallowed. Very carefully, controlling his voice to try to avoid his own fear—if she came after him in this place, he'd have to fight back, and what would happen to the real Marion if he killed some image of herself?—he said, "We got Marion away from that guy, though. She wants to remember." 
 
    "I think it's the right thing," the smiling Marion agreed. 
 
    "I think it isn't. We don't know. Better to wait. Play it safe." 
 
    At least nobody was attacking yet. He kept speaking in a soft, calm voice. "What are you trying to do? If you get it from her, the key will be out either way. You don't need to hurt her." 
 
    "I'll put her on the pile with the others," the grimacing Marion said. "Then I'll hide the key deep beneath it. Nobody will look under them. Under despair and fear and loss, and soon, the corpse of hope. I'll have to kill her to get it out of her chest, but anyone would think to look inside Hope, so I need to take it out of there. It's not safe." 
 
    "You're Hope," Keith repeated dumbly, looking at the smiling Marion. 
 
    "Oh, I am," she agreed. 
 
    He was sure he'd be having nightmares about this scene at some point. He shifted his gaze back to the attacker, carefully. "And you are?" 
 
    "Survival," she said. "I killed Despair, and no key was there. I killed Fear, and no key was there. I killed Loss, and no key was there. None of them thought it would be there. But Hope is sure there is a key inside her." 
 
    "There must be," Hope said. "In my chest, where my heart should be." 
 
    "So I'll tear off her head and all her limbs," Survival said. "I'll reach into her torso's cavity and pull the key out and hide it. I can retrieve it later, when it's safe." 
 
    It was too much pressure. His head was throbbing, and he felt sweat trickle down his brow, could smell himself already. He kept his hands out and visible and his posture as relaxed as he could. "I don't think you should kill Hope, Survival," he said. "What's Survival without Hope?" 
 
    "Oh," Survival said. Her fingers uncurled a little, with a click-click-click. "I don't know. I don't remember, without the key." 
 
    "It's miserable," Keith said, throat aching with his own memory. "It's possible, of course. You can survive and maybe eventually a new Hope could be born. But during that time, there's no reason to carry on. No motivation. If you kill Hope, you won't remember why you're hiding that key any more. I can guarantee you that. I saw that before coming into here, talking to her. The whole reason you're fighting so hard is the hope of recovering your memories safely. Without that, why would it matter to hide the key? You'd give it up, because it wouldn't matter to you either way. Right?" 
 
    Click-click-click. They unwound further, and her right hand fell from Hope's throat, though her left hand was still in Hope's hair. "You may be right. But then, what do we do?" 
 
    "I'll take the key," Keith said, strained. "You don't know if she's safe or not, but I do know. I know she's sitting in a friend's room, and she can't know who she is without those memories. She can't move forward. She wants to do it, and that doesn't have to conflict with Survival. She's asked me to go looking, so please entrust it to me." 
 
    "You'll tear Hope apart instead?" Survival asked, looking between them. 
 
    Hope's single eye widened. "Will you? If it will save us, I'll let you." 
 
    "No, I…" He cast his gaze around, terrified of the responsibility he was taking on, and saw the tool bench. "I'll—I'll open you up, but I won't tear you apart. And I'll put you back together after. Will that do? I want to keep Hope safe." 
 
    Survival finally let go of Hope fully, and the two looked at each other evenly for a long moment. "I'll allow it," Survival said, and cracked her fingers softly, an implicit threat. 
 
    "Right," Keith said, watching the movement of those fingers anxiously. His throat wasn't solid porcelain.  
 
    Managing to keep from turning his back on her, he headed over to the workbench, found a screwdriver, and sat on the floor in lieu of trying to climb onto the too-tall chair. The darkness was thicker down here, but he did his best to ignore it, putting the candle down in front of himself. "Can you come here, Hope?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    She came, lay down across his lap. His fingers found little flesh-colored caps along her sides, so he popped those off. Underneath were screw ports, and he very slowly, very carefully, undid those. He tried very hard not to think about what he was doing. "Tell me if this hurts…" 
 
    "Oh, everything hurts," Hope said. "That's what I am." 
 
    That thought was a little too horrible to face directly. He shuddered, stammered, "If it hurts more than it should, then," and just kept working on it until he could pull her entire back away. 
 
    But the hollow inside was empty. 
 
    "It's not there," Survival said, her voice accusing.  
 
    Hope gave a shudder at the words. Her chin slowly tilted up, eye rolling. "It's not there…? But of course I should have that. I'm Hope." 
 
    Keith stared in, looking around inside her open torso, hoping that just the darkness was hiding it, knowing that Survival would blame him in some way if it wasn't there.  
 
    And then he froze. He looked up slowly at Survival looming threateningly over him. 
 
    "Oh," he said. "Oh. Of course. It's not in Hope. It's in Survival." 
 
    "What?" Survival's eyelids half-lowered, the closest her doll body could come to narrowing her eyes at him. 
 
    He put the back of Hope's torso back into place, began to screw it back on. He was definitely going to have nightmares, he thought semi-hysterically, and forced himself to keep talking, keep moving as though this was normal. He projected a confidence he didn't feel, that this was just par for the course. "The memories are her true self. Of course she hopes for that. Right?" 
 
    "Yes…" Survival said suspiciously. 
 
    "But who she is, that's what surviving really is. It's not in having her body stick around. She's an Other, so survival is in her essence. Her memories are her surviving self. So you'd have the key." He finished tightening them, put the caps in place, patted Hope's side awkwardly. It felt like he'd just performed an operation. "Though I don't think I'd have realized that without getting a good look at Hope first anyway." 
 
    Survival bristled. "You want to take me apart?!" 
 
    "Yes," he said, and looked up at her nervously. "If you want her to ever really survive at all. Look, Hope's fine. So you know it won't damage you. Right?" 
 
    "I'm fine," Hope agreed, and staggered upright. "We need to see inside you, Survival!" 
 
    Survival seemed on the edge of retorting, but turned her grimacing face away. Without saying a word, she lowered herself, first kneeling, then reclining in front of him, changing places. 
 
    He tried to make his exhalation as quiet as possible, still anxious. If the key wasn't in either of them, he'd have a problem for sure. Survival would lash out. Hope might give up. 
 
    Wiping his hands off on his pants to dry his sweaty palms, he began to open Survival in the same way, finding the caps, popping them out, slowly unscrewing her back, then pulling the section free. 
 
    And sure enough, hanging in the left side of her chest was a key. It was glowing with its own light, a bright lantern now that her back was off, shining out and sending the thick darkness to pile up in the corners, quivering. 
 
    "Ah," he said, almost reverent, and drew it out slowly. 
 
    Survival jerked under him. Keith froze, suddenly afraid he'd hurt her, but she just slowly turned her head. 
 
    "So that's what it looks like," she said. She sounded calmer now, though her face was frozen in its grimace. "This room shouldn't have been like this at all, should it?" 
 
    He swallowed around the sudden hammering of his heartbeat. He knew she meant the other parts of Marion she’d attacked.  
 
    "Should and shouldn't is a big thing," he said cautiously. "You both were doing what you had to. And you… you don't remember what you are right now. So that key would take priority over protecting parts of you that don’t have any meaning to you yet." 
 
    Survival closed her eyes. "Go through the door." 
 
    "One moment first," he said, and put her back panel on again, securing it. "No reason to leave you worse than I found you." 
 
    When he'd finished, he wrapped the cord for the key around a wrist and picked up the candle, carrying it in one hand. Survival rose, and wandered over to the pile of doll parts, looking down on it. "If I didn’t need to break these things," she wondered aloud, "can I repair them?" 
 
    "I think… I think you can do whatever you think is necessary," Keith answered. It felt like a weak answer to him, a non-answer, but Survival half-turned, looking at him, then nodded. 
 
    "Go through the door," she said again. 
 
    He put the screwdriver back where he'd found it—no need to change anything carelessly—and nodded. "I will," he said. "Take care of things." 
 
    "Don't worry!" Hope said lightly. "We've got everything under control out here." 
 
    Well, she would say that. Despite the thought, he smiled at her, awkward, and headed to the door at the back of the room. 
 
    The key fit. He turned it, heard the click, and took hold of the doorknob. 
 
  
 
  



 chapter twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had looked like another, empty room was beyond the door, but once he stepped through, he was falling again, a sudden jerk and a drop that seemed to stretch for a dangerously long time. He closed his eyes instinctively, squeezing them tight.  
 
    When Keith felt ground underfoot, it didn't come with any kind of impact. One moment he was falling, ungrounded, and the next he was standing on uneven rocky ground. He drew an unsteady breath in. 
 
    Slowly, he opened his eyes again. 
 
    He found himself standing in a narrow tunnel, the candle in his hand still. The tunnel was made of some kind of densely-packed smooth white rock, with occasional stalagmites rising from the ground, and came together in some kind of point overhead. It was so narrow that he could feel his shoulders brush either side as he breathed. He turned as best he could to glance behind himself, but the cave narrowed further immediately behind him, and it was clear that it would be impossible for him to go that way.  
 
    It was very, very tight. 
 
    He leaned against the wall and tried to keep himself from breathing too quickly, counting on each inhale and exhale, an old trick his therapist had taught him to help calm his anxiety. It didn't feel like it was helping as much as he remembered, but, he reminded himself, it never did at the time, only after. 
 
    Although usually, he wasn't in someone else's mind trying to unlock their secrets. 
 
    He shook his head to himself, forcing himself to stop thinking about the ache in his chest as he pushed off the wall, moving forward carefully. It felt hard to find his footing, the stones trying to roll under his feet, and he had to keep one hand out on the wall. After the first fifteen feet, the path started to widen and the ground underfoot seemed to steady again, as if the stones were packed more tightly, and he noted they were taking on more irregular shapes, knobby, some drawn out into almost rod-like shapes, some discs—  
 
    Bone, he realized abruptly. Like something out of pictures he'd seen of Paris's catacombs, the walls and floor were all made out of tightly packed bones. 
 
    He couldn't stop moving, still stumbling forward, a chill running through his body from where his hands were brushing over the too-smooth knobby shapes on the wall. But almost as soon as he realized what he was touching, the ambient light started to get brighter.  
 
    At first, he thought it was in reaction to his realization, that it wanted to expose more of the bones to him more clearly, but as he stepped forward again, he turned his eyes upward and realized the point the ceiling had come to was actually a slowly-widening crack, letting hints of sunlight in.  
 
    He continued onward, trying not to look too closely at the bones, but watching that crack as it widened more and more, until he wasn't in a tunnel but instead was in a trench. It would still be impossible to climb out with how steep the walls were, but he could see a blue sky distantly above.  
 
    The sudden sense of being out of confinement—even knowing it wasn't real, even knowing this was just still another area of her mind and memories—pushed him on, and he began to move faster, breaking into a jog as the trench wound on and on. The bones were much more stable here, and though he kept his initial unsteadiness in mind, none of these ones seemed to be turning under him. 
 
    Following it blindly was fine when there was only one way to go, but he was brought up short as he reached a break in the path. There he had to pause, looking down both directions. They both seemed to go on for a while, one winding around a corner, the other seeming to split again some ways down. Neither had anything to recommend them over the other, and he kept looking back and forth. There had to be some hint, some clue. This wasn't physical space, after all. 
 
    Movement flickered down the path that split again, and he jerked his gaze to that just as an adult stag staggered out of one of the ends of the junction, bloody and with its legs shaking, barely holding itself upright. It looked at him with sudden panic, freezing only for a few seconds before veering off down the other part of the junction. 
 
    A stag.  
 
    He didn't even try to think anything more than that, just took off running, following that path to the next split, then taking the leftmost path. The stag was out of sight already, but Keith followed the bloody trail to wherever it wanted to lead him.  
 
    "Even if," he muttered aloud, mostly to hear some kind of sound in the unnaturally silent bone trench, "it doesn't look like he'll live long enough to lead me very far." 
 
    He regretted saying it as soon as he did. The empty area seemed to be absorbing the sound of his voice, almost sucking it out of him. There was someone here to hear his horrible prediction, he reminded himself; he wasn't alone here, even if there was nobody in sight. He was surrounded by her.  
 
    He had to be more careful about what he said. 
 
    Keith followed the blood around a corner and found a widened nook built into the trench wall: benches made of bone set up with blankets, supplies. Abandoned military uniforms and helmets, gas masks, a medical kit. He grabbed the last at once. He wasn't sure how to patch up a deer, but since it was injured, having something was better than having nothing. 
 
    He hesitated, then snagged the gas mask as well, sticking an arm through the straps and letting it dangle from an elbow for now. There was no battle going on that he could tell, trench or not, not with the silence outside the trench and the lack of people milling around in it, but he knew history, and knew what this sight meant. Better safe than sorry when it came to gas. 
 
    Nothing else seemed of immediate interest in the nook, so he continued down the trench, but had only just rounded the next corner when he came across the stag lying on the ground. 
 
    "Oh…" He hardly noticed himself moving. One moment he was at the bend, the next his knees were aching from having slid in next to the animal. It was alive, lifting its head to eye him warily, and he put his candle down on a nearby skull and passed a hand over its bloodied side. It looked as if it had been whipped, long lacerations across its flank and ribs, but not too deep. Hopefully if the blood loss was stemmed, it—he—would be fine. "You poor thing. Does she remember you—is she, is she the bone girl? Are you supposed to be some representation of the horned—of Hiraeth?" 
 
    The stag froze and a strange sound filled the air in an instant. He realized after a heartbeat that it was wind wailing through the trench. He couldn't feel anything, not even a breeze, but that was the only thing that could be making that wailing whistle.  
 
    Keith shivered, despite the lack of chill.  
 
    "You are," he said. "Some memory of him, or some thought of him…" 
 
    The stag blinked at him slowly, almost docilely—or rather, sleepily, and Keith abruptly remembered the injury. "Right," he said. "Sorry. Seriously sorry. Let me get this treated." 
 
    He opened the medical kit he'd found. Not much was inside, apparently having been picked over already, but there were at least lengths of gauze. Better that than letting him bleed everywhere, Keith figured. "Here," he said. "I have to get you upright to get this around you. Bear with it, will you?" 
 
    The stag gave a shudder, then forced himself onto his knees without Keith having to pull him up, trembling with effort. He didn't stand, but the change in position at least made enough of a space that Keith could pass the gauze around his body. 
 
    "All right," he muttered. "Sorry for having to press on this—it's going to hurt. You understand me, right?" 
 
    He began to wrap the stag's middle with the gauze, passing it around and around, pulling it as tight as he dared to in the hope of putting pressure on the wound. "Wish right now that I'd taken some kind of first aid course," he muttered, and the deer eyed him askance. "Yeah, I know, not comforting to hear, huh. But I'm pretty sure that pressure on it will make it bleed less. Pressure and elevation, but we can't exactly lift your side over your heart…" 
 
    The stag seemed to roll its eyes. 
 
    Keith snorted a weak laugh despite himself. "If I hadn't already guessed you were supposed to be Hiraeth," he said with exhausted humor, "I'd have figured it out there. Wow. I don't know what I'm doing here, you know? I know I'm supposed to be navigating her mind and memories, and everything's appearing in symbols like we expected, but it's not like I really know her. I don't know what this represents. A real war? Or just some kind of conflicting feeling? Entrenched in bone, sure, but why or how—" 
 
    The stag didn't reply, breathing shallowly. Keith got a sense that it was deliberate, to keep the wrappings from being tied on too loosely. 
 
    "I don't know what to do with this image I'm seeing. How do I make this part of her past accessible to her? Or have I already, just by unlocking the door earlier? But if that's true, why am I still here? How do I get out of here? When do I know when I'm done?" 
 
    He finished with the gauze, running out at around the same time as the wound seemed as covered as it was going to get. The coincidence was at least reassuring that he was doing the right thing, solving whatever he was meant to do here. 
 
    "Okay," he said, closing the medical kit and tucking it down out of the way at the side of the trench, since there was nothing left in it he could use. He picked up the candle again. "Hope that helps." 
 
    The stag swayed, then staggered to his feet. He shifted from foot to foot, as if testing how he felt, then turned, lowering his head. 
 
    Feeling a little awkward, Keith put his hand on it. "Uh… now what?" 
 
    Shaking his head, the stag bumped his antlers into Keith's hands. Unable to see what else he could do, he closed his hands around them obligingly, candle still in one, pressed between the horns and his palm. "Is this—" 
 
    Without warning, the stag swung his head. He was strong, much stronger than Keith had anticipated, and the movement lifted him off his feet, slamming him halfway onto the stag's back. Keith let out a breathless swear as the stag's bony spine hit him hard in his inner thigh, just barely avoiding it being much more painful. He flung an arm around the stag's neck as he righted himself on the animal's back. 
 
    It was that or falling down, but he wasn't entirely sure that he'd picked the right one of the two options. "Are you okay?!" His thigh was brushing the stag's injured side, which couldn't be comfortable.  
 
    The stag let out an impatient huff, and suddenly was moving, legs pumping under Keith, dashing down along the trench. 
 
    Keith was abruptly very grateful that he'd already been leaning forward. He clung to the stag's neck with a desperate embrace, keeping his body low, almost plastered to the animal's back. The stag smelled familiar, desperately familiar, wet leaves and wilderness. Wax dripped backward from the candle onto his hand, burning. 
 
    He wanted out, he wanted to wake up, he wanted to go back to his own body. Maybe Hiraeth had finished researching already and was leaning over him, and Keith was smelling him in real life too. Maybe it was just the bone girl recognizing the familiar smell in the bedroom and filling this symbol out more.  
 
    Even knowing the stag was meant to be 'Hiraeth' in the symbolic landscape wasn't enough. This was just an image, a representation. The real one was out there, and Keith was lonely, wanted to rest, wanted the company. 
 
    But he didn't wake up. 
 
    The stag picked up unnatural speed, then sprang, launching itself onto a narrow bone shelf, finding another across the way, up and up until it leapt completely out of the trench. 
 
    And suddenly the silence made sense. 
 
    The sky had seemed blue inside the trench. Outside, he realized those were strips of color that only perfectly lined up with the trenches themselves. Around them, dark clouds like the underside of a stormy sea roiled and shuddered, the blue strips of sky cracks in the clouds just as the trenches were cracks in the ground. 
 
    And it wasn't ground the same way that the bones hadn't been rock: The battlefield was nothing but corpses.  
 
    Male, female, old, young, thin, fat, and those that fell between or couldn't be identified. Some were shot, others burned, others with foam on their lips as if they'd been ill. Yet more had been bisected, ripped limb from limb, spilling guts everywhere. They did not smell, thankfully, nor did they make any sound as the stag galloped across them, but Keith could feel the stag's footholds rolling and pitching underfoot, too realistically. There was no field underneath the bodies from what he could tell. The entire area appeared to be made of bodies piled on top of each other, as if they had replaced the ground itself. 
 
    His fingers went numb and clammy. He couldn't stop himself, had to lean over off the side of the stag and throw up. He barely kept his grip, but the stag didn't slow down. If anything, he went faster, as if realizing that it was only a matter of time before Keith fell off entirely, and not wanting him to fall into the corpses. 
 
    Keith was grateful for that, at least. 
 
    Once he'd emptied his stomach, he closed his eyes tight and just leaned on the stag's back, hoping he could keep his grip, trying to wipe the image from his mind and think of nothing but the stag's familiar smell. He entered what felt almost like a trance, just thinking of wilderness, nature, returning home. 
 
    And abruptly, the stag stopped. 
 
    Keith whimpered. He didn't want to open his eyes, didn't want to see, but as long seconds ticked on and the stag wasn't moving, he realized there wasn't going to be another option. 
 
    He forced his eyelids apart. 
 
    The corpse battlefield was gone. The deer stood at the opening to a forest, facing it. Mist floated around, a thick fog that seemed to be a wall filling all the spaces between the trees. Keith didn't look behind them, just in case. 
 
    "Thank you," he said, mouth sour with bile. "Thanks for… for making that quick." 
 
    What would have happened, he wondered, if he hadn't gone after the stag, if he'd climbed out of the trench himself somehow, or if he had taken another path? Would he have had to cross that field on his own, slowly, feeling it underfoot himself? 
 
    "Thanks," he said again. 
 
    The stag snorted, and lowered his head. He wasn't moving any further, so Keith took that as a sign to dismount, climbing off him unsteadily. 
 
    "In there?" Keith asked. The stag bobbed his head, so Keith shuddered, hating how his legs were aching, weak, didn't want to hold him, and started toward the foggy path. 
 
    The stag let out a noise, almost a yell, and stepped in front of him. Keith jerked backward, staggering. "What? But I thought…" 
 
    A quick shake of his head, and then the deer nudged at Keith's arm, the gas mask he had almost forgotten.  
 
    "Oh," he said weakly. "Really?" 
 
    Another snort, and an eyeroll, as if to say, You found it, didn't you? I hope you don't think it was irrelevant. 
 
    Again, he wondered what would have happened if he hadn't found it. Was this mist poisonous? A drug? Did it symbolize death or dreams or what? If he died in here, what would happen to him in real life? To either of them? 
 
    No need to find out. He shuddered and pulled the mask over his head, tugging the straps to tighten it. The lenses left his vision a bit blurry, and drawing air through the mask was hard, making him struggle against it, but he was able to breathe. He could only hope the filter was working. 
 
    "Okay," he said, his voice coming out muffled and distant, even to his own ears. "Now I should go in there?" 
 
    The stag whirled and took off again, back across the battlefield. It seemed as if it was meant to be an answer.  
 
    It felt like abandonment, though. 
 
    "Okay," he repeated, voice small, and stepped into the trees. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Barely more than ten minutes later, he was already lost.  
 
    It was a combination of factors: the blurry lenses of the gas mask making everything look similar, how the mask blocked sounds, the thick fog, the winding trees. Those last were tall and dark, casting deep shadows the candle couldn't quite penetrate, and muffled sounds all the more. There was no marked path. For all that there had seemed to be one from the outside, it had either vanished a short way in, or he'd wandered off it without noticing in the fog and the gloom. 
 
    He tried to keep himself calm by reminding himself that he'd felt much the same in the trench, lost and aimless and completely overwhelmed, but it didn't much help. The stag had been there for him then, but he was alone now. And he had never been alone, not while Lucas had been there. 
 
    Still, he walked on, because there was nothing else he could do. 
 
    It was after what felt like an hour of walking that the trees began to open up a little. He hesitated, worried that he'd gotten turned around and might be about to walk right out of the forest, but it seemed to be some sort of grove instead. 
 
    It was full of flowers. That was the only thing to notice in there; otherwise it was still and calm. He stepped into it carefully, trying not to disturb any of them. 
 
    There were enough of them that he couldn't easily count them, but they didn't come near to blanketing the ground either—maybe somewhere between sixty and seventy. They were spaced out as if deliberately planted, forming a complete grid that filled the entire grove. The positionings were in no way natural. He walked up and down the rows carefully, trying to understand them, trying to spot the differences. 
 
    Each stalk held a single large flower, white and unremarkable, with curved white petals. They were all in the same state, exactly the same-sized bulbs, except for one. On that one, the flower petals had fallen and a seed pod was hanging from the stalk where it had been. He swallowed, anxious about disturbing anything, but it was a pretty clear symbol. He reached out slowly with his free hand and took hold of the pod. 
 
    That was all it took. It didn't require any squeezing or tugging—just a touch, and it came free in his hand. 
 
    Keith exhaled shakily into the mask.  
 
    There weren't any other empty rows or anywhere he could think to plant it here. Given the spacing, he didn’t want to plant it outside of the grid, either. He could uproot the plant that had dropped the seed pod, but the plant itself seemed still alive, just in another stage of growth than the other flowers around. He didn't want to uproot a still-living plant, not if there was another option. 
 
    It might not be here, he decided finally. He'd found the medical kit and gas mask before he'd tracked down the stag, after all. Each part of her mind was connected in complicated ways to other parts. What he was seeing as images wasn't a logical flow of space. It was a symbol that had significance to her in some way, a metaphor to interpret her life, and what came from one part could be used elsewhere. 
 
    It wasn't comforting. He hoped he'd be able to find his way back if it turned out he was supposed to put it there after all. 
 
    He dropped the seed pod into his shirt's breast pocket as he exited the grove and reentered the thick woods, beginning to wander again. It'd be safer there than in his hand, at least, especially with one hand already full with the candle. It sat over his heart, a strange bulge he was too-aware of, unable to tune out. 
 
    Tired, wandering, lost, he almost missed the sound. It came once, brief and sharp, and he nearly dismissed it as just birdsong. He got three steps forward before realizing he hadn't heard any other birds at all since coming in here. 
 
    He caught his breath and turned, walked those three steps back, and it came again: a high-pitched bird whistle from his right.  
 
    Veering immediately, he picked his way around the trees, head tilted, trying to listen carefully through the muffling of the gas mask. Not for the first time, he wished he could take it off, but the stag's clear protest still stuck in his head. 
 
    He'd just about given up when a whistle came again, this time from his new left. He turned toward it at once, heading deeper into the trees. Over and over and over, he followed the birdsong, not letting himself think about anything at all, anything that could distract him.  
 
    Finally, the trees opened up again. 
 
    Immediately in front of him was a single grave with fresh-seeming dirt. Rather than a gravestone, there was a wooden stake with no writing on it. A bird sat on top of the stake. It chirped when it saw him, in the same tone as the whistle he'd followed. 
 
    Keith approached cautiously. "Were you calling me?" 
 
    The bird let out another brief whistle, then flapped its wings, taking off and darting up and out of sight at once.  
 
    He stared upwards after it before looking back at the grave, then swallowed lightly, pressing a finger to the dirt and trying to dig down. The dirt gave under his finger, soft and rich-smelling.  
 
    It seemed likely that this was where the seed should be planted—flowers for the dead—but the idea of having to dig up a grave at all wasn't particularly appealing. He wouldn't go too deep, he decided. Bodies were buried six feet under, but plants didn't have to go more than six inches. 
 
    It'd be nice if it didn't give him chills to think about, though. 
 
    Keith carefully put the candle down on top of the wood stake. It seemed only right to burn a candle in some kind of vigil, and he needed both hands. 
 
    Then he knelt and began to dig, fingers hauling soft dirt out until they were caked with it, keeping going until he was sure it was deep enough, and then stopping immediately. Trembling a little—if he was wrong, if they'd needed to go deeper, he'd have wasted these seeds, and then what?—he took the seed pod out of his pocket, held it out over the hole, and squeezed. 
 
    It popped in Keith's hand, an unnerving feeling, and seeds fell out, three or four of them. He threw the pod away, then began to pour double handfuls of dirt back into the hole. 
 
    As he finished moving all the grave dirt on, he was still trying to decide whether or not to tamp the dirt down to make it match the grave or leave it loose so the flower could grow more easily, but it was rapidly decided for him. As the last handful fell, the ground shook, a quick rumble that nearly threw him off his feet, and the flower blossomed. 
 
    It grew much more quickly than any natural flower should, tore its way through the dirt and kept growing. It dislodged the stake and, horribly, caught fire as the candle came tumbling down. Burning, it kept growing, looming over the grave, tearing the dirt away with its roots. 
 
    When it finally stopped, flower head burning away merrily but not getting consumed, Keith was on his rear some feet away from the grave, but could already tell it had caved in under the force of those exploratory roots. He shuddered, slowly pushing himself up onto his knees, then back onto his hands. He didn't want to stand yet, not if it were about to start shaking again. 
 
    He didn't want to look, but he had to. 
 
    Slowly, Keith crawled forward, dragging himself over to the edge of the open grave, moving carefully, hesitant. He looked in, using the light of the flaming flower to see. 
 
    The bone girl was in there. She looked exactly as he'd seen her last, an unremarkable shape, long skirt, heavy sweater, bone spurs everywhere. Her curly black hair sat heavily around her face. 
 
    He exhaled slowly, starting to relax, and she sat up so abruptly that he jolted backward. 
 
    But not quickly enough. She had him by the upper arm, staring at him. "You found me," she said. "So that's how it ended." 
 
    "I—" His voice sounded weird through the gas mask as he stammered. 
 
    She seemed to think so too, and reached for it. He tried to pull back, fighting her, but her hand was sharp-edged and relentless, fingers curling at the base of the mask near his chin. 
 
    "Go home," she said. "Thank you," and pulled it up. 
 
    He inhaled, couldn't help it, instinctively sucked a breath in at the breath of cold air on his sweaty face, and the fog was sucked into him along with it. The world swam. He struggled to stay awake, to focus on her face, but it was gone.  
 
    He had no choice. 
 
    The world went dark. 
 
  
 
  



 chapter thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Keith woke, and at first couldn't identify where he was. It was too mundane; reality felt warped by how long he'd spent in that surreal mental landscape. Staring at the ceiling of the small bachelor apartment, inhaling the incongruous smell of wet earth, he tried to find a metaphor and failed. 
 
    And then Hiraeth said, "You're back!" 
 
    Even so, he struggled, afraid that this was a lie or a joke or some kind of trick of the mind, some memory of hers from hanging out with Hiraeth that he'd get halfway through before realizing it wasn't reality.  
 
    "Keith…? Marion?" 
 
    Beside him, Marion made a strange sound, a hitching inhalation, and Keith pushed himself up to his elbows as she scrambled upright, ran her strange clacking run for the four steps it took to get to Hiraeth, and clutched him by the shoulder. 
 
    She whispered something, and Keith was able to see enough of Hiraeth's face to know he'd lit up into a brilliant smile. 
 
    "It is you," he breathed, and embraced her. 
 
    They stood locked together like that, holding each other and rocking slightly, as Keith slowly sat up fully, rubbing his face and finding that he felt kind of like death. His throat felt raw, his mouth tasted terrible. His head was pounding. 
 
    Hiraeth began to sing to Marion—to the bone girl—in a soft, crooning, lilting language. She leaned her head against the front of his shoulder, too short in her doll body to do otherwise, and closed her eyes. 
 
    That felt strange to see, too. It was good—Keith felt that, knew it, was proud she was back to herself, glad that Hiraeth had his old friend, was flustered and touched that he was able to help.  
 
    And he resented it. 
 
    "'Scuse me," he muttered, and stumbled into Hiraeth's bathroom. 
 
    He drank water straight from the tap, sticking his face under, letting the coldness of it shock him awake as he sucked at the stream. 
 
    It worried him, how thirsty he was. He didn't think he could have been under that long—it was just starting to get dark, judging from the window in Hiraeth's main room, and he'd gone longer without drinking in class. He forced himself to slow down mostly due to feeling his stomach fill, then splashed more water over his face, breathing heavily. 
 
    The headache slowly abated, at least. He hoped that meant it was more due to the dehydration than overuse of his powers, and he wouldn't be in a bad state to use them again tomorrow. 
 
    If he'd wasted them all on her when Lucas still needed saving… 
 
    A knock came at the bathroom door, startling him. "Keith?" Hiraeth called. "You all right in there?" 
 
    "Just a minute," he called back, a bit guilty again. He used the facilities, washed his hands, and stared at his sallow face. "Alright," he muttered to himself. "Back to normal." 
 
    It felt like he was trying to convince himself. 
 
    Still, he tried to seem like his usual self as he headed back out of the bathroom. Hiraeth was standing by the desk, and the bone girl had taken a seat at it. 
 
    "Thank you," she said. "I didn't think I'd be safe again. But I am. And I am me." 
 
    "That's what's important," he said, and heard it come out as awkward as hell.  
 
    Hiraeth and she shared a brief look that made him feel a little more embarrassed, somehow, as if they were communicating in some way about him, and she said, "I think I will be able to resume my life soon. I should be able to let other people see me as I was, though shorter. I doubt people will realize it. They won't, right?" 
 
    "Uh. Probably," Keith said. "Your window's broken, by the way." 
 
    "Yes," she said, awkwardly. "I remember." 
 
    They both stared at each other for a long, weird moment, until Hiraeth clasped his hands together. "I don't think it's a good idea to send her back there immediately," he said. "We talked, and I can clear a spot downstairs in the back room for her to camp out in. It won't be the coziest, but…" 
 
    "I prefer to have a little privacy," she said. 
 
    Keith nodded. "Yeah. I remember," he said, and then, even more uncomfortably, added, "Sorry for having to intrude into your… you." 
 
    "It. Yes. —But I appreciate it." 
 
    "So," Hiraeth said. "Come with me, my darling, and I'll get you set up." 
 
    He helped her out of the room—rushed her, really—and Keith took the opportunity to look at where he'd been lying. He remembered being sick on the battlefield, but there was no sign of it on the bed, at least. 
 
    It really all had happened in their minds only. 
 
    Slowly, he sat back down—then gave up on being polite and just flopped out across Hiraeth's bed, pulling his pillow over and resting his head on it. They'd already shared a bed once, and after lying awkwardly on it all afternoon anyway, hopefully it was no big deal to Hiraeth to have Keith lay claim to it. 
 
    He furrowed his brow, trying to remember the details. 
 
    What he'd seen there was surreal, unreal, like a dream. But it wasn't getting lost the way dreams did, was clear the way only his true dreams were. He thought through the scenes he'd seen in there, and felt his head start to hurt again. 
 
    He was still lost in thought when Hiraeth came back again, this time alone. "I gave her a book to occupy herself," he said, as Keith sat up again stiffly. "You hungry?" 
 
    Keith nodded. "Yeah. Sorry. Seems like I'm kind of being a mooch lately." 
 
    "We both need to eat," Hiraeth said, smiling. "And I owe you more than a little food. I'll call something in. Any preferences?" 
 
    "Nah. Surprise me." 
 
    Hiraeth nodded, and cracked open his laptop instead of getting the phone. "You doing okay?" 
 
    "I don't know," Keith admitted, more roughly than he'd like. He rubbed at his face with a hand. "You were in there." 
 
    "Was I…?" 
 
    "I think so. There was a deer. A stag, I mean." 
 
    Hiraeth glanced back just to smile, then tapped at his keyboard. "I'm getting Indian food," he said. Then, "I'm not the only stag in the world. I told you." 
 
    "It… felt like you, though," Keith said awkwardly. 
 
    Coming to sit next to him, Hiraeth put a hand on Keith's knee and leaned over, looking into his eyes. "Tell me about it?" 
 
    Keith sighed heavily, tired. But Hiraeth was more likely to have some insight on it than he would on his own, and maybe it would help to share it with someone else. He stayed where he was, down on the bed, and put his forearm over his eyes. 
 
    Slowly, he began to explain it, putting in as much detail as he was able to recall and trying to keep it as much in order as he could, from the workroom and his theories on it being the surface memories, her-as-doll when she shouldn't have been one, self-destructive and trying hard to identify everything. Then, the bone trench, the injured stag, the forest. He heard his voice start to get a bit wobbly toward the end. Too many graves, too much death, too much stress… 
 
    Hiraeth was quiet during it, listening, his thumb stroking the inside of Keith's knee lightly, a distracting background sensation. When Keith ran out of words, Hiraeth stayed silent a short while longer, then patted his leg affectionately. 
 
    "It sounds to me like you did a good job," he said. "Well, I don't really want to give away anything that's hers to talk about…" 
 
    "I'm not asking you to explain her past or whatever," Keith mumbled. "I just. I don't know. I don't understand what happened." 
 
    For another few seconds, Hiraeth didn't say anything. And then he flopped down onto his side to join Keith. He pillowed his cheek on Keith's arm, facing him, part of his antlers brushing the back of Keith's arm. Keith flushed uncomfortably but didn't pull away. It felt good, especially right now, to have someone near him. Not to be alone with his thoughts. 
 
    "She and I met during the war—she's going to keep using Marion with you, by the way, at least for now. Probably not with her landlord. But it's a suitable name for her body, and she named herself that way already." 
 
    Hiraeth sounded almost nervous, interrupting himself like that and nearly stammering. Keith slid his forearm away from his eyes, turning to look at him, and nodded. "It's not the same name she used otherwise?" 
 
    He didn't ask which war. He had a pretty good idea from what he'd seen in there. 
 
    "She doesn't talk much to humans about herself. I mean, she picked a name, but it wasn't terribly significant. My name's Henry on the lease here, and 'Hiraeth' is the name I give to my own kind—she doesn't use more than one name for either humans or Others, these days. It's an odd choice—we'll usually come up with some to toss around, more intimate ones for those we let close to us. Most of us do integrate into human society," Hiraeth said. "There are some communities of Others that refuse to, but it's pretty much impossible to keep completely apart, and has been for a long, long time. Most of us started living among you ages ago." " 
 
    "Hence meeting during the war." 
 
    Hiraeth gave a small half-smile. "The war involved a large part of the world. You're a history student, you know that." 
 
    "Yeah. Mostly classical history, but…" You couldn't even escape high school without having studied the great wars at least twice, and couldn't even make it one year into a history degree without covering it twice more. 
 
    "Should have seen me trying to get out of wearing a helmet," Hiraeth said, and nudged Keith's side as if looking for a laugh. Keith failed to deliver. "Well, we met out there. She was a nurse, and she wasn't bone then. She was a flower, sunlight and warmth, someone who'd seek the sun. I died before her." 
 
    Keith swallowed at the thought. "Could humans see your body as it really is, after you died?" 
 
    "Heavens, no," Hiraeth said lightly. "We live lies far beyond death." 
 
    Shaking his head, Keith slumped a little. Somehow, that was even more a depressing thought, though he should have been able to guess it. It'd have been in the news long before now, otherwise. 
 
    Hiraeth pressed a little closer, cheek on Keith's shoulder now. "She had changed vessels when we met again, so I assume she died too. But she'd changed affinities as well. Flower for bone. Reaching out for protecting. The war wasn't kind to anyone. I haven't asked her if she died during or after—most of us don't like remembering how that feels, regardless." 
 
    He sounded mournful and lonely, a familiar feeling that made Keith's heart ache in sympathetic echo. Keith was quiet for a moment. "I don't know if she did or not," he said finally. "I couldn't tell. It was just… very big in her memory regardless. The war, I mean, though death too. I don't think I could have gotten to her true self without going through it." 
 
    "The war was like that," Hiraeth said. "It tires me out just to remember it." 
 
    "Sorry." 
 
    "It's fine," Hiraeth said, and gave him a small, intimate smile, almost sad.  
 
    "But I think," Keith said, pushing through, trying to get some positivity out of this, "one of the things I realized in there was how it's… those two things might be two sides of the same coin. Bones are still alive when they're in someone living. They grow—bones still grow, you know. If some gets cut away, it'll eventually rebuild itself. It's not… inherently dead. And yeah, I mean, she was in the grave, but it got… compared to? Paralleled? It had some way of being matched up with needing to plant a seed. Putting something in the ground so it could grow…" 
 
    Hiraeth's smile hadn't faded, but it didn't widen either. He put a fingertip over Keith's mouth, gentle. "I can't explain her metaphors, the things you saw there, and wouldn't even if I understood it. But she and I, and a lot of people like us, we've lived through some things, my darling. Living itself leaves scars. Lots of pain and lots of loss. I don't think either of us would be entirely who we are without the memory of those days. She wasn't so desperate for privacy and quiet and space, even as a nurse there, and…"  
 
    "And?" 
 
    Hiraeth shrugged against Keith. "Well, who knows," he said. "All she is, that's downstairs right now. Maybe she'll be flower and light again someday, or maybe she'll stay bone and shield. And me, all that I am exists right here, right now, and is lying in your arms. Do you need to know more?" 
 
    Keith shook his head, finally. "No," he said. "I guess not." 
 
    And he didn't. He'd seen all that, but they weren't for him. They were her mysteries: her mysterious metaphors, her mysterious symbols. All he had been there for was to find a way to let her find herself again.  
 
    And maybe that was important too. If his psychic powers were opening more, it might be good to keep in mind that other people weren't his to understand. That he could try to help them, but that didn't make it his business to know everything about them. 
 
    Even if he did want to know. He wanted to understand the forest, the graveyard, the evenly-spaced flowers, what grids meant to her. Why bone and caves and cracks. But he could ask her someday, if they became friends properly.  
 
    If he lived through the next few days. 
 
    His heart clenched in him. His mood, starting to rise, caught that thought like a gust of wind and buffeted him backward. He opened his mouth, drew a hitching breath, tried to find the words to explain what he was thinking. 
 
    "I'm scared," he blurted instead, and heard his voice come out wobbly. 
 
    "Oh…" Hiraeth blinked slowly, sympathy washing over his features. "Oh, sweetheart. I know." 
 
    "I don't know what to do," Keith added weakly, gazing at him, locking those soft silver eyes to his, looking for answers. 
 
    "Oh," Hiraeth said again, and leaned in and kissed him. 
 
    The kiss was soft and not demanding, a brush of a soft wet mouth over his. Keith shuddered with the rush he felt, his lips tingling, almost itching with how new the sensation was.  
 
    He closed his eyes and just let Hiraeth kiss him. For now, he wasn't thinking anything except how badly his mouth wanted to be kissed, how much he wanted to feel close to someone, how good it felt to feel lips brushing his and a hand starting to caress his jawline and the taste of someone else's mouth on his— 
 
    A sudden knocking from downstairs, loud and hammering, tore him out of the moment. He jerked back, sucking a sharp breath in, eyes wide. Hiraeth, too, had gone into alert, frozen with his eyes fully open. 
 
    When the knock came again, Hiraeth let out a shaky laugh and sat up. "Food," he said. "It's dinner." 
 
    It sounded like gibberish for a second, and then he remembered. Hiraeth had ordered in. He rubbed at his face, trying not to scrub too overtly at his mouth, and nodded mutely. 
 
    "I'll be—I'll be right back, my darling, don't you mind it," Hiraeth said, and the gaiety in his voice sounded a little forced and too fast, embarrassed. "Hang on." 
 
    Keith nodded again. His face felt hot to his own touch, and he sank down, rolling his face into Hiraeth's pillow as Hiraeth went clattering down the stairs.  
 
    He huffed the scent in the pillow, vaguely aroused and mortified and not able to decide whether he was grateful or not that the interruption had come. It'd be so easy to let himself get carried away and just try to feel better… 
 
    Hiraeth came back with a paper bag heavy with food. The spicy scent filled the air, and Keith knew he should sit up and act as though everything was normal, but he couldn't bring himself to move. He felt as if he was barely keeping himself from spilling out all over and if he moved, he'd start falling out.  
 
    Even breathing felt almost like too much of a risk. 
 
    "Food's here," Hiraeth said, and then when Keith still didn't, couldn't, move, his voice came again, more hesitantly. "Are you okay? I didn't mean to upset you. I just wanted to kiss you, and you looked like you could use… hey, come on." The futon shifted under his weight, a hand coming to press against Keith's back. "You should eat something. You'll feel better." 
 
    "I can't," Keith muttered. 
 
    "Even if you don't feel hungry now, when you start—"  
 
    He wanted to run away. "Not that," he managed. "I just, I should go, I can't. I can't kiss you. I can't kiss anyone. Not when Lucas is trapped somewhere…" 
 
    Hiraeth took hold of Keith's shoulder and rolled him over. Keith tried to drag the pillow with him, keep it over his face, but he didn't seem to have any strength. Hiraeth peeled his hands away from it and tossed the pillow to the end of the bed. 
 
    "Enough of that," Hiraeth said lightly. "You're not going anywhere. There's strength in numbers, and I think it's best if all three of us stay in one place." 
 
    "I can take her room downstairs. I just…" 
 
    "I won't make a move on you, not if you don't want me to," Hiraeth said firmly. "The room down there's fine for a doll body, but I wouldn't shove an adult man in there, Keith, not and expect you to get the sleep you need. Trust me a little. I won't do anything you don't want." And then, more gently, "I'm sorry for upsetting you." 
 
    Keith groaned miserably, embarrassed and ashamed and more upset about how he was acting, but he couldn't seem to find a way to stop. The pit of his stomach was churning, empty bile sharp in his throat again, his heart pounding. "I do want to," he said. "But I can't. I can't believe I let myself forget him for even this long." 
 
    Hiraeth watched him for a few seconds, then patted his cheek. "I'm getting out your food," he said, "and you're going to eat it, and we're going to talk." 
 
    "I don't want—"  
 
    "You're a mess, darling my love," Hiraeth said, seeming to see no incongruity in tossing pet names around in the middle of all of that rejection. He got up, and Keith pondered bolting—but that would be an even more embarrassing way to act than he already was.  
 
    Hiraeth was back again before he had the chance anyway, handing him a plastic fork and a takeout container of butter chicken over rice. "Eat this. Whatever else happens, you need to fuel that body of yours. You spent a lot of energy today. No wonder your mood's going all over the place." 
 
    It was almost too reasonable. For the second time that day, he wasn't sure he could eat, but took the food obediently. 
 
    This time, though, it turned out that he was starving. Once he put a bite in his mouth, even with his stomach upset and his mood miserable, he felt a pit of hunger open up, and he ate almost too quickly. Hiraeth nodded understandingly, picking at his own food. 
 
    It gave him something else to focus on, at least. The burn in his mouth was that of spices, not the tingle of someone else's kiss, and he didn't need to talk yet, not with his mouth full. 
 
    Hiraeth waited patiently, though, and Keith was just scraping up the last of his rice with his fork, watching the plastic tines bend as he pushed them to try to capture grains between them, when Hiraeth said, "You're in love with your Lucas, aren't you?" 
 
  
 
  



 chapter fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    That last bite suddenly had a great deal of difficulty moving down his throat. He stared at the mostly-empty container, the glistening sauce, and finally nodded, unable to look up and meet Hiraeth's eyes. 
 
    "Thought so," Hiraeth said, with a smiling sigh.  
 
    "What's that supposed to…" 
 
    "It means I thought so." Hiraeth put his half-finished container to the side on the desk and came to sit with him again on the bed. Keith felt himself grow tense and knew Hiraeth had seen it, but Hiraeth didn't acknowledge it. "It sounds like it's complicated." 
 
    Keith swallowed. That last bite was still struggling, fighting for room in his tight throat with air and pain and words. "Yeah," he said. "We haven't ever… We don't talk about it. At all. He knows I'm into guys, that much is obvious, but I don't… I haven't said anything about my feelings to him, and he hasn't said anything about it to me. I don't know if he never realized I was into him, or if he's straight and just really cool with it or what. And…"  
 
    Hiraeth made encouraging noises, nodding at him. His eyes were focused on Keith, pupils flared wide with focus, as if he was trying to see what Keith was saying as well as hear it. 
 
    "And, I mean, he's dead," Keith added in a rush. The words came out with shame and guilt. "I can barely touch him. So we couldn't… Even if he were interested, it's just… Even holding his hand, I can't feel more than just a little pressure, so it's not like, I mean, even if he were interested…" 
 
    Another nod, though Hiraeth laughed softly. "I mean, sex isn't the entirety of a relationship, darling," he said. "As much as I personally love it. But I've had lots of sex without relationships, and lots of relationships without sex. I fall in love easy, Keith, and I promise, just having that kind of relationship can be… well, worthwhile. If it's one you want." 
 
    "I know, I know," Keith groaned, as embarrassed as he was guilty. "I mean, I haven't gone out with anyone, so maybe I don't know. But I feel like I'd… need, or at least want, and he can't… and we haven't talked about it, can't because he can't, and he's… not… here." The last came out awkward and halting, and Keith stared at the back of his own knuckles. A scab had formed on one from his frantic flight away from the house, falling and barely catching himself. He contemplated picking it. 
 
    Hiraeth was relentless. "And your heart is breaking." 
 
    Keith nodded, swallowing hard. 
 
    "I didn't mean to throw you into a tizzy, my darling," Hiraeth said, and brushed some of Keith's hair back. He smiled at Keith, brows creased. "I didn't kiss you to upset you—I rather like your Lucas too, and whether or not he can or can't, or will or won't, I know how important you are to each other. I shouldn't like to feel like I was putting myself between you two. But… he seemed pretty all right with giving us a chance together, at least after that first day, and more than aware of this little thing we've had building between us, and I thought he shouldn't mind if you could take some comfort in me tonight." 
 
    They stared at each other, Keith processing Hiraeth's words slowly—too slowly. 
 
    Hiraeth's gaze dropped finally. "I could use some myself," he admitted softly. "But I'd be happy to comfort you in other ways, Keith. I like you."  
 
    The words struck him like darts. I to the face, like to the throat, you to the heart. Keith drew a ragged breath in. "I want to," he mumbled. He felt his cheeks go even redder, his voice hitch thickly in his throat. Even admitting that much felt both heady and awful. "I want to kiss you, I want more, and no, he won't mind. He often… he encouraged me to go ahead, and that's kind of, it's not the best to hear when I want him too. But I get it, and, but—but he's in danger." 
 
    Hiraeth kept petting his hair, slow, gentle strokes, soothing. "We can't go after him tonight, Keith. We talked about that." 
 
    "I know," Keith said. "I know. I know we have time now, for whatever we want. But it feels… frivolous." 
 
    That wasn't a strong enough word, but he couldn't seem to find a strong enough word. It felt worse than that, as if he was taking advantage of Lucas's absence to make the move on someone else.  
 
    He liked Hiraeth, liked Hiraeth a lot. Liked his enthusiasm, his joy in the world, his desire to help, his ability to be serious and light in turns. Liked that however immortal he was, he wasn't remote. He was immediate and here and living like life was still too short.  
 
    But Hiraeth was still someone he'd only just met. However quickly they'd come to feel for each other, they didn't know each other. Lucas and he had spent five years literally tethered to one another, sharing all their grief, all their hopes, seeing everything through together.  
 
    To treat that like something holding him back, to treat his loss like freedom… 
 
    "Can't do it while he's there with you because it feels like you're being unfair to him, unfair to what he can and can't do, unfair to how near he has to stick with you," Hiraeth guessed, eyes fixed on Keith again. "And can't do it while he's not there with you because if he's not there with you, something's wrong." 
 
    Keith began nodding again, and couldn't seem to stop, head just bobbing as though simply agreeing with this could possibly explain everything without him having to say anything else. Still, he tried to find the words. "This isn't an opportunity to have fun without him," he managed finally. "It's—he's supposed to be with me. He died for me. He's haunting me." 
 
    "That's not your fault. You didn't ask to be haunted." 
 
    "It's not a fault," Keith said, hit in a raw spot. He'd tried to never think about that, after the first few months. He'd tried so hard. Lucas had saved his life. So what if he'd got powers he didn't want, had everyone think he was a freak, needed years of help that never actually addressed what was really going on, never had any privacy.  
 
    That was a small price to pay for his life.  
 
    And Lucas wasn’t free either. He had it the worse; he was a ghost, and couldn't leave the person he was haunting. He'd never asked for it either, and he'd never wanted to die. Even so, he'd always acted as though it was just how things were. He'd never blamed Keith. 
 
    Both of them just did their best to try to play cool about it. 
 
    Hiraeth said, careful, "You don't blame yourself for his death?" 
 
    "Of course I blame myself!" Keith burst out. "But it… it is what it is, and he's… we spend all our time together. We can't not, but that's not his fault either. He didn't ask to be haunting me! And now he's not and I'm alone and he's trapped somewhere and that's my fault too…!" 
 
    Voice gone very soft, Hiraeth said, "It's not your fault. You were helping me save a friend I love very much." 
 
    "Before that, though, I got into it all because—a stupid dream—" 
 
    "Because you have powers," Hiraeth pointed out, "and were trying to be responsible about that?" 
 
    Keith shook his head, scrubbing at his face with his forearm. Even as he found himself winding tighter, he felt some kind of fight going out of him, leaving behind nothing but a sick, self-hating anxiety. "There's—there's no point in this." 
 
    "It's okay," Hiraeth said, his voice still soft, almost tentative. He inched closer. "I'm not trying to argue you into a relationship with me. I'm a scoundrel, you know, but not that kind."  
 
    "Yeah," Keith mumbled, his voice raw. "I know that." 
 
    "But it seems to me that the way things are between you two, it's not a situation that can last indefinitely," Hiraeth said, gentle. "He's okay with you seeing other people, but you're not okay with it. And there are things you want to do, experiences you want to have, but you're stopping yourself from it with anyone at all. It doesn't have to be me, love, but—"  
 
    Shoulders sagging, Keith shoved the takeout container away, pushing it onto a clear part of Hiraeth's floor. "I just don't know what to do about all this," he said. "And I'm scared that no matter how hard we try, it won't matter." 
 
    "That we won't get him back?" 
 
    "Yeah," Keith said. "Or that if I do, it won't be right. That… that since his bond to me was broken, it won't work right anymore. That he won't haunt me and will get… lost or… how can I do anything while I'm thinking like that?" 
 
    "Ah, my sweetheart, I knew you were terrified." Hiraeth leaned over him, and Keith briefly thought he was going to claim his mouth again. But Hiraeth leaned up instead, kissed his forehead, soft and warm and lingering. "Please take it for what it is. I like you and wanted to make you feel better. Don't worry about it further than that." 
 
    Keith ached. Slowly, he nodded. "Okay," he said. 
 
    "I can sleep downstairs, if you won't be comfortable with me here." 
 
    "No, I want…" he cleared his throat. He felt as if it'd be easy to restart the discussion all over, arguing about wants and needs and what they both longed to do. "I want you to stay. Is that okay? I don't know if I can… I don't know what I'll… I want the company anyway." 
 
    Hiraeth smiled at him, almost shy. "I'd love that," he said. 
 
    They looked at each other, and Keith felt his hot cheeks grow hotter, both of them seeming reluctant to pull away first. But Hiraeth did finally, half turning away and starting to unbutton his shirt.  
 
    "I'll get ready, yeah," Keith said, to avoid watching Hiraeth strip, and got up, heading into Hiraeth's bathroom. 
 
    When he came out again, Hiraeth was seated in just his boxers, seeming perfectly comfortable despite the cool air. Keith began to talk to try to cover the way his eyes were wandering, for the second time, over that narrow, furred chest, the dusky flat disks of his nipples, but he only got as far as, "Uh, so, I remember you were looking into—" before he saw the burn and switched to, "What's that?" 
 
    "What?" Hiraeth asked, going very still and wide-eyed. 
 
    Keith pointed, reaching almost to touch it, then abruptly remembering how much that'd hurt. He tapped his own throat instead, the hollow between his collarbones. "There's a mark on your neck—it wasn't there when I saw you shirtless before—"  
 
    "I wasn't aware you were looking so closely at my neck then," Hiraeth said, and put two fingers to the burn. "It's fine. It'll go away soon, I'm sure. Or it won't!" 
 
    "Okay, but." Keith sat facing him, squinting at him a little. "What is it?" 
 
    "Oh, well, the necklaces," Hiraeth said, kind of awkward suddenly. "When yours broke, mine melted. I got it off me quickly enough, but it did a good job getting my attention." 
 
    Keith felt a rush to his head. He wasn't sure if he'd gone white or red or some horrible mottled mix of both, but he was absolutely sure he didn't look right. When he tried to speak, his voice came out in a wheeze and he had to cough to clear it. "I'm so sorry," he said. "I didn't mean—we didn't know—" 
 
    "I just said it was fine, didn't I?" Hiraeth gave him a slightly odd look. "Injuries heal." 
 
    But you're hurt. He didn't say it aloud, couldn't. No point. Hiraeth's total lack of concern over it made it feel weird to continue, even though he was sure the thought would be chasing itself around in his head for a while. "You've taken care of it, right?" 
 
    "It didn't even blister, love. You were saying?" 
 
    Keith cleared his throat. He looked at his knees instead of at Hiraeth at all, since he was running out of what felt like safe places to look. Not his face, not the burn, certainly not lower. "You were researching things," he said. "Did you find anything?" 
 
    "Oh! Yes. I was going to save it until tomorrow morning and let you rest, then run over it with both of you at once." Hiraeth hesitated. "Would it make you feel better to hear it now?" 
 
    Keith nodded. "Yeah. I mean, I think so. I'm going to be worrying about tomorrow no matter what, so might as well do it with less… horrible… unknown things." 
 
    "Fair enough," Hiraeth said, smiling again finally. "I was able to dig up some house records. There was in fact an older man who lived out that way, and details on that were fairly easy to track down because he was in a number of newspaper articles and crafts magazines. He made traditional dolls. This was back in the late 1950s." 
 
    "Ah," Keith said. 
 
    "Right. I thought that was pretty relevant. It started out as a career, and then became something he did for his daughter, and after his daughter passed away, he threw himself into his work, making all kinds of dolls. A bunch of them are in local antique stores—I probably have some. Anyway, like I said, there were lots of articles. The combination of sob story and talent makes for good reading." 
 
    Keith nodded slowly. "Well, that fits what… what I saw in there." 
 
    Hiraeth flopped down on the bed and patted next to him, trying to encourage Keith to lie down next to him. Keith thought about pretending he didn't notice and saving himself potential embarrassment, but slowly curled down next to him.  
 
    Pulling a blanket over them both, Hiraeth cuddled in. Keith's breath caught, coming a bit fast, but Hiraeth wasn't doing anything else, just curling against him, sharing the warmth starting to build between their bodies. 
 
    "The perfume was related to that," Hiraeth said. "It doesn't seem to be related to his use of magic or anything else, but he'd perfume the dolls to make them seem more life-like. It'd explain why he still had so many bottles available to convert into something else, at least. Even if I'm not sure how he got them back when he clearly wasn't the last homeowner. Maybe they were stored in the house still." 
 
    Managing a weak smile, Keith quipped awkwardly, "Or maybe he had to use Terrors to rob antique shops after all." 
 
    "Or that," Hiraeth said brightly. "Anyway, that's all there is to it. He was a dollmaker, got obsessed with making them, faded to obscurity, and died in his house. I assume he practiced magic of some kind during his life, given the enchantment on the bottle, but you're hardly going to find any of that in the papers." 
 
    Keith nodded.  
 
    "Nobody lived in the house for more than a few years after, and it would have been eventually torn down in the construction, but as you know, construction has been halted due to inexplicable deaths at the site." 
 
    "So what made him start getting active again now?" Keith asked. 
 
    "A good question," Hiraeth said thoughtfully. "It might be simple: construction often disturbs spirits. Even if it hadn't reached his house yet, there would have been people around it, assessing the property and so on. It probably brought him back. At least enough to start to act out." 
 
    Keith nodded slowly. "I guess it makes as much sense as anything. Can I have his name? If he's… I mean, like, his face was all gone to darkness. And he's researching memories. He's not a Terror, but I'll bet you anything you like that he's on the edge of turning to one. That's what you said, right?" 
 
    "Yeah," Hiraeth said. "A ghost who forgets who they are for long enough slowly turns into a Terror."  
 
    "So if we know who he is, we might be able to use that. I hope so, anyway." 
 
    "Smart thinking," Hiraeth said. "I'll show you the articles tomorrow first thing. You can get his name, his daughter's, whatever you like." 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    Hiraeth smiled at him and put a hand on Keith's chest. "So, you said something about betting me anything?" he said archly. 
 
    Keith almost missed the humor in it, missed the edge of hopeful teasing, almost took it too seriously. Almost had to cringe back under the weight of all this all over again, the attraction, the desire, the fear, the guilt—  
 
    And then the sparkle of mischief in Hiraeth's eye clicked, and he grabbed Hiraeth's pillow and shoved it in his face. 
 
    "You're so relentless!" he said, laughing helplessly despite himself. "Do you ever quit?" 
 
    Hiraeth batted the pillow aside. "I made you laugh," he said. "That's all I was really going for—"  
 
    And Keith kissed him. 
 
    He did it quickly, ducking in while Hiraeth was distracted and pressing his mouth to those open lips. It was less to catch Hiraeth off guard and more to catch himself off guard. His feelings were exhausting, his self-doubt more so. What Hiraeth was actually offering him was simple, sweet, harmless.  
 
    He was lonely and he hurt. 
 
    But still the kiss was quick, and he pulled back before Hiraeth could even respond, staring at him.  
 
    "Keith?" Hiraeth asked softly, putting a hand to his cheek. "Do you want me to thank you and tell you to go to sleep?" 
 
    Keith shook his head. "No," he said, and blinked rapidly against the tears he felt trying to well up. 
 
    "Don't feel guilty," Hiraeth said, gentle. "It's okay to find whatever comfort you can when things are dark, darling. It truly is. Sometimes that's all we can do." 
 
    "It doesn't feel okay," Keith murmured, shifting in closer. He raised one hand to brush through Hiraeth's fine, pale hair, and found one of his antlers with his fingertips. Slowly, he closed his fingers around them. The base of them was soft and velvety, with bone rising out of it.  
 
    One corner of Hiraeth's mouth lifted in an awkward smile. "Have you tried letting it be okay?" He closed his eyes, tilting his face up but not leaning in for the kiss himself. 
 
    Keith heard himself make a soft, strange sound. Of course he hadn't. He didn't let go of Hiraeth's antler. "It's fine if I let myself accept this?" 
 
    "I can't answer that for you," Hiraeth said, chin up, eyes closed. "Would he rather you held off for his sake?" 
 
    He could already imagine Lucas's face at the thought of that, choked on another odd sound that didn't know if it would be a laugh or a cry even as it came out. He kissed Hiraeth again, pulling him into it with the hand on his antler. 
 
    It felt good. He let himself admit that, let himself let go, closed his eyes and kissed and kissed until they were both breathless, kissed until the wetness on his cheeks could be passed off as sweat from effort and arousal, kissed until both of their hair was a mess in between the knots of their fingers.  
 
    Hiraeth was shifting against him by then, a slow and steady grind that felt even better, and Keith let himself just be a part of that, let himself enjoy the feel of a body moving against his, the feel of wanting each other and being able to touch. He let one of his hands drift down Hiraeth's side, felt a shiver, and an answering pass of a hand down his side as well. 
 
    It dawned on him: Hiraeth was mirroring him. 
 
    The thought was both frightening and arousing. This had to be his decision every step of the way, and Hiraeth was acknowledging that. What they did for each other, with each other, would stop or start with what Keith wanted. 
 
    "You're…" Keith said, heard his voice come out thick and strange. It didn't sound like it belonged to him.  
 
    He groaned softly, drifting his hand along Hiraeth's stomach, pressing down past the band of his boxers, curling around his hard cock. 
 
    Hiraeth let out a gasp, almost a laugh, lips curling against his, and did the same. His hand was hot and firm—firmer than Keith's, though Keith didn't think that was deliberate—and it sent a shock of pleasure through him. 
 
    "Just this is fine?" Keith whispered. He couldn't imagine more, not now, not really. Not exploring and trying other things. That was something for when they had time again. 
 
    "Just this is wonderful," Hiraeth whispered back, and leaned in for another kiss. 
 
    Keith moaned into his mouth, kissing him back, hand starting to move. He rocked into Hiraeth's touch as Hiraeth began to stroke him in a return; he found he didn't need to think at all. It was just this, just heat and pressure, the movement of bodies on each other, mouths on each other. Rolling against each other with their arms working against and between their bodies, a hot tight pressure to rock against as their movements became more unsteady. 
 
    It didn't take long. He came almost before he was ready, biting down on Hiraeth's lower lip with a little whimper as pleasure caught and exploded.  
 
    Hiraeth made a soft, delighted sound at it, praising him in soft, incoherent whispers, picking up the pace himself with straining muscles. He had to rock into Keith's hand himself, since Keith couldn't quite make it move, too caught up in his own pleasure. 
 
    Keith came down from it, felt the guilt almost hit, and, gasping, dropped his forehead to Hiraeth's shoulder instead of letting it, focusing on getting his heavy arm moving again, keeping his fingers firm, wanting to give something to Hiraeth too—  
 
    "Oh," Hiraeth breathed, head falling back, and he came, spilling across Keith's fingers, his stomach. He clung close to Keith, almost trembling, until the tension ebbed from his body. 
 
    They both lay together, breathing hard, sweaty and overly heated. And then Hiraeth began to pull away, skin peeling off of Keith's. Keith watched him, the distant expression on his face, still lost in the echoes of pleasure.  
 
    In the rush of cold air between their bodies, Keith couldn't hold the guilt back any longer. 
 
    He thought all kinds of things in that brief moment: Hiraeth was leaving, Hiraeth was done with him now, he deserved to be left. It had to be true; Hiraeth was getting up already. 
 
    Keith watched Hiraeth pad across the room to the bathroom, breathing in depression in the aftermath of pleasure. 
 
    Then Hiraeth came back, carrying a wet washcloth and smiling at him. 
 
    Oh, he thought, numbly. 
 
    "What's that look on your face?" Hiraeth asked him fondly, kneeling on the bed again. Keith reached for the washcloth, but Hiraeth dodged his hand and leaned in to do it himself. The strangeness of the sensation, the intimacy of having someone else doing it, knocked through that growing emotional fog. "Did you think I was going to ditch you, darling my love?" 
 
    "I can… I can be an idiot sometimes," Keith said. "I just feel—"  
 
    Hiraeth dropped the washcloth next to the futon and slid back under the covers. "It does seem like you can be," he agreed warmly, and put a hand over Keith's eyes. "Go to sleep. I'm here." 
 
    I'm here. 
 
    Closing his eyes obediently, Keith replayed those words in his mind until sleep claimed him. 
 
  
 
  



 chapter fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, his dreams were confusion: running through a heavy fog, slamming into shapes in the darkness without knowing what they were. He tried, at first, to feel them out with his hands to understand them, but something about them was wrong, leaving him shuddering hard and forcing him to pull away to run blindly into the fog again. 
 
    In the dream, he felt bodiless and yet every impact hurt bone-deep. He couldn't seem to find himself, not with hands or sight, but he could hear himself, the raggedness of his breathing, the sounds of his body against the shapes, his gasps of pain.  
 
    He wanted to slow down and feel his way around but couldn't seem to bring himself to, too panicked to control himself. Eventually he was forced to regardless, out of breath and in too much pain to keep going at that pace, his arms extended and finding things in the mist without seeing himself approaching them. 
 
    Finally, something began to walk towards him in the fog, a figure gradually taking shape. A person. 
 
    His first sensation was relief, dizzy and elated at finally having seen something, but a cold chill crept in and pushed that feeling away.  
 
    The person coming towards him was himself, but couldn't be himself. 
 
    There was no way to describe the realization. He could see a form that he knew was 'himself', but he couldn't make any sense of the features. It was like a magic eye picture. He'd been bad at those, growing up. No matter if he knew there was a horse in the picture, he couldn't see the horse. 
 
    His eyes couldn't make sense of the awareness to show him himself. Instead, it was a stranger, a horrific jumble of features that he intellectually knew was him but that barely looked even like a human being. 
 
    It was the only thing moving in this space, though. Something had chosen to approach him through the fog, mimicking him inaccurately. 
 
    His heart was pounding, his throat dry. He felt that in the space where his body wasn't, and he felt his arm begin to raise again. 
 
    He couldn't see it. Couldn't tell for sure how close he was to the figure, but could feel his arm tensing, rising from his side.  
 
    He tried to grab it with his free hand, stop himself, but couldn't find his arm. 
 
    Coldness against the ends of what must be his fingertips. He was touching the person's chest, hand against it. The thing lifted its own arm—late, slow, wrong. 
 
    The coldness turned to heat, and a hand took hold of his, gone to a vague shadow and no longer recognizable as his own, and it yanked—  
 
    Who am I?! 
 
    It was Lucas's voice. 
 
    Keith woke up with a strangled sound in his throat and his heart pounding. He lay there in a panicked daze under a heavy weight that he slowly realized was Hiraeth passed out in his arms, breathing heavily and drooling on his upper arm.  
 
    Not for the first time, he wished that it was easy to tell himself that a dream was just a dream. It was too real, and he could still feel that uneven grip. 
 
    But it couldn't be any kind of prediction, he decided as he mentally replayed the details. There was no way it was a true dream. Just a nightmare, same as anyone could have. He had a lot to be afraid of, and had just seen some really weird shit inside Marion. That was all. A dream doing what a dream should do: sorting through experiences and trying to make sense of them. 
 
    Even so, he couldn't shake the sense that there was something real about it.  
 
    Who am I? The figure, himself/Lucas, had wailed. It was despair and loss, and the worst part was that Keith didn't have an answer. He hadn't seen anything he recognized there. 
 
    It was a good hour that he lay there, watching Hiraeth sleep, the way his ears twitched with any sound in the room, before he eventually calmed down enough to fall back asleep. 
 
    This time, he didn't remember dreaming. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When morning came for real, he was awakened by Hiraeth trying to slip out of bed. Keith blinked at him blurrily and muttered something so incoherent that even he wasn't sure what it was supposed to be, rubbing his face.  
 
    "Morning," Hiraeth said, freezing in spot and wincing at having woken him. The expression melted, a moment later, into a smile. "Sleep well?" 
 
    "Uh." How to describe it? This morning might be awkward enough without the dream on top of it. "Not really, but I'll get by. What time is it?"  
 
    "Little shy of eight," Hiraeth said. "I was thinking of getting some food. You'll be wanting proteins to face the day, I imagine, but I don't exactly keep bacon and eggs on hand." 
 
    Keith shook his head, blushing a little as Hiraeth sat next to him again, warm and familiar. "It's fine," he said. "What do you have?" 
 
    "Cereal. Fruit. Vegetables. Bread." Hiraeth shrugged helplessly. "Seriously, though, you're going to need to eat right for today! Even if it's not something I'll want to put in my mouth, I don't mind trying to cook it." 
 
    "I'm not going to make you cook things you don't eat," Keith said. "I can grab something out. We're downtown anyway." He sat up, rubbing his eyes and letting his arm bump Hiraeth's. "How did you eat in the trenches? Weren't you limited to rations?" 
 
    "Poorly," Hiraeth said immediately. "I ate poorly. Lots of sweet biscuits, vitamin chocolate, and oatmeal. Traded out my canned meats to other soldiers when I had any. I grazed on the side when we were lucky enough to have grass, and hoped nobody caught me." 
 
    Keith squinted at Hiraeth, trying to guess if he was joking, and decided he wasn't. "Right, uh, you just get your stuff ready for you," he said finally. "Your food. Make yourself breakfast. I'll grab something from around the block and be back." 
 
    "You can use the bathroom first, then, if you like," Hiraeth offered. 
 
    Keith accepted the offer, and took a quick shower in Hiraeth's bathroom before dressing in his clothes from the day before. They were still dirty and torn, but he, at least, felt a little better just wearing them. Fresher. It was a weird feeling, thinking that nothing had really changed.  
 
    He stared at the washcloth draped over the back of the tap as if wanting it to explain its secrets to him.  
 
    After, he headed downstairs and thought about knocking on the closed back room door, but wasn't sure what he'd say to Marion on his own, so he just headed out. He got a breakfast sandwich and a 'protein plate'—peanut butter, crackers, cheese, and fruit slices—from a coffee shop partway down the block. He almost bought himself a coffee as well, but remembering Hiraeth's pride in his coffee, he thought that might be taken as an insult.  
 
    By the time he returned, Marion was up in Hiraeth's room with him, and Hiraeth had changed into his clothes for the day, jeans and a button-up flannel shirt. He was eating a bowl of cereal, alternating with bites of an apple. Coffee was, in fact, brewing. 
 
    "Good morning," Marion said, watching him unblinkingly. 
 
    "Morning," he said awkwardly. "I heard you were going to still go by Marion?" 
 
    "To you. And Others," she said. And then, awkwardly, "My old one hadn't fit me for some time. Since this is my body now, I might as well fit a new one better." 
 
    He still wasn't totally sure he got it, how Others handled naming. If it were him, he didn't think he'd like very much to be constantly reminded of having been forced into a body he hadn't wanted, or have to reintroduce himself to everyone. 
 
    But, he decided, it wasn't really any of his business, so long as he knew what name he should be using. "Right," he said. "Marion it is." 
 
    She ducked her head, and he got the impression she was smiling, a little empathic pulse of warmth that couldn't reach her actual face. "Marion it is," she agreed. "Now. We have to save Lucas, yes? The friend who came with you. He… I remember him from before. I would like to help." 
 
    Keith swallowed. "You don't have to," he mumbled softly. "You just got safe…" 
 
    "I remember how we talked," she said, then shrugged. It was impossible to read her expression on that mask-like face, or see what she actually thought of the brief conversation she and Lucas had held. Keith couldn't even remember what it was about. "I'll help." 
 
    "All right," Hiraeth said. He turned his computer around, pulling up the previous day's research. "Keith, you wanted to get a chance to read this." 
 
    Keith came over and took a seat at the desk, half-reading, half-listening as Hiraeth caught Marion up on what his research had shown. Other than the man's name—Walter Bennett—there was very little Hiraeth hadn't explained before, with the focus on his daughter's death, his craftsmanship, and his hermit-like withdrawal from the world. 
 
    There was also a picture of the man at work. He had a regal bearing, with short gray hair and a nicely trimmed short beard. Keith studied the picture, trying to memorize what Walter's face actually looked like while Hiraeth finished summarizing for Marion. 
 
    "So the real question is," Hiraeth said, "how we intend to go about this." 
 
    Marion leaned over her crossed legs on the bed, torso at an uncanny angle. "I don't know whether you'll need to go upstairs or downstairs to find Lucas," she said. "I suspect downstairs, since that's where he did the initial experiments on me and put me in this body. If he isn't 'done' with Lucas already, he'll be there. However, if he finished already… all I know is I was taken upstairs after." 
 
    "It's risky business," Hiraeth said. "Going downstairs first is a sort of no-takebacks situation. The Terrors will be down there, hiding out in the darkness, and if it turns out he's upstairs after, we'll certainly be having to fight our way back out." 
 
    Keith rubbed his forehead. "I don't know if it much matters," he said. "We have to deal with everything in there anyway, or we won't be safe. The ghost, the Terrors. They have to get dealt with. It's not like we can really just go in, find him, and get out. That might have been our original plan with Marion, but it's naive. This needs to be stopped."  
 
    "You might be right. Not much point getting your man back just to have them track us down to steal him right back again," Hiraeth said, with grim good humor. "So then. We'll need fire if we want a chance against the Terrors—I've got a few lanterns we can bring." 
 
    "I—I can manipulate fire," Keith said. It was remarkable how calm he was beginning to feel now that they were about to make this happen. "Not always with great control, but I can do it. I can spark it out of nothing sometimes, but it'll be a lot easier for me to use if we've already got fire with us. Anyway, inevitable or not, we should still decide if we want to start at the top and fight our way down if he's down there, or start at the bottom and fight our way up if he isn't. We do need to prioritize Lucas, even if we have to deal with everything. Getting him back sooner rather than later would help a lot." 
 
    After a considering pause, Marion lifted a hand. "I have a thought." 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "I don't really have any combat skills," she said. "And I'm not fully used to this new body yet. But I can be a distraction." 
 
    "A distraction?" Hiraeth said uneasily. "If it's for Terrors, you'll get hurt for sure, my darling…" 
 
    "No, I mean…" She hesitated, and belatedly lowered her hand. "The issue is that last time, the ghost was around upstairs, right? You probably don't want to risk dealing with both the ghost and the Terrors at once, but if he's undistracted and hears a commotion downstairs, he'll go down. Yet, if you want to try to check upstairs first, and he's up there again, you have to face him directly immediately too, and I think we all agree that it's most likely Lucas is downstairs. Which would mean you'd then get the ghost's attention and have to either fight Terrors after already having had a showdown with a powerful ghost, or go downstairs with him completely alert." 
 
    They both nodded, uncertain. 
 
    "He has no way of knowing I have my memories back," Marion said, tone faintly sly. "I could carry one of your cellphones. Take it with me. Go upstairs. If Lucas is there and the ghost isn't, I could just tell you. If the ghost is and Lucas isn't, I could talk to him. Distract him. Convince him I was desperate for my memories. So I came wandering back in to beg his help in recovering myself." 
 
    "Marion..." Keith breathed.  
 
    "All you'd have to do was listen in until you knew the situation," Marion said. "Then hang up the phone so there wouldn't be any way to tell another party was there. Then react accordingly." 
 
    Hiraeth lit up, sort of tumbling off his chair onto her in a hug. She made an offended noise, sinking back under his aggressive attack. "You're a darling, Marion, you know that? You are, you are." 
 
    "Why are you like this," she said, not really a question. 
 
    "What if," Keith said, "the ghost and Lucas are both up there? Or other… used bottles? With spirits in. I don't know if you'd be able to tell if they're Lucas or not." 
 
    She lifted her eyes to his face, pushing Hiraeth's antlers to the side and making him whine as it yanked his head around. "I can insert that into the conversation if he’s there," she said. "Ask about the bottles, and if they were like me, and what he intended to do. Whatever is necessary." 
 
    "I think it's brilliant," Hiraeth said. 
 
    "It does feel pretty solid," Keith admitted. He let out a breath and looked at Hiraeth. "There's probably other dolls than Marion there, but for whatever reason, they didn't move or act when I was there last. Hopefully that means that since he wasn't actively working on them, they're out of commission and we don't have to worry about them for now." 
 
    Hiraeth nodded. "Right." 
 
    "Given how many essences he's been collecting, if he hasn't dumped them all into dolls, then there should be other, uh, 'occupied' bottles too." Keith made scare quotes with his fingers. "Is there something we should be doing to let them out?" 
 
    "Smash 'em," Hiraeth said at once. "We'll be fighting, I bet, so we won't have room for anything fancier. If it's an Other essence, smashing the container should let it free to go find another vessel. I can't imagine a scenario where breaking the bottles will destroy our essence, but I can certainly imagine how leaving him to experiment on them might. And if it's Lucas's bottle, it should pop him right out. Ghosts don't really have anywhere to go." 
 
    Keith swallowed around a sudden dry throat. The plan was coming together, and they were short on time. As soon as they were decided, they'd have to get moving. "And if Lucas isn't in a bottle?" 
 
    "There's no way to plan for what may have happened in that case," Hiraeth said, in a tone like he thought that might be reassuring. "If he's in a doll already, hopefully his ghostliness kept his memories around for it. If not, hopefully he's as impulsively friendly as Marion had been. And if he's been experimented on in another way… Well, I don't know what might have happened." 
 
    Marion shrugged, giving no opinion on that. 
 
    "But," Hiraeth said, eyes warm as he reached to take Keith's hand, "I think our chances are good. It's only been a day, and as I said, if old Walter was specifically wanting a ghost but didn't think he'd get one, he'll hopefully take his time making sure everything's perfect before doing whatever to him." 
 
    "Great," Keith said. It came out flat despite himself, and he forced a smile, squeezing his own clammy hand on Hiraeth's.  
 
    It was hardly his fault that this was something they could only guess at. 
 
    Hiraeth gave him a half smile back, then turned back to Marion. He'd extracted himself, but was staying close, trying to snag one of her hands as well. Keith wondered, abruptly, what the exact nature of their relationship even was. He'd been thinking friends, and hadn't seen anything inside Marion's memories to say otherwise, but was startled to realize he didn't know. 
 
    "Marion, m'love," Hiraeth said. "Are you getting any sense of doom on this plan?" 
 
    Keith had completely forgotten her powers. Maybe her plan was likely to work, just because it was something she'd come up with— 
 
    She shook her head. "Nothing," she said. "Though I don't know if that's cause to celebrate. I don't know how accessible my usual senses are. I didn't get this vessel in the usual way, and I don't know if it's just not triggering because nothing terrible is waiting for me, or if it's waiting for you instead, or if my skill is missing for good, or if it'll take time to come back. Don't rely on it right now." 
 
    "I'll take it as a good sign anyway," Hiraeth said. He turned bright, terrified eyes on Keith, grinning at him. "Ready?" 
 
    Keith knew the feeling. He smiled back, because if he didn't, he had no idea what else his face might do. "Ready as I'll ever be," he said, and squeezed Hiraeth's hand again, hard. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They equipped themselves as planned, and did so as lightly as they dared: charging up their cellphones, and bringing kerosene lanterns. Before they left, Hiraeth dabbed some of the old perfume on Marion. 
 
    "The smell should remind him of his doll work," Hiraeth said. "Make you feel more 'his'. To a ghost, that’s an attachment. You can say you found it in the stolen items along with yourself and when you put it on, you wanted to come back and get his help." 
 
    She sniffed. "It's a little overwhelming." 
 
    "Can't hurt, can it? Ghosts are tied to sensory things." 
 
    "Can't hurt," she agreed after a brief pause. "Anything to keep his attention on me." 
 
    They walked out to where Hiraeth had stashed the car and drove out in near silence, all of them too nervous to talk much, just watching the road and the world around. Besides, the car was making too much noise and bouncing too much with the undercarriage damaged to want to say much of anything anyway. 
 
    And then they were passing the corner Lucas had died on and he wasn't thinking of much of anything anymore, not really, not except how empty the seat behind him was, how quiet, how that presence wasn't there and should be. 
 
    As before, they parked in the construction lot and got out, Hiraeth coughing softly and waving smoke away from the car. "She's not long for this world," he said. "But she got us here alright, so we can be thankful for that." 
 
    "Mm." Keith said awkwardly, not sure exactly how to comfort someone over a car when he felt like this. 
 
    But Hiraeth wasn't expecting anything more. They walked quietly, carefully through the woods, stopping in the bushes outside Walter Bennett's house. 
 
    Hiraeth turned the ringer off on his own cellphone and handed it to Marion. "Call my line," he told Keith, who did. She answered after fumbling with the vibrating phone. "Check," Hiraeth whispered into it, and was visibly relieved to hear his voice come through the other side. 
 
    "So I'll just keep this in my pocket?" she asked, careful. "And when you hear whatever I have to say, you hang up and go in the house?" 
 
    Keith nodded. "Thank you," he said. "Good luck." 
 
    She nodded, squared her shoulders, and walked out of the bushes, approaching the front door. She tried it, found it still unlocked, and entered with a projected courage she surely couldn’t have felt. 
 
    Keith and Hiraeth huddled around Keith's cellphone, listening. Keith turned the volume up and muted his side. In silent unified fear that the mute hadn't worked, they both did their best to breathe as quietly as possible as they listened to her walk up the stairs.  
 
    Footsteps and creaking, wandering down a hall, doors opening, one after another. And then, after an agonizing pause of no sound at all. "Oh. You're here." 
 
    No audible response. 
 
    "I came back. I can't remember anything and I'm so scared. I want to know who I am… You said you could help me. Can you? Is that true?" She was selling it at least, the fear audible in her voice, trembling a little. 
 
    Silence again. 
 
    "Am I the only one up here? I thought you might be doing something with the ghost you caught. Is he downstairs…?" 
 
    Silence. Keith had never wished harder to hear both sides of a conversation. 
 
    "Downstairs… oh, in the basement. But can I ask you to work with me up here again, like before? I think it might have been working, if it weren't interrupted. Can you explain to me more of how it was supposed to work?" 
 
    Hiraeth slammed his thumb on the hang-up button before Keith could even move. "Our time starts now," he whispered, and held out a hand to Keith. "And I don't know if we have much of it." 
 
    Keith took Hiraeth's hand, dropping his cellphone into his pocket with numb fingers and scooping up his own lantern. "Let's go." 
 
    They hurried into the house, and Keith didn't hesitate, pulling Hiraeth toward the door that Lucas had taken previously. It was new territory, but Lucas had described it well enough, and the second door he pulled open was the stairway down. 
 
    It was pitch black down there, and both paused briefly to light their lanterns before seizing each other's hands again. It might be safer holding the railing, but even so, Keith didn't want to let go. Hiraeth felt like a lifeline. A warm, sweaty lifeline. 
 
    They descended together into darkness. 
 
  
 
  



 chapter sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The lanterns cast a flickering circle of light around them that Keith suspected did more to deepen shadows than actually illuminate the area generally. He tried to think positively: it at least lit the steps beneath them so they could see where they were going. 
 
    The stairs hardly felt stable, creaking and rocking under their weight, but they didn't have the time to take them slowly, and, by silent consensus, they moved down them as quickly as they dared. Hiraeth was more sure-footed than Keith was, and was pulling him along slightly faster than Keith felt comfortable with, but he didn't want to let go and risk being separated, so he just let himself be pulled along. 
 
    The stairs seemed to be taking longer than they should at the pace they were going, not at all matching the size of the house, as if they were going beneath where he expected the basement to be. It was impossible to tell if this really was the case, or if it was just his distorted perception, though. Moving through the darkness, knowing an evil ghost was above, descending into who-knows-what, sure he'd have to fight…  
 
    Of course his time sense would be ruined. Of course every half-second would feel like a minute. 
 
    But still, it felt wrong. 
 
    He'd barely had a chance to think that when a sensation rolled up from below that made him jerk to a stop immediately, almost yanking Hiraeth off his feet. It was terror, Terrors, a churning cloud of fear and loss and mindless hunger engulfing them from below, an aura roiling up the stairs.  
 
    No way to tell how many of them were down there. More than one, at least, he'd seen two in the visions he'd had—with that first unidentified Other, and with Marion.  
 
    But did Walter only have two of them? Or were there more that hadn't gone after her that night, that had been hunting others? He didn't know how Walter controlled them. Was there a limit, and he only had control of a couple? Was there no limit? 
 
    How many Terrors were even in the city? He'd never had cause to wonder that before. They appeared so rarely and were so easily avoided with light and company and care. How many ghosts had lost themselves and turned instead of moving on? 
 
    Lucas, you'd better not be one of them. 
 
    Hiraeth pulled on Keith's hand. "I know, I know," he whispered harshly. "I know, my darling, feels like we're walking into the jaws of death, but we have to go." 
 
    Keith shuddered hard and managed, somehow, to unstick his feet from the stairs to continue on. 
 
    It didn’t take long after that for them to finally reach the basement, and now Keith wished the stairs were endless. But their shoes clattered from wood to cement and they were surrounded.  
 
    The Terrors' massive bodies filled what felt like every shadow. Impossible to tell where the darkness ended and they began, not with only lantern light, and still impossible to tell how many there were. More than two, certainly. More than five, absolutely.  
 
    But they didn't move in.  
 
    They were shifting and moving, sluggish—sleeping? Keith stared at one, wide-eyed, at the horrible mass of teeth and eyes and hunger. 
 
    "Keith," Hiraeth whispered. 
 
    No, not sleeping, he realized as they shifted again, a little faster, a little more violently. 
 
    Waking up. 
 
    In a sudden panic, he brandished the lantern, flinging it up just in time as the one in front of him came to its senses—or whatever it had instead—and lunged forward, snapping its maw at him. A sense of fear washed over him, a sense of being prey, and he stumbled back, still with the lantern thrust out.  
 
    "Not good," Hiraeth said, and shifted around to press his back to Keith's, so there was a light on either side of them. Where they were touching, Keith could feel the alert stiffness in him, an animal poised to fight or flee. 
 
    It really started to dawn on him that it was what they were. 
 
    "Could really use your powers any minute now," Hiraeth said, with no readable tone to his voice at all, as if everything that could be spent on emoting was spent instead on focusing on the Terrors around them. "If you please." 
 
    Right. Shit. He had to do something. 
 
    The quartz he’d brought with him was a heavy weight in his pocket. Keith tried to focus on drawing the fire out, and let out a cry instead as a Terror lunged. He barely dodged, only just swung his lantern around in time to shine the light of the fire directly in its eyes, and even so claws grabbed and tore at his arm. He could feel it bleeding, an almost numbly bright pain, like ice, and couldn't spend any time thinking about it. 
 
    Behind him, Hiraeth let out a yell and swung the lantern as well. Keith could feel that movement, see the swinging shadows and the light glittering across things that weren't supposed to be exposed to light. The sound Hiraeth had let out was half fear and half pain. 
 
    There was no time to do this nicely or safely. 
 
    Keith's lantern exploded into a narrow column out its chimney, the fire billowing upward using his energy for fuel more than the oil inside. He bent it, letting it follow the curled line of his energy, striking the Terror in front of him with a whip of flame, smacking into it and making it sizzle. 
 
    It screamed, the sound tearing through Keith in a way he'd be hearing in his nightmares from now on—if he survived to have them, he reminded himself grimly. The smell of the flame on its strange dark mass was like a cross between cooking flesh and something he couldn't even name. Something was boiling and letting off steam. 
 
    That one withdrew, but there were others. 
 
    Hiraeth let out a cry behind him, quick and shortly cut off, swallowed behind his teeth. "Don't suppose you can do two of those," he gasped. 
 
    Keith couldn't, but he had to do something to turn Hiraeth's lantern into a full weapon as well. They needed more than just one with how many of them there were, given that the Terrors weren't willing to just stay out of the light. He couldn't control it, not whip-cord it like his own lantern, especially without seeing what was going on, but he focused on the chimney of Hiraeth's lantern, pouring a solid cone shape over top so flame engulfed that, forming something like a flaming sword. 
 
    Setting that up had distracted him, left his own cord of flame unmoving, and another Terror moved in around the side, grabbed him by the arm, yanked him off balance and away from Hiraeth.  
 
    The sudden coldness at his back was terrifying. He couldn't let himself get surrounded, and he couldn't let it keep its hold on him. It was trying to yank him off his feet, make him drop the lantern, and then they'd force him down, move in, feast. 
 
    He spun the cord of flame around, snapped it down against the semi-solid limb that had grabbed his, forced the flame right through. That horrible sizzling smell rose again, worse than before, choking him and filling his nostrils. But he didn't have time to recover, still coughing as he stumbled upright fully and backed toward Hiraeth again. Eyes watering, he kept the cord moving, lashing down on that one Terror over and over again, beating parts off it, cutting and burning until it stopped moving. 
 
    It wasn't dead. He didn't think so, anyway. It wasn't dissolving, and he suspected a Terror probably didn't have any real form to maintain after it was really destroyed. But it was at least temporarily immobilized. 
 
    How temporarily, though? 
 
    There was no chance to celebrate regardless. While he'd been focusing on the one, the others had been waking up more, and now were moving toward him and Hiraeth actively.  
 
    Keith drew a deep breath and whipped the flame around again. 
 
    They fought. They fought, and fought, and fought, and still had barely managed to move from the spot. Certainly not enough to explore to find what they were looking for.  
 
    He twisted and wound the flame and mostly did his best to keep the Terrors back, whipping at them when they came too close. Behind him, Hiraeth was fighting in near-silence too, with his flaming lantern and his antlers, head down, ichorous gore tossed behind him as he caught and tore with them.  
 
    And every possible chance they got, the Terrors' claws and teeth were swiping in, catching at flesh. Yanking at limbs, pulling them this way and that. He was bleeding and bruised and every joint hurt, but all he could do was keep fighting and not let any catch hold of him for too long. 
 
    The entire basement smelled like hell and Keith was horribly, awfully aware of the fact that if it were any darker than this—if he lost the energy to control the lanterns—the Terrors would gain more strength. He spared a second to be grateful to Hiraeth for having kept him from coming down here at night. If the only reason they were even this sluggish was that it was daytime outside, he could only imagine how it would go otherwise. 
 
    He didn't want to, though, and barely had time to. Slowly, between the injuries they'd given the Terrors and the winding light of his fire, they cleared a small circle around them with writhing, hungry darkness churning around the outside. The Terrors were eager still to get in at any moment of weakness, but only moving in when their defenses found gaps. 
 
    "Let's move a little," he gasped. "We need to find this work bench…" 
 
    Hiraeth didn't answer immediately, making a noise of pain that he perhaps meant as agreement before he managed to get more out: "Yes. All right." 
 
    They moved. Swinging fire and limping, hurt and wrung out and aching and bleeding, they moved their small circle in what felt like inches at a time. Keith guided them forward, away from the stairs, under the theory that any working area would probably be across from the entrance, but he couldn't shake the fear that it was anywhere else. Left, or right, or even under the stairs. They hadn't had the chance to look, and the thought of having to move all the way back was horrifying. 
 
    But soon enough the Terrors began to part in front of them, running out of places to go and shifting around to the sides, then behind again to close the gaps. As they kept moving forward, he saw it: A large table up against a wall. 
 
    It was not unlike the one he'd seen in Marion's mind, though (fortunately) shorter, a normal working height. Various doll parts and tools were laid out, and a doll body—male, bone-white, slim—was also placed, with the limbs not yet strung on but arranged as they would be expected to go. 
 
    It struck him with a shocking emotional intensity, as though it really was a dismembered corpse. It couldn't be further from Lucas's actual body—this one childlike, white, laid out neatly, while his had been strong, intensely physical, crumpled, blood dyeing his black skin red, split open on the pavement. It was a discordant, disjointed metaphor. It suddenly clicked to Keith what it meant when Hiraeth talked about an Other being in an inappropriate vessel, what it must be like for Marion right now and why she'd been tearing herself apart in her own mind. Dolls were creepy metonymies for humans to begin with, segmented and empty; but it was so glaringly not Lucas, the fact it had been blithely prepared to hold him made Keith nauseous. 
 
    He tore his eyes away and forced himself to take in the rest of the scene, looking for and finding exactly what he'd hoped to: a variety of vials on the table, near the back. On the right side, they were prepared for someone's use—the enchantment was cast, and the top sawed into a point, but they felt unused, empty, the way the ones upstairs had. Full of nothing but potential.  
 
    On the left side, by the doll's feet, they had a sense of being occupied. Keith could almost feel the Others inside them, a strange sense of being faced with a prison he couldn't hear or see. A hammering to get free. Even if he had come here knowing nothing, he would have known that something was terribly wrong there. It gave him a headache to look at them, and his flame flickered briefly as his powers started to feel overwhelmed. The quartz felt hot against his leg, as if it had been burning up as he used it. 
 
    One of the occupied vials sat a little forward, placed right between the doll's feet. The one that the doll collector was meaning to use, probably. It had to be Lucas. He was sure of it, with the timing. It would need to be Lucas.  
 
    But he didn't feel anything from it to make it seem different than the others: just a churning sense of desperation, a need to be free. Nothing more. He couldn't feel 'Lucas' there, that familiar presence that had been always so close by. 
 
    "Smash them?" he asked, in a small voice.  
 
    It would make noise. It might draw the ghost before they were ready. 
 
    But these people had to be free. And if they didn’t get Lucas back and on their side before they faced Walter anyway, they’d be at a worse disadvantage. 
 
    "Smash them," Hiraeth agreed, breathless, after risking a quick glance behind him to see Keith, the table, the setup. 
 
    Keith put two fingers to the bottle between the doll's feet, hesitantly. Despite the touch, nothing felt familiar. "All of them?" 
 
    What if they were wrong? What if it didn't work? What if smashing them destroyed the essences, or if it interfered with the magic, or—  
 
    "All of them," Hiraeth said. Then, in a rush, he changed his mind: "No, wait, save the empties. I have an idea." 
 
    It seemed risky to leave the enemy a weapon, but there wasn't time to ask for details and he had to trust Hiraeth. Shuddering, Keith leaned over the workbench, drawing a deep breath—almost choking on the smell in the room—and then flung his arm out, sweeping the occupied bottles aside and down as hard as he could, smashing them to the ground. 
 
    Glass flew explosively. 
 
    He managed to get his arms up, just barely in time to protect his face. Shards cut into his arms and legs, and he was grateful for his heavy clothes, could only imagine how much worse this would be if it were a warmer season. 
 
    Keith hoped that the worst of it had missed Hiraeth too, but there was no way to hear his reaction over the sound that filled the room: a horrible wailing, screaming in a din of different languages, heavy words that felt like curses being cast. The flurry of glass seemed to have stopped, and he managed, with effort, to lower his arms again. 
 
    He opened his eyes. 
 
    What he saw there was something that he knew he would never really make sense of. It was the Others' essences, he knew that, their true selves without vessel, and his mind couldn't interpret what it saw.  
 
    It left him essentially blind, vision overwhelmed, as though he'd plugged a cable into the wrong input. It didn't impact his hearing—he could still hear that awful sound—but his eyes stopped working entirely for a few too-long moments.  
 
    Suddenly, he felt lucky for how little his sixth sense actually showed him. The things he saw usually might be strange, twisted, and unseeable to normal human eyes, but they were still things he could make sense of, look at and understand what he was seeing. If he saw things in this much detail always—  
 
    The essences departed, rushing out through walls and windows, and the oppressive sense of the room lightened. Slowly, he realized he was seeing again, understanding what his eyes were showing him and identifying shapes and forms, blurry and strained. 
 
    The foreign shape that he'd turned to check on was Hiraeth, face tilted up and split in an uncanny grin. 
 
    The massive writhing mounds around them, which had drawn back from the force of the essences' departure, were the Terrors. They hadn't moved in—or hadn't been able to move in—during the explosion of souls, and that was probably the only reason Keith and Hiraeth were still alive. 
 
    The thing dangling from his hand, sputtering and miraculously not dropped, but certainly not flaming properly, was a lantern. 
 
    And the soul that hadn't left, was hovering next to the workbench and facing away from him, slowly turning to look at him, was Lucas. 
 
    Keith felt his knees go weak and he leaned on the table, bracing an arm there. It was the arm that was holding the lantern, fortunately, because he didn't think he could keep his grip on it to save his life. He could barely keep himself upright. 
 
    "Lucas," he managed. It was him: that same polo shirt he'd died in, the same jeans, the same short curly hair.  
 
    And then Lucas finished turning, and he had no face. 
 
    Keith didn't recognize the noise of pain he'd made until it was already out of his mouth. He couldn't tear his eyes away from Lucas now that he'd seen him. But Lucas didn't recognize them. He was facing them with a mindless wariness in his posture, darkness swathing his features. He didn't react to Keith in any way that showed anything but caution.  
 
    Hiraeth fell back to Keith's side. "That is not a good sign," he said, voice unsteady, risking a glance back. 
 
    Exhaustion. That was all Keith felt. Nothing but pure shaking exhaustion. 
 
    This was why he'd come, and he was too late. From the look of him, Lucas was as far gone as Walter was. Whatever had been done to get him in that bottle, to break the attachment to the person he was haunting, had caused him to become lost. 
 
    "He's gone," Keith whispered. 
 
    Hiraeth grabbed his arm, squeezed it reassuringly. It hurt—he was covered in cuts, had glass splinters in his clothes, was soaked through with blood—but it helped, too. The flare of pain grounded him, made him suck in a sharp breath.  
 
    "No," Hiraeth said. "But if you give up now, he will be." 
 
    What do you want? Lucas asked. It was his voice, but even further below normal hearing than usual. Even with his sixth sense, Keith could barely pick it up. 
 
    "Lucas," Keith said, almost stammering. "Lucas. Lucas Brown. It's me, Keith?" 
 
    That darkness over his features swirled, and Keith almost made out his face. Then it was gone again, replaced by roaming darkness. No, Lucas said. I don't know those names. 
 
    "Go in after him," Hiraeth said. 
 
    Keith slowly realized what Hiraeth was suggesting. Heart pounding, he looked around. "Here? Now?" 
 
    "I'll hold them off," Hiraeth said, grinning widely enough to show every flat tooth in his mouth. "That's why you went in after Marion, right? To learn how. In case you needed to do it here." 
 
    Lucas was advancing in slow measured steps unlike his usual casual walk, threatening. Keith wasn't sure what exactly he'd do, but he didn't think it would be good if he let Lucas come to him like that. If he went to him, he'd have to be in control or— 
 
    Or what? he thought helplessly. Lucas wouldn't hurt me. 
 
    But the ghost there right now didn't know that. 
 
    "I won't be able to keep the lanterns flared up," Keith said, voice trembling. "I won't. I'd have to put all my focus on him." 
 
    And the Terrors weren't held back by the rush of souls any longer either. With the flames in their lanterns low and sputtering, they were moving closer as well, gathering in bulk and threat. 
 
    "I'll fight," Hiraeth said. "I'll have the lantern at normal heat, anyway, and I was thinking I could grab those bottles." He nodded back to the prepared empties still on the table. "If he can catch Others and ghosts in them, we might be able to catch Terrors as well, am I right? They're just corrupted ghosts." 
 
    Lucas was six feet away, five, four—  
 
    "Are you sure?" Keith asked, gaze fixed on Lucas, desperate to hear 'yes', terrified regardless that he was making the wrong choice. 
 
    "Can you afford not to try?" Hiraeth shot back, grabbing a bottle up from the table and stepping away from them both, toward the Terrors. 
 
    Put like that, the answer was simple.  
 
    He turned his attention away from Hiraeth—was aware, peripherally, of Hiraeth brandishing both his unaugmented lantern and an empty bottle at the Terrors—and fully onto Lucas. 
 
    Three feet. They were staring right at each other, empty void into Keith and Keith into empty void. Lucas began to raise a hand toward his face. 
 
    Everything inside him became still and quiet.  
 
    Hiraeth was right. There was no other option. 
 
    He had to save Lucas. 
 
    "All right," Keith said, as that hand descended. "I'm coming." 
 
    He exhaled, then dropped, ducking beneath that hand, rolling forward, and flung himself into Lucas as if he was trying to shoulder-slam him out of the way. 
 
    The quartz in his pocket grew hotter, almost enough to burn. 
 
    There was nothing physical there to hit, but he was already out of his own crumpling body by the time he fell through Lucas's transparent form into nothingness. 
 
  
 
  



 chapter seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Keith found himself in a hazy fog, a featureless white curling mist. It was thick, hiding everything up to a few inches away only. He could barely see his own feet on some kind of sidewalk, swathed and hidden.  
 
    He stayed still, breathing fog in, watching his exhalations stir and churn it in front of his face without actually clearing anything.  
 
    It was like his dream. The fog there had been too thick to see anything, even himself. As in the dream, he could move in any direction, but had no guide. He drew a slow breath to calm his pounding heart. Better to not run blindly, as he had in the dream. He looked down, trying to make out any details. 
 
    If he struggled to, he could see his own body—but only in a vague sense, an outline of hands and arms as he raised them through the mist, a shape of his feet visible briefly as he stirred the air by moving one, then covered again as he went still. He tried waving a hand, saw it a little more clearly briefly, but the mist came back immediately. 
 
    Keith took another deep breath and let it out slowly. All he could do was focus on the facts. He was inside Lucas, and the dream had to do with Lucas. Lucas was lost somewhere in here and didn't know how to find himself. 
 
    But where everything had been strange in the dream, he knew where he was now, at least technically. He knew Lucas—but could he rely on anything he knew about Lucas? Could he search for the right memories to release? 
 
    Lucas couldn't remember being Lucas.  
 
    There was no way of knowing if it would be like it had been for Marion. Marion was an old, inhuman spirit, used to dying and finding a new host and slowly filling it, with centuries of weight behind even those few images he'd seen, and her main concern would be completely recovering that sense of self because it was who she was used to being. 
 
    But Lucas had died young, barely twenty, and stayed around as a ghost. With no connection to the world, he would eventually become a Terror. As long as he had a connection to the world, he would be a ghost, and as long as he had his memories of who he once was, he would be an intelligent ghost rather than residual energy. Marion had wanted to know who she was because she'd been that person for such a long time, through so many experiences, and that grounded her. It was different for Lucas. It—  
 
    It struck him so suddenly that he almost staggered: Lucas would want to know who he was because he was dead and disconnected, and having a sense of self kept him from hungering for the life essence he didn't have. It wasn't just about knowledge. It was about being. 
 
    It was a horrible realization. No wonder Terrors ate the essences of Others but simply killed humans. Even unbodied, an Other was still alive and vital. Humans just died and moved on. Vitality was everything a ghost needed, everything a ghost was obsessed with, but Terrors hunted it without even knowing, even remembering, that they had been a ghost. 
 
    Keith shook his head, trying to focus. Knowing that didn't do him much good. It didn't matter. One way or another, he needed to find Lucas, just going one step at a time. 
 
    He shifted his feet again, trying to clear the path. It was a sidewalk—and that meant it probably led somewhere, which was already different from his dream. So his choices were to stay on the path or leave it. If he left, he could easily get lost, and he wasn't sure how long it would take him to find his way back. In his dream, running blindly had been a mistake. 
 
    And he didn't have the time that he'd had before, with Marion. Better to assume that this mindscape knew what it was about, and if it put him on a sidewalk, he was meant to be on one. 
 
    Keith began to walk, sliding his feet forward and swinging his arms, trying to clear the fog enough to be sure he was staying on the sidewalk and wasn't losing track of it. It worked well enough, but with no noticeable result. After a few minutes of that, of walking endlessly on cement with no change around him at all and no end in sight, the oppressive silence of the fog started to weigh on him and he cleared his throat. 
 
    Talking had seemed to affect the surroundings when he'd been in Marion, so he tried that here as well. "Lucas Brown," he began, "died two months after turning twenty, in a car accident, saving Keith Marose's life." It seemed best to get down the facts, the things that would have import to Lucas as a ghost, as a dead man. "Before that, he was a student at Stonybridge U. His sister's name was, uh, Shaunee. I don't remember his parents' names, sorry." 
 
    He drew another breath to continue when his foot found a curb. He waved his hands again, and found—painfully—a pole. Two street signs were mounted on it, and he leaned up, waved at them to try to read them, but they were covered with dirt. 
 
    Heart leaping, he wiped at one with the edge of his hand, clearing off the smog buildup, but the sign underneath was without a word, a blank green plaque. He tried the other as well to be safe, but it too was blank. 
 
    So he could turn, or keep going straight, across the road. Without a guide, he felt it better to keep on with what he'd started, and shuffled in a straight line across the road until he found the opposite curb, mounted it, continued on the sidewalk. 
 
    His throat felt raw. The fog, or his own swelling grief? "After he died, he began to haunt me. Keith Marose. Since he'd died in Keith's place, he was connected and bound to him. To me. But Lucas never acted like a malicious spirit. He wanted to be a friend, and was." 
 
    That didn't seem to have better results, the sidewalk continuing on endlessly still, but it was hard to tell if that was due to his choice of commentary, or if it was just the necessary distance between blocks. Then again, this wasn't real space. It shouldn't need to be treated as such. 
 
    He kept walking, thinking over everything he knew of Lucas's life. It was remarkably hard to dredge the details up, and he tasted guilt in his words as he kept speaking. "When he was alive, I think he was studying engineering. He hadn't gotten very far into his degree. He was in his second year, I think he'd said. And second year was hard and he was thinking of taking time off but didn't want to admit defeat. But he was sleeping in a lot and not going to his classes. He told me that." 
 
    Another curb. With a sinking heart, he found the pole, cleared the air enough to find the dirty signs, wiped them clean.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He crossed the street and continued on. His heart was aching, and words were coming up without being invited any more. 
 
    "He, uh, was a Libra. September birthday," Keith said, awkwardly. It felt as if he was just pulling out the most random facts, but they were all that came to mind. "I don't remember what day. He mentioned it once, but that was a few years ago. It's October now so… guess his birthday would have just gone past again if he were alive." 
 
    No curb yet. 
 
    "I wonder what his family does on his birthday now. He was single when he died. I don't know if he'd ever gone out with anyone. He never said, but I mean, I'd guess he must have at some point? Well, maybe not." He was rambling but couldn't seem to stop. "So whatever they'd do for his birthday, they'd do alone. Wouldn't need to bring anyone else in on it. I mean, I guess he had friends. He was a nice guy. I didn't know them—"  
 
    And then rushed forward, hating to think about that: "I should have done something too—for his birthday, I mean—but that first year, he said it would be too weird. The dead don't age. He couldn't eat a cake or get a present, but I think it would be nice to acknowledge it anyway. That hey, this is a reminder that one day you were born, that you were… that you were alive. I miss you. It's not the same, I guess. It's not like I was your family, just that dumb teenager you saved and who you ended up stuck to, but you're so important. You're just… I wonder how much I'll regret it each September if you don't come back. Not as much as your family regrets it, I guess. But I don't want to think about that. Sixty, seventy years of reaching September and thinking about how I didn't even know what day your birthday was on so I couldn't do anything, after… after I lost you…" 
 
    A curb. He stopped again, feeling like the air had been stolen from his lungs, like he'd been punched in the chest. He found the pole, waved away fog, stared at the dirty signs with his heart in his stomach, a heavy weight. 
 
    On one, he wrote in the dirt with his fingertip: Seventh.  
 
    On the other: Elm. 
 
    And then he stopped, holding his breath, but nothing happened. There was no sign that putting on those street names, identifying the corner that Lucas had died on, had meant anything. No hint that it had changed anything at all. 
 
    Keith let out his held breath, shoulders falling, and tried to think of what to talk about next as he shuffled forward off the curb, began to cross the street. 
 
    A screech of brakes, blinding headlights tearing through the fog, and then an explosion. A sudden slamming pressure to his side, hard, flinging him to the ground, making him lose his breath entirely. In a burst of wind, fog streamed past him in tatters, blown away from that point of impact. It felt like he was in the center of a storm, and flung an arm up to protect his face, needing to close his eyes against the wind and grit. 
 
    And abruptly, it cleared. Sunlight streamed in behind his eyelids and slowly, he forced his eyes open. 
 
    In real life, at the time, there'd been lots of people around. Himself on the ground, the car with a pole bowing over it but the owner of the car alive and safe, getting out in a dazed panic, people gathering around, screaming, calling on their cellphones, gawking in horror. Lucas's body on the ground, crumpled and torn, still trying to breathe, blood bubbling on his lips, crushed in places it shouldn't be. 
 
    Here and now, it was just the car, crumpled against the pole, and Lucas's body on the ground. And Lucas himself, the ghost, sitting next to his own body, sadly petting his own short, tightly-coiled hair and trying to comfort himself as he drew those slow, bubbly breaths and struggled to live. 
 
    Keith let out a sob and scrambled over to him. "Lucas," he said. "Lucas, man, I'm so sorry, I'm so sorry…" 
 
    "Not your fault, bro." It was Lucas as he knew him, not the Lucas who had forgotten. Lucas who looked up at him with pain and grief in his eyes but also that familiarity of the years they'd known each other. Even so, he kept petting his own hair. "It really wasn't. This sort of thing happens." 
 
    "Yeah, but…" 
 
    "Hey." Lucas finally pulled his hand away and shifted around, putting himself in front of his body and reaching out. One of his hands found the back of Keith's head, and he pulled it down, pressed Keith's face against his shoulder. He felt solid, real. "Don't look anymore. You don't need to see this again." 
 
    "No, he's, you're hurt, you're dying, he shouldn't be alone, I can't ignore—" 
 
    He felt Lucas shake his head, draw a slow breath. "No," Lucas said. "I think it's okay if we both acknowledge that I've been dead for years now. Nothing we do here will matter. We can't change that. It's over. I'm gone, and it's time to let go."  
 
    It should have been comforting, being able to feel Lucas's arms around him, hearing Lucas talk to him with the weight of memory behind it, knowing who he was and who Keith was, but the words sent a chill through Keith instead. "No," he mumbled. "You don't mean that." 
 
    "That I'm dead?" 
 
    "That it's time to let go."  
 
    It came out of him in a rush, torn out of his lungs, and when he looked up again, pushing Lucas away to arms' length, the car was still there, but the body was gone. That made him feel a little more panicky. It wasn't that he wanted to see Lucas like that, but it wasn't as if he'd ever forget, either. If anyone ever walked around in his own mindscape, they'd find a scene just like this. He was sure of that much. But why had it gone? Was Lucas trying to hide the body from him, or was he…  
 
    Keith swallowed hard. "I don't want to let you go," he managed. 
 
    Lucas stayed tense against his push, resisting, then sighed, leaning back, reaching up to take Keith's hands instead. Keith let him, let his hands drop from Lucas's shoulders. He clenched them with Lucas's between them. 
 
    "Keith," Lucas said. "There's nothing good for you if I stay here. There really isn't. Yeah, we get along well, but you never asked to be haunted. It's keeping you from living your full life. Even if we joke about it, people think you're weird. Talking to yourself all the time because you're talking to me." 
 
    Shaking his head rapidly, Keith dropped his eyes to their joined hands. "That's going to happen whether or not you're here," he said. "I do have the sixth sense. I do see the Otherworld. Even if I don't have you around to talk to, I'll see the Others, clinging shadows, visions. I'll still react to things normal people can't react to. I just—I just won't also have you there to talk to about it. I'll be alone." 
 
    "You're not alone," Lucas said, and his lips twisted in a strange smile. "Hiraeth welcomed you to the community, didn't he? You'll spend more time with him, and he'll introduce you to the Others he knows. From here, you'll get to know them properly. You'll become more of a part of them. A human part, but a part anyway. And it won't look as strange to outsiders. People usually just see them as human anyway." 
 
    "Yeah, but—" 
 
    Lucas pushed on. "And you want that, don't you?" he asked, softly. "I saw it, the way you two were acting. I saw that you want Hiraeth. But you're not accepting it. You feel guilty about me, about how I'm bound to you, about opening your life up to anyone else when I'm a part of your life no matter what. But if you let me go, your life will be yours to do with as you like." 
 
    "I slept with him," Keith burst out. 
 
    Slowly, those eyes widened, very pale in his face. "Oh." 
 
    "I'm… I'm sorry?" 
 
    Lucas shook his head, looking down. His voice, when he spoke again, was awkward. "No. I'm glad. It's fine, I mean… it's better that you're already accepting someone else in. It means you're ready to let me out of your life…" 
 
    It felt as though Lucas was going to spin it that way no matter what. If Keith hadn't slept with Hiraeth, he was holding himself back. Since he had, it meant he already started to get over Lucas. "Do you want that?" Keith asked. He could barely make the words come out, feeling entirely airless and empty. "Do you want to be let go, to pass on or be forgotten or… or change into a Terror?" 
 
    "It would be better for you," Lucas said. He squeezed Keith's hands. "I've been an uninvited roommate too long already, and I'm already dead. I've been dead for five years and dragging your life down with me. It's okay to move on." 
 
    His insides felt wrong, twisted, compressed in a smaller space than his body would allow for. Put like that, it felt as if he was the one preventing Lucas from moving on.  
 
    Was he? There were so many things in him that might be doing it. His wish the accident hadn't happened. His fear of what he was seeing when his ability woke up. His guilt over surviving when Lucas died. 
 
    Was his connection to Lucas more of a binding? Forcing him to stay in this world? 
 
    His throat ached as he drew breath to agree, to let Lucas move on. For his own sake. 
 
    He couldn't. 
 
    "You didn't answer," he whispered instead. "Do you want that?" 
 
    "I'm saying it's the right thing for you." 
 
    Keith's throat tightened more. His heart had started to pound too fast, anger starting to mix with anxiety. "I didn't ask that," he said. "I know what I want. I'm asking what you want. Do you want me to let you go?" 
 
    "Keith, fam…" 
 
    "Do you want it? To move on, or to drift away from yourself, whatever?" 
 
    Lucas's face screwed up with the displeasure of the unexpected, as though he’d thought he was about to eat one thing and found another flavor entirely in his mouth. "It doesn't matter, man, I'm already dead. Your life is about you. Stop making it about me." 
 
    "I'm making your afterlife about you," Keith said. He squeezed tight on Lucas's hands, wanting to hold Lucas there through that point of contact. "You are part of my life, you have been part of my life—I'm not talking about theory here, Lucas. This isn't some—some hypothetical situation. We're friends, whether you're alive or dead or whatever!" 
 
    "Keith—" 
 
    Keith drew a deep breath but didn't let go. "If you want to move on, I'll do everything I can to help you pass. If you want to not be stuck as a ghost, that's fine. That's reasonable. I'll help you because I love you."  
 
    It came out just like that, unintentional and not a confession like he'd wanted. Not some way to build up and finally express it but flying under the radar. He saw it fly past Lucas without truly hitting and snapped his teeth shut on whatever pained sound wanted to follow after. 
 
    Still, Lucas blinked. "I love you too, Keith. But—" 
 
    "No. You don't get it," Keith said. It'd be easy to let it go at that. As long as Lucas understood he cared, that it wasn't about guilt—or at least, not just about guilt—he was making his point. 
 
    But he was tired of that. Of avoidance. Of letting things go too easily. Of doing the simpler thing.  
 
    He straightened his back, staring Lucas in the eye, almost challenging, still holding onto his hands with a grip so hard it whitened his knuckles. "I love you. I want you in my life. I want you there for the rest of my life and to move on with you at the end. I want to keep waking up to you every morning and talking with you about everything and just feeling you there around me." 
 
    Into Lucas's silence, Keith drew a ragged breath. 
 
    "I want to share every important thing with you," he finished. 
 
    That had hit. Lucas's eyes were very round again, and his gaze was fixed unblinkingly on Keith's. Keith couldn't tell how Lucas was really feeling about it, only how stunned he was, but that was fine. He didn't need to try to read everything and react to it appropriately. He just needed to say how he felt. 
 
    "Like I said," Keith said roughly, throat aching and raw, "if you want to move on, that's fine. You are dead. You and I both know it. That can't be something you're happy about, I mean, obviously. Shit, you just learned about the possibility of being a Terror. Maybe you should have moved on. Maybe you won't find peace until you do, and you want peace. If so, fine. Sure. I'll do it."  
 
    He struggled to keep breathing as Lucas just stared at him, then made himself continue. "But I'm not going to get talked into it because you think it's better for me. Or even if it was objectively better, you know, I'm fine having you with me. I'm happy having you with me. However I can have you. As a friend, or… or anything else. This time I've spent without you—" He swallowed hard, unable to go on. 
 
    "Keith," Lucas began. 
 
    Keith didn't let him finish, needed to get it out before Lucas could try to dissuade him again. "I haven't been this miserable in years," he burst out. "All I can think about is you. So if you want to move on, I need to know it's because it's what you want. I need to know it's the best thing for you. Because I don't want to live my life without you, but I will if it's what you need." He was trembling, teeth chattering. Didn't want to say what he had to say.  
 
    He said it anyway. "So tell me: Do you want to try to pass on?" 
 
    Lucas kept staring, stunned. It was still impossible to read his expression, too shaken to tell Keith whether it was a good shock or a bad one.  
 
    And then, finally, he seemed to crumple.  
 
    His eyes dropped first, and his full lips started to tremble a little, nose wrinkling again. Keith drew closer, unable to fight the desire to comfort him, but Lucas shook his head, shoulders drawn up, hunched around himself. 
 
    "I don't want to pass on," Lucas said finally, barely above a whisper. "I want to stay with you." 
 
    Keith let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding, and squeezed Lucas's hands again, relieved, eyes stinging, throat almost too choked to get words out. "That's—I'm so glad. I really am, man. And if that changes, you have to tell me. If you're ready to go, tell me. But…"  
 
    "But?" Lucas lifted his eyes again, dark and wet, lips still trembling. He was refusing to actually cry, but the effort made it more obvious than tears would, whites of his eyes reddened, nose darker, expression creased. 
 
    Keith lifted a hand and daringly cupped Lucas's cheek, running a thumb over one of those fine, high cheekbones. It was so nice to touch him, to feel him, even if he knew it was all in his head.  
 
    "But," he said hoarsely, "never try to get me to make you move on before you're ready, Lucas. Never again. Promise me." 
 
    Lucas's shaking mouth curved upward a little. "Yeah," he said. "Sorry, man. I was a fool." 
 
    "You were," Keith said, and leaned in. 
 
    He moved into it slowly, forcing himself not to rush and steal the kiss like he wanted to. Better to move so that Lucas would have no choice but to realize what he was going for and stop him if he didn't want it, if he hadn't understood what Keith had meant or if he wasn't interested. It might be too weird. They'd been friends for so long, been around each other all the time. They didn't have any privacy, didn’t have any mystery. It would be easy not to want it—  
 
    Lucas slid a hand across his jaw back into his hair, cupped the back of his head, and closed the rest of the distance himself. 
 
    Keith had meant to kiss him lightly, chastely, just as a way to show his feelings, but as soon as Lucas leaned into it and kissed him back, it turned into something else. His lips ached, over-sensitive. Their teeth clacked together briefly as they both opened into it at once, before Keith turned his head a little, until they found the perfect angle for it. 
 
    It was warm and hot and they pressed close together, almost clinging. He could taste Lucas's mouth, that strange not-quite-right taste of another person, and here, at least, it was like kissing any other human being, any other living person, warm and needy and wanting and hungry. 
 
    It deepened more, shakily, until finally Keith had to pull back to draw an unsteady breath. He was too hot and too cold at the same time, and there was something about that sensation which was trying to get his attention, something about that he should be remembering. 
 
    But it didn't matter, because he could feel Lucas in his heart again. That bond was back, that attachment, the sense of Lucas's tether to the world being him, that constant sense of presence. Keith let out a groan of relief and kissed him again, flinging arms around him and holding on tight. 
 
    Lucas's arms tightened around him as he kissed back, and his hands began roaming, pressure and heat up and down Keith's back, pulling up at his sweater and the shirt underneath until they found skin.  
 
    This time, when the kiss broke, Lucas leaned his forehead against Keith's, nose to nose, and swallowed. "Hey," Lucas asked, and his voice was rough, warm and hoarse and thick. "Do we need to be getting back to reality right away, or…?" 
 
    Impossible to miss the implication. Keith ached, already hard from the passion in that kiss, cock twitching involuntarily at the thought. He had to wonder how that looked back in the real world. Was his body reacting there too, aroused or—worse—making sounds? Or was his mind was so disjointed from his body, literally out of it, that it couldn't respond at all? 
 
    And on the heels of that thought, a dose of ice cold reality. 
 
    "Oh. Oh shit," he said, tongue tangled. "Yeah, we do. Sorry, I want, but—" 
 
    "But—?" Lucas's crooked smile was completely understanding, more than a little self-deprecating. He was withdrawing, even though he hadn't moved anywhere. "Nah, I get it. Too weird, right?" 
 
    "No, you—you don't get it," Keith said, and ran his hands tremblingly down Lucas's neck to his shoulders, squeezed there. "We're in the middle of a fight." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    Keith began shaking his head, let out a horrified laugh. "I completely forgot. We're fighting. Or Hiraeth is, anyway. He's fighting off Terrors. Literally fighting them. While I try to get you back." 
 
    Lucas's expression changed from that strange pain of expected rejection to shock, then to a sort of amused determination. "Ah." 
 
    "Yeah. I'm sorry," Keith said. Then, heart-pounding, "Later. If we can. If I can get back here with you." 
 
    "Later," Lucas repeated, a little stunned, and nodded. "Let's go back." 
 
    "You have to wake us—"  
 
    But Lucas already was, leaning in, pressing a kiss to Keith's forehead and then abruptly closing off to him completely, shutting him out. 
 
    For a moment, darkness. 
 
    Keith woke up with a snap and the real world came rushing back in horribly. 
 
    He lay there, eyes closed as his mind tried to make sense of what was around him again. There was the sense of Terrors nearby, countered by the equally strong sense of Lucas there and attached to him, and beyond that… 
 
    Something terrible.  
 
    Keith opened his eyes, sitting up. Lucas was leaning over him, his face having returned completely, and a look on it as if everything had just gone to hell. 
 
    He shifted his gaze from Lucas's face, let him go more transparent to his sixth sense, and gazed through him. 
 
    It pretty much had. 
 
  
 
  



 chapter eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hiraeth had rolled him under the workbench; Keith took the scene in from there. 
 
    The ghost, Walter Bennett, had arrived sometime while Keith was out. Faceless and stern, he floated over the scene, back straight, gazing down sightlessly, radiating an icy chill that left Keith's teeth chattering. He seemed to be lit from within, providing a strange, uncanny glow that cast the dark room in a very dim light. Beneath him, the Terrors had gathered. 
 
    Not all of them, Keith was glad to see. Some lay in heaps, quivering but not rising. Some bottles of black smoke, too, lay on the floor. It seemed as though Hiraeth's plan had worked, and the bottles were able to hold even Terrors. On top of all that, there were fewer overall than Keith remembered, so it seemed likely that Hiraeth had taken some out completely. He must have fought hard all by himself. 
 
    But Hiraeth wasn't in a good state now. 
 
    The lantern was some distance away, no flame coming from it, and Hiraeth himself was held down by the weight of Terrors. Marion was as well, held so much further back that he almost didn't see her in the darkness, silent and glaring. Walter must have caught onto her plan when he noticed the fight below. Neither of them were dead yet—thank God, Keith thought fervently.  
 
    It didn't seem that it'd be long, though, not if he didn't do something.  
 
    The Terrors wrapped around Hiraeth were squeezing him tight, and he was already quite injured, even if Keith could only see his face. One of his eyes was blackened, the purple-red welt already beginning to show brightly on his pale skin. Blood trickled from the corner of his lips, a Terror leaning in longingly to touch it, a horrible parody of intimacy.  
 
    But they were only tools; the real problem was the ghost. He was gesturing, communicating with the Terrors in some way Keith couldn't hear, and another one of them was approaching Hiraeth with a bottle held in its ichorous palms. 
 
    He wanted to run out there, tackle the Terror. He wished he'd just gone ahead and smashed even the empty bottles. Hiraeth may have been able to use them against the Terrors, but it meant they could be used against him too.  
 
    Keith swallowed, his mouth dry. It would be fine, he reminded himself. If Hiraeth were killed by the bottle, Keith could still smash the bottle and free him to find a new Vessel.  
 
    But even as he thought it, he felt nauseated. What if he failed to break the bottle after? And even if he succeeded, how long would it take for Hiraeth to come back? Would he even see Hiraeth again if he let that happen? Would he know who Hiraeth was if he did? 
 
    And he didn't want to see that. Didn't want to see Hiraeth hurt, dying. That lovely, strange body broken and lifeless. To know that even if everything went as well as possible, he'd allowed that to happen. He wanted Hiraeth alive, he wanted Hiraeth with him—  
 
    But tackling the bottle out of the Terror's hands, even as poor a plan as it was, wasn't possible. Because it wasn't only the Terrors between himself and Hiraeth.  
 
    There were also dolls. 
 
    All child height or smaller, they nevertheless stood under their own power, silent and staring, swaying softly in an odd unison, like a horrifying game of ring around the rosie. One group of them formed a half-circle that blocked the three of them into the area around the workbench, and others were wound throughout as well, a smaller ring around Hiraeth and the Terror. They were completely silent, and jerked faintly as they swayed, like shocks were constantly running through them. 
 
    It only took a couple of seconds for Keith to take that all in, but he hardly had any to spare. The Terror was almost there now, arm already raising the bottle. The lighting was too dim to see the details, but Keith's imagination could fill it in with the details of that premonition he'd had early on: Hiraeth's pupils narrowing to pinpricks, that bottle descending… 
 
    He wouldn't make it to Hiraeth if he charged, not even with the element of surprise. He could try to use his telekinesis, but it was new and unreliable. He could also feel the quartz in shattered fragments in his pockets. No help there. Outnumbered, if he tried to fight, he'd lose—  
 
    There was no time to think it through, turn it into a plan. Any longer and that was the end for Hiraeth.  
 
    Keith stumbled out from under the table, flung himself through Lucas and to his feet. 
 
    "Wait!" he bellowed. 
 
    And, unbelievably, they did. Walter's hand jerked up, and the Terror stopped advancing. The bottle was just inches from Hiraeth, who let out a loud, trembling whimper, neck whipcord tense and held as far back as he could.  
 
    You're awake again, Walter said, again in that soundless murmur that even Keith's special senses could only barely pick up. His posture seemed somewhat intrigued, though not really surprised despite the suddenness of the interruption.  
 
    If they were that badly outnumbered, they needed more people on their side.  
 
    So it was the dolls that Keith turned to. He flung his arms open, gesturing widely. "Dolls," he said. "Please. Please, listen." 
 
    All at once, they turned their eyes, rolling in their sockets with an audible clatter, to face him. Their expressions were all blank, solid masks with no ability to emote. He repressed a shudder. It wasn't their fault they were like this, he reminded himself. This wasn't who or what they were.  
 
    And as long as they listened, it was fine. 
 
    So long as Walter was distracted too. The thought occurred to him of Walter just having the Terror attack Hiraeth while he was talking and he pushed it away. He didn't have time to focus on anything right now except making the dolls believe him. 
 
    "I can help you," he told them, trying to push as much honesty into his tone as he could, not just the desperation he felt. "I have… I have special abilities. I helped Marion regain her memories, learn who she was. I might be able to do the same with you. Please, if you want that… if you're only listening to this ghost because he's the only person who knows what happened to you, the only one who is experimenting to get your memories back—even though he's the one who did this to you—come help me instead. I won't… I won't ask anything of you. Just help the three of us get out of here okay!" 
 
    The dolls kept staring. None of them moved beyond that horrible sway-and-jerk, sway-and-jerk, rattling softly. Keith swallowed the lump in his throat, trying to find something else to say. "I know… I know it doesn't sound real, but I promise…" 
 
    And Walter started to laugh. 
 
    At first Keith wasn't sure that was the sound, that strange susurration that built from nothing into a subconscious whisper. But it kept growing from there, until he realized what it was and jerked his gaze up to Walter Bennett's empty face. 
 
    Interesting, Walter breathed. No, they can't understand you. I'm very sorry. It was a good attempt to get them to help you. But it's impossible. 
 
    At least if he was talking, he wasn't hurting Hiraeth. Keith refused to look at Hiraeth, refused to look around for Lucas either. Walter knew Lucas, at least, was important to him. If he could keep from drawing attention to either of them, hopefully neither would become an immediate target. 
 
    They're failures, you see, Walter said softly. 
 
    "Failures?" Keith echoed. He took a careful step to the side, trying to get in a better position if it did come down to charging the Terror that was holding Hiraeth. "What do you mean?" 
 
    I tried to recover their memories, Walter explained, folding his hands together, calm and patient. As if he had all the time in the world to discuss the specifics. It was unsuccessful, you see. It turns out that after a certain number of experiments and attempts, it is not only their memories that go. The memories contain something of a structure, I believe, that holds the whole together. Each attempt that failed ate away at the structure until the whole itself disintegrated. 
 
    There was something unassuming about him, Keith thought numbly, despite the horrible things he was saying. The distant tone, so quiet, warred with the implications that he was spelling out. The unobtrusive posture, hands folded, head cocked, contrasted absurdly with what he'd been doing, the threat Hiraeth was still held in underneath him. 
 
    Either he was the sort of person who could, in his own nature, commit that own sort of atrocity without losing his composure, his strange mild indifference, or perhaps… 
 
    Perhaps his own deterioration was affecting his personality. His face being gone was a loss of self—Keith knew that already, had seen it whenever Lucas's features started to blur, saw it without a doubt when he'd seen Lucas pulled out of the bottle. 
 
    Walter was waiting for a reply, but Keith wasn't sure he'd wait much longer. He drew a breath unsteadily. "You're saying that their minds were destroyed because of what you did." 
 
    Oh yes, Walter said, his toneless voice calm. Entirely gone. There's nothing to retrieve from those ones now—they're worse than even Terrors. Terrors at least have instincts and hunt on their own, if not controlled by a stronger spirit. But these things only obey my commands now, nothing else. If I didn't order them, they'd simply stagnate away in those vessels without a single thought of their own to do otherwise.  
 
    Marion let out a soft curse. While it didn't seem in her usual vocabulary, Keith couldn't blame her. She'd willingly put herself back into the position to be experimented on as part of their plan, after all. 
 
    But don't worry, Walter said, seeming to aim for reassuring and missing by several miles. Everything I do is something to learn from. As you know, I've recovered the doll I previously made, and she seems to have her own memories back again. That is well worth studying.  
 
    "No," Marion said. 
 
    Walter didn't seem to hear her. Soon I'll have mastered it. I'll take the spirit of your friend here, and I'll capture your ghost, and kill you and take your own if you leave one. Perhaps it will go well, and you'll be the first I don't lose. 
 
    He gestured. The Terror began to pull back its hand again for the downward swing. 
 
    Keith opened his mouth to protest, but Hiraeth was there first. "No. Please," he begged. "Kill me instead, do what you like, but not that. Don't subject me to that! Please—" 
 
    Heart clenching, Keith stared at him. He wished he had a weapon, something—he would kill Hiraeth himself if it would get him out of this. Free him to find a new vessel, rather than risk losing who he was, slowly becoming just a puppet… 
 
    I refuse, Walter said politely. I need to keep recovering memories. 
 
    "Wait, please," Keith said again. He threw his arms up toward Walter, pleading physically, hoping something would get through. "I think I understand. I think I understand what you're doing, and I can help you. I'm sure of it." 
 
    The bottle didn't descend. Walter's attention was caught by him again, empty face turned towards him. Keith felt himself break into a cold sweat, mouth dry, hands shaking. There were so many false alarms on Hiraeth's death, but this couldn't last indefinitely. He was sure the next one would be the last.  
 
    "I found out who you are," Keith said, keeping his eyes fixed on that black void instead of on the Terror with the bottle. He needed to focus if they were going to get through this. "We learned your name. Do you remember it?" 
 
    I do not, Walter breathed. I don't remember much at all any more.  
 
    Keith shuddered. His eyes flickered to Lucas, who had worked his way around slowly and was settling into a position behind Walter, as though that would do any good. It wasn't as if Lucas could jump him. He flicked his eyes back to Walter's face.  
 
    "You do remember that you used to be a doll-maker." 
 
    Yes. I remember that. The unassuming tone seemed faintly wry, almost fond. There were so many dolls in my house, my old workroom… It's the only thing I still really remember.  
 
    Keith drew a breath and let it out unsteadily. There would probably only be one chance at this. 
 
    "Your name is Walter Bennett," he said. "You were a doll-maker by trade. After the birth of your daughter Susan and death of your wife Merrill, you became more passionate in your doll-making, creating toys and playmates for her. Susan died young, however. She fell into a river in the woods while you were working."  
 
    It seemed to be working. As he spoke, the darkness over Walter's face withdrew slowly, showing an old man with severe features, a strong nose, a neatly-kept small beard. It kept going until only his eyes and mouth were vague, as they'd often been with Lucas, and then seemed to stop. 
 
    Forcing himself to keep going, Keith folded his shaking hands together. "After… after that, you made your work your life. You began collecting dolls, making dolls, doing nothing but that. I think… this isn't something I read, this is just what I believe, but I think, when you were alive, you wanted to bring her back. You studied magic; you use it now, so you must know that much about yourself too. I think you wanted to call her ghost into a doll, bring her back, remind her of who she was, so you could be together again. But then you died alone in your house, and when construction roused your ghost, you didn't remember who you were any more. You began obsessively experimenting on how to put spirits into dolls, how to bring their memories back, in that old habit… all for her sake. But she's gone, Walter, and I hope… I hope that if you remember this, if I'm right, you'll stop. Please. She wouldn't want this." 
 
    He ran out of words so abruptly that it almost hurt, desperately searching for something else to say, finding nothing. Just gazing up at that face. There seemed to be no change. No reaction at all. 
 
    Then the shadows cleared, and Walter blinked open eyes that were ice cold, lacking any trace of warmth or compassion. 
 
    "You're right," Walter said, and it was aloud—or at least, as aloud as Lucas had ever been, at a normal ghostly level of sound.  
 
    Despite his fear, Keith felt his heart leap.  
 
    "You're right," Walter said again. And then, amused, "but you're wrong. I did learn how, but I failed to bring my daughter back. As you say, I had hoped to, so I would see her again. I knew that if I died and moved on, I wouldn't see her—I certainly wouldn't go the same place she would. Perhaps it was that obsession that kept me here. But what good is it now? She's moved on, and I will not. I refuse to see what my final reward is. But I wish to stay myself. I knew that I was forgetting. I could feel myself forgetting by inches, and I would hate to end up like them." 
 
    He gestured a hand dismissively toward the Terror holding the bottle. Keith flinched, fearing it was a command, but the Terror didn't move. 
 
    "Some pawn for other people to use. No, thank you. I will be myself forever. And I am grateful that you have given me more time—but I've begun to forget once. It will happen again with time. So I will experiment until I can guarantee that I will be eternal." 
 
    Walter smiled. It wasn't a pleasant expression. Keith realized, as he lost his grip on the last piece of hope he’d allowed himself, that he’d guessed wrong.  
 
    Walter was that sort of human being to start with. 
 
    "So, if you will excuse me," Walter said, and gestured to the Terror again. 
 
    This was it. Keith let out a whimper, tried to fling himself forward—but the ghost's attention had been fixed on him and a force slammed down around him, holding him back. The Terror lunged, the bottle descending. 
 
    "Hiraeth," Keith wailed, horror and grief tearing the word out of his throat. 
 
    And Marion came out of nowhere, barreling forward, slamming head-first into the Terror hard enough to knock it back. The bottle went flying from its hand, hitting the floor and rolling loudly, somehow still unbroken. 
 
    Marion went down hard too, slamming onto her shoulder, and her sudden freedom made sense: she had no arms. A quick glance toward the Terror that had held her showed what had happened: It had been holding her arms and, without the command to chase her, was still doing so.  
 
    She'd ripped them out of her joints to get free. 
 
    But she hadn’t bought them much of an advantage. Hiraeth was struggling against the Terror that was holding him, but he was still caught, badly-injured, and he, at least, couldn't rip his own limbs off as easily as a doll could. Lucas was intangible, incapable of doing more than moving objects now and again, and Keith himself, though straining hard against it, was held by Walter's own ghostly force. Marion was the only one of them who had been free and able to act, but— 
 
    It wasn't enough. The element of surprise had only saved Hiraeth's life for a few seconds longer. Light, small, and now armless, she had no real ability to fight, and the Terror she tackled was already back up, grabbing her, smashing her down into the floor. 
 
    Keith looked around desperately. 
 
    His eye fell on the bottle.  
 
    Even more frantic, he pulled at the pressure holding him, squirming and yanking, trying to get even one arm free to reach for it, grab it, and couldn't. He twisted, muscles tense, pulling at his own arms so hard that he thought he himself might pull them out of the socket, but still couldn't move. 
 
    Marion let out a yell as she was swung into the floor a second time. Hiraeth made a choking sound. Keith saw that the Terror's grip on him had shifted, over his throat, his face.  
 
    Keith relaxed all at once, let all the fight go out of him. There was no way he could get free. 
 
    Unreliable or not, it was the only option. 
 
    He sent his mind out, flung it towards the bottle. He didn't try to grab with any finesse, just slid a paper-thin edge of his mind underneath the bulb, curved it up, and then flung it, with all the energy he could muster, toward Walter. 
 
    Time seemed to slow. Keith thought he could make out every detail to be able to regret it for what was likely to be a very short rest of his life.  
 
    The bottle had flown on a perfect angle, a beautiful arc. It should have hit, and might have done if Walter's attention hadn't been fixed on Keith to hold him in place. But Walter saw it all, saw Keith's focus on the bottle, saw Keith go limp, saw the bottle move and fly toward him. 
 
    Walter dodged. 
 
    It went sailing past in that smooth, gorgeous arc, not touching any of his insubstantial body at all. Keith's eyes jerked up from where it should have hit to Walter's face. He could feel the horror on his own face, see the triumph on Walter's.  
 
    It's over, he thought, and then slowly realized that he hadn't heard the bottle hit the ground. 
 
    Walter jerked abruptly, gaze lowering to his own insubstantial chest. 
 
    The bottle was stuck into him from behind. It held in the air, much as it had with Lucas, caught by ectoplasm as much as it could be caught by flesh. Shocked, Walter stared at it, then turned to look behind himself. 
 
    Keith jerked his gaze to where Walter was looking, and saw the same thing he had: Lucas, hand out.  
 
    Lucas, whose only supernatural power was the ability to move objects. 
 
    "You didn't," Walter breathed. 
 
    "Honestly," Lucas said, tired and triumphant, "fuck you." 
 
    Walter opened his mouth again, trying to find some retort. 
 
    And then he popped. 
 
    He was gone as if he hadn't been there, sucked into the bottle. The pressure around Keith vanished at once, and he forced himself to fall forward rather than back, hand out, to catch the bottle as it fell from the air.  
 
    Feeling it sitting warm in his palm, he shuddered at how close that had been. No good capturing an evil ghost only to immediately free it again. 
 
    Around them, the living dolls were all collapsing, falling to the ground as if their strings had been cut. Without Walter to control them, they had no commands to receive and were just mindless souls, trapped in their vessels. 
 
    It had become suddenly dark, the evil ghost’s glow gone and Lucas without one of his own. Hiraeth’s lantern had gone out during the fight, and his own, sitting on the workbench, was running low without his energy to provide it additional fuel. Even with his eyes mostly adjusted to the dimness, it felt like an oppressive, muffling darkness. 
 
    Keith let out a breath. "Is it over—?" he began, stupidly forgetting, in the middle of everything, how much he hated that question in a movie, how much it invariably meant it wasn't. 
 
    All around them, the Terrors began to howl as they went berserk. 
 
  
 
  



 chapter nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    In retrospect, he should have expected it. The Terrors had only been behaving—as much as what they'd been doing could be considered behaving—because they were controlled by a stronger ghost. With the ghost gone, there wouldn't be anything controlling them at all. 
 
    There was no way to take them on while they were in a killing frenzy, focused now on nothing but devouring, killing. Keith and the others would have been in an awful position even if they were uninjured. As things were, in the pitch darkness, with Hiraeth on the verge of passing out, Marion's arms gone, himself exhausted and wounded, and Lucas barely able to touch anything, it was impossible. 
 
    No time to think about it.  
 
    He threw his mind into the wiring—wiring he already knew to be damaged—and pushed energy into it, let it spark. 
 
    It lit with an explosion, wood blowing outward and catching at once with the fuel of his power, flame starting to lick up what was left of the walls. The Terrors wailed and writhed, pulling back from their group as they switched, instinctively, to trying to find darkness to hide in rather than attacking the people in front of them. 
 
    The path was, briefly, clear.  
 
    But the stairs were wood. 
 
    "We have to go," Keith managed to gasp, running forward and scooping up Marion's torso, carrying her under one arm. She didn't protest, just let out a startled sound, head rolling up to look at him. "We have to get out of here—" 
 
    Lucas was kneeling over Hiraeth. "Get up." 
 
    "Not so sure I can," Hiraeth said, the sound strained, a weird little smile on his face. "Not sure I have a choice, though." 
 
    Keith wheeled, Marion still under one arm, reaching his other hand out, though it was distressingly full with the ghost bottle in it—but Lucas was already there, reaching a hand down as if he were going to haul Hiraeth up bodily.  
 
    He couldn't, but didn't seem to need to. His hand pressed against and into Hiraeth's torso, and Lucas frowned down at him. Something seemed to pass between them, Hiraeth's eyes widening and the flickering light of the flames illuminating something odd passing over his features—and then Hiraeth was up. Weaving and stumbling over doll bodies, but up nevertheless and running for the stairs. 
 
    "Go," Lucas shouted at Keith, and the sound had a horrible echo of earlier that sent his heart thundering, but it wouldn't be the same this time. 
 
    Lucas was back.  
 
    Lucas was here to stay. 
 
    Keith spun again and ran, hauling Marion with him as they made it past the piles of collapsed dolls and clattered up the stairs. There was no chance to go back for her arms, but better to escape without them than risk it and get trapped. Together, they burst out on the main landing with a cloud of smoke accompanying them, then out the front door, almost falling down the front steps.  
 
    Hiraeth kept running, Lucas soundlessly following behind him. Although Keith wanted nothing more than to collapse, Keith followed their lead, feet pounding for the second time along the dirt path from the mansion. It was a good few minutes of running—as far as Keith could tell with the adrenaline and exhaustion, anyway—before Hiraeth finally stopped, leaning against a tree and gasping for air. 
 
    Keith sank down, cradling Marion in his arms and not totally sure that he'd be able to get up again. "What… why did we keep running…?" he managed, chest and throat tight. 
 
    White-faced, Hiraeth managed a ghastly smile. "Well," he said. "As the fire spreads in the house, the Terrors will have less of a place to go. They'll probably go for the stairs before they burn through entirely, and even with the sunlight, they'll escape into the shadows of the wood. Didn't think we'd want to be there when they did." 
 
    "No," Keith agreed, after some consideration. He put Marion on her feet, and she caught her balance, though not easily. "I don't think so. What about the dolls?" 
 
    They hadn't been moving at all. Hiraeth frowned faintly. "I think this is for the best," he said finally. "It sounded like good old Walter truly destroyed who they were supposed to be. If their vessels are destroyed, maybe their essences will be released and be able to recover someday. If not… if not, it'd be better to let them rest than keep them trapped in those dolls." 
 
    They were silent for a long few seconds. 
 
    "We should keep going," Marion said. "If we can." 
 
    "Yeah," Hiraeth said. He pushed off the tree, swayed, and used his stumble to carry onward.  
 
    Keith heard himself let out a whine, but planted his hands on the ground and pushed himself up. When he lifted his head again, Lucas was standing in front of him, watching him with a concerned, tired look on his face.  
 
    "Lucas…?" 
 
    "C'mon," Lucas said. "Let's go. I'm… really looking forward to going home." 
 
    Home. In this case, just the dorms, but close enough. The word caught in his chest with a hunger he almost didn't know how to identify. Home. Rest. Recovery. 
 
    Keith pushed on. 
 
    They headed down the path in a swaying, stumbling way. About twenty minutes along, Hiraeth took out his cellphone. 
 
    "What're you—"  
 
    "Calling the fire department," Hiraeth said. This time, his smile was more like its usual self, wry and quirky and warm. "I gave it long enough for the house to go, but even if it's in a clearing, it's still in the woods. We don't want a canopy fire." 
 
    "Jesus," Keith said, horrified. "I hadn't thought about that." 
 
    "That's what I'm here for," Hiraeth said, and even managed a wink. 
 
    He made the call, and they made it the rest of the way out to the old construction lot. "Hope she gets us home," Hiraeth said, patting the vehicle sadly. "Not sure we're in a great state to deal with it if she breaks down on the road home." 
 
    "Never mind the car," Marion said bluntly. "What about you? Are you up to driving? I'm not sure how you even made it back this far." 
 
    "I'm all right. Lucas helped me." 
 
    "Lucas?" Keith turned to him in surprise. "What did you do? And how?" 
 
    Lucas looked somewhat embarrassed. "Well, I probably won't be able to use enough energy to touch anything for a while, but I mean, it worked. I just… put some of my energy into him to make his legs move." 
 
    "You can do that?" Keith asked, startled. 
 
    "Apparently?" Lucas's embarrassment deepened. "I figured, since Others are energy filling a vessel in a way humans aren't, I might be able to put something in that vessel too." 
 
    "That's what she said," Hiraeth said, an obvious effort to lighten the mood. He gestured them again toward the car. "While I appreciate Lucas's loan very much, as strange a sensation as it is, I don't know how long his addition of energy will last, and I'd rather get us back to my place before it goes. And before the fire department is here with questions, too." 
 
    Keith got in the car. 
 
    Fortunately, Hiraeth's clanking, smoking old beast of a car managed to get them back to his place safely—only to let out one horrible, choking rumble and cloud of foul smoke as he put it into park. Hiraeth stared at the dash for a long moment before turning the ignition on again to only a sputter and more smoke. 
 
    "Ah," Hiraeth said, and touched two fingers to his forehead. "Well. Better her than us." 
 
    Tears welled up in Keith's eyes; he forced them back. Stupid, to mourn for a car after all this. Just the shock, he reminded himself. The shock and the acidic smoke stinging his eyes. 
 
    He got out of the car.  
 
    They made their exhausted way up to Hiraeth's apartment. There, Hiraeth dug out first aid supplies from his bathroom. At Keith's insistence, he even patched himself up first. 
 
    "Sorry about your arms," Keith said to Marion, as Hiraeth took care of himself. The longer they took getting bandaged, the more aware he was of her sitting very awkwardly upright in Hiraeth's desk chair, not able to get bandaged. 
 
    "They're just arms," Marion said.  
 
    "Yeah, but—" 
 
    "She'll be fine," Hiraeth said, with moderate cheer for someone who was stitching part of his own arm back together. "I know people who know people. If I couldn't find someone who can get doll arms that match her body, I should close up shop. Anyway, I think you can even order doll parts on eBay." 
 
    Keith looked between them. They genuinely didn't seem concerned at all. "Oh," he said awkwardly. He couldn't seem to calm down, mind racing from one point to another as soon as one issue was resolved. "What are we going to do with the ghost bottle?" 
 
    It was currently sitting on Hiraeth's desk, where it was probably safe, but Keith kept imagining scenarios that could knock it to the ground and make it break. Falling against the desk. Knocking a lamp over.  
 
    Earthquake. 
 
    "Leave it with me for now," Hiraeth said. "I should be able to call in a favor and get it exorcised." 
 
    Lucas said, "You said that so easily. Mind if I'm not there to see that?" 
 
    "I was thinking you might not want to be, darlin'." 
 
    "So that's it," Keith said, almost lost. "It's really all dealt with now? He'll get exorcised, and Marion is safe, and Lucas is safe…" 
 
    Hiraeth shrugged a shoulder, then winced. "Well, the woods are going to be full of Terrors, but honestly, it's not going to be more Terrors than were already in the city. So I'd say it's pretty much over with, lover." 
 
    Keith flushed and glanced at Lucas, flustered and unsure as to how he'd take that upgraded pet name. 
 
    Meeting his gaze, Lucas blinked at him, raising both brows. "Well. I'd say the Terrors are officially not our problem, to be honest." 
 
    "Yeah," Keith said hoarsely. Either he had really not minded at all, or had just missed it. Hard to say which. "I sure hope not." 
 
    "Shouldn't be," Hiraeth said. He snipped the end of his suture thread and beckoned with the needle. "Your turn to get bandaged up, Keith." 
 
    Keith, staring at the needle, said, "Just bandages, right?" 
 
    "Unless your cuts are deeper than you're letting on," Hiraeth said, bright-eyed, "just bandages, yes." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When they had finished with the bandages, Hiraeth offered to let them stay over. "It's already evening," he pointed out. "While I imagine you hardly want to eat right now, you’ll need to do so if you're going to heal, and I'm in no state to help get you back to the university." 
 
    "Your car isn't, either," Lucas agreed. 
 
    Hiraeth smiled and pointed to Lucas, a what he said, though the gesture made him wince. "And I'm not sure you want to be taking the bus right now. Plenty of room in my bed if you want to share it tonight." 
 
    Keith could feel Lucas's constant presence next to him, relaxed. It seemed to him as though the offer had a deeper significance than just convenience. Hiraeth was asking a silent question about the two of them: how things were now that Lucas was back. If it had been a temporary thing only, comfort and nothing more. How they would continue, if they did continue. 
 
    They wouldn't be having sex tonight regardless, not both injured and exhausted. So the question wasn't about sex, not really.  
 
    Keith swallowed. Hiraeth deserved an answer, but he wasn't sure if he could give one yet. Things with Lucas were terribly new, tentative, and the most they'd even talked about it in there was in terms of whether it meant he was letting go of Lucas. 
 
    Did having a proper, living relationship mean that he was picking Hiraeth over Lucas? But if he rejected Hiraeth here, was that picking Lucas over him? 
 
    His head hurt. 
 
    "I…" He tried to smile, felt it come out a bit wobbly. "Your bed's pretty comfy and I'd love to say yes, but it's probably best for both our injuries if we don't try to share right now. Besides, I kind of want to sleep in my own bed. Maybe for a week. I just want to… do something normal. Read some Tolkien. Eat crappy university food." 
 
    It was a non-answer, and he hoped Hiraeth would take it as one. He couldn't accept the offer, not yet. But even if it felt like just putting off the inevitable, he didn't want to reject Hiraeth.  
 
    Not until he absolutely had to. He hoped that wasn't cruel to both of them. 
 
    Hiraeth hadn't stopped smiling, and Keith couldn't tell if he was hurt, or if he was taking it at face value. "True enough," Hiraeth said. "Sometimes there's nothing better than what you're used to, right? Listen, at least let me call you a cab and cover it for you since I can't drive you." 
 
    "You've been spending an awful lot on me, with all these meals—" Keith protested. 
 
    Waving a hand dismissively, Hiraeth said, "I own my own business and you're a college student. Let me pay for the taxi, sweetheart." 
 
    Fair enough. He allowed it, accepted the ride, and sat in silence with Lucas in the back until he got back to campus. There, he bought a cup of instant noodles from the campus corner store, the only thing still open, ignoring the cashier's looks at the bandages and bruises on his skin. 
 
    He ate without tasting the food—probably just as well—and headed back to his dorm. Down the long, shadowy halls, passing people who would give him weird looks even if he weren't all banged up, back to his room. Unlocking it, he let Lucas in first, shut it behind himself, then walked the five feet to his bed and collapsed onto it. 
 
    "Ow," he muttered into his pillow as every inch of his body seemed to protest the impact. 
 
    But it felt like the right decision—relationship stuff aside, his body fit into the groove in the mattress that had formed around him over time, and he felt himself relaxing all at once with a sigh. Tears prickled at his eyes and he didn't move, let the pillow absorb them.  
 
    He didn't think he'd been so tired in his life. 
 
    The bed didn't creak because Lucas didn't weigh anything and couldn't force himself to act on the physical world right now, even if he were trying to, but Keith felt his presence come closer. 
 
    "Hey," Lucas said softly.  
 
    Keith inhaled through the pillow and slowly let it out. His eyes were dry again. It wasn't so much that he'd been crying, he thought, as leaking. He was just really overwhelmed. 
 
    Understandable, honestly. He allowed himself that much. 
 
    Slowly he shifted over, looked up at Lucas. "Hey." 
 
    "You didn't need to turn him down." 
 
    Guilt struck all at once. He hadn't, really. Did Lucas know that? "I—well, I meant what I said. I just wanted to be back home right now." 
 
    "Ah," Lucas said. He smiled a little, quiet. "He seems really into you. You seem pretty into him, too." 
 
    "I love you." It came out all at once, with a rush of air. The first time he'd said it out loud, really, with his actual voice instead of his mind. Throat humming with the words. Then: "I like him, but I love you. It's… as choices go, it's a no-brainer." 
 
    He didn't sound confident. He saw that in Lucas's expression. 
 
    "Do you regret sleeping with him?" Lucas asked, almost taken aback. 
 
    Keith wondered if Lucas would feel better about it if he lied. He didn't want to lie, though, not after everything. Better to be honest and work out whatever they had to work out. "No," he said honestly, the word tasting terrible in his mouth. "I really wanted it. I maybe even needed it right then." 
 
    "When you two met," Lucas said, "I was jealous." 
 
    Keith felt his stomach drop. 
 
    "Of both of you," Lucas added. 
 
    "What…?" His exhausted mind could barely follow that, pulled along by his initial helpless despairing thoughts, then snapping back like an elastic. 
 
    Lucas leaned over him a little, one hand placed as if he were bracing himself on the bed. He smiled, a bit sadly. "Jealous of him for being able to flirt with you so easily. Jealous of you for getting flirted with. I miss… being alive. Interacting with people. Connecting. As soon as I realized what I was doing, I tried to dial it back. Not his fault that you were available to a living person where you wouldn't be to a dead one. Not your fault that people would be interested in you, find you attractive, be able to act on it." 
 
    "Oh," Keith said dumbly. 
 
    "I think you should keep seeing him," Lucas said, bright-eyed and earnest. "He seems like the kind of person that'll be good for you, and it would be nice for you to get to have a relationship with someone who knows what you experience and, hell, knows that it's real. He could probably teach you a lot. You'd have fun together." 
 
    Keith stared at him, knowing the whites of his eyes must be showing in his panic. "But what about you?" 
 
    "He seemed pretty easy going about me, so my being stuck to you shouldn't be—" 
 
    "No, what about me and you?" 
 
    Lucas blinked at him slowly, then smiled again, the expression soft. "Well. I don't know how we’d do anything, uh, physical. But after what happened in there, I kind of assumed we’d be in a relationship too?" 
 
    Keith's heart seemed to stutter in his chest. "Is that… is it okay? I don't want—you’d be okay if I were with him—?" 
 
    "Well, I mean," Lucas said, surprised, "I think we can make it work?" 
 
    Keith stared at him. 
 
    Lucas stared back. "Keith Marose, will you go out with me?" 
 
    His heart seemed to be doing Olympic events in his chest. He couldn't seem to find his voice, staring at Lucas, his friend, his ghost. 
 
    In the face of his silence, Lucas seemed to deflate a little. "Well," he admitted. "I mean, I don't know what we could do together, but…" 
 
    Keith reached a hand out toward him, seeing, to his embarrassment, that it was trembling. He didn't let that stop him. "May I?" 
 
    After it was out of his mouth, he realized he didn't make it clear what he was intending to do. But that didn't seem to matter. Lucas just bowed his head, leaning his intangible face into that touch. "Sure, man, whatever you want." 
 
    He let himself fall into Lucas. 
 
    This time, he didn't have to go looking, and there was no fog. It was still the street corner, but the car and pole were both gone, and there was no body on the ground. Just Lucas, standing in the spot where he'd died, wide-eyed with surprise. 
 
    It wasn't exactly the most romantic date location, but it was what they had to work with. At least here, he couldn't feel his body, didn't feel in pain at all. Felt healthy and excited and terrified. 
 
    "Hey," Keith said, mouth dry, and walked up to him. He raised both hands to Lucas's head, passed his palms gently over the short tight coils of Lucas's hair. 
 
    Lucas's answering smile was brilliant. "Hey," he said back, and leaned into that touch, eyes half-closing, greedily eating up the sensation. 
 
    "Can I—" Keith began, voice unsteady. 
 
    "Yeah," Lucas breathed out, and leaned down himself before Keith could lean up. 
 
    Lucas's mouth was soft on his, full lips catching at Keith's lower lip and tugging gently, a slow, sensuous pull. It was gentle and tender, and Keith found he couldn't match it, urgent and desperate, opening his mouth into it and catching at Lucas's mouth roughly in return. 
 
    Breath hitching, Lucas groaned and pulled Keith closer. Between them, the kiss became something frenetic and needy, kissing each other as though they were afraid of being parted. He couldn’t help but feel that, if they came up for air, they might not find the other there anymore. 
 
    Keith pressed himself more tightly to Lucas. He felt overheated, dizzy for lack of air, and like only the pressure of Lucas's body could ground him. 
 
    "God, Keith," Lucas muttered when the kiss broke briefly. His tone was reverent. Keith shuddered at the sound of his name in Lucas's voice, low and husky with arousal, and started kissing down Lucas's jaw to his neck. 
 
    Lucas tilted his head back, hands roaming over Keith's back to his rear and up again, squeezing and pressing, keeping Keith close to him. He shifted, then began to sink down, pulling Keith with him, a steady, insistent tug. 
 
    Somehow, Keith ended up on top of Lucas. He sat up to catch his balance, straddling Lucas's hips with a grinding sway, a spike of helpless pleasure. Even so, he couldn't keep himself from staring down at Lucas lying in the road, whole and beautiful and gazing at him with love, but in the road nevertheless. His heart squeezed terribly, and tears sprung to his eyes. "I—" 
 
    "Don't," Lucas said, and put his palm to Keith's cheek. "This is what I am." 
 
    And then, as if to make a point, he shifted under Keith, grinding up. He was hard in his pants, rocking against Keith, gazing up at him with a smile and his dark eyes heated. 
 
    Keith moaned, heard the sound come out of his mouth in an impossibly lewd way, and clapped a hand over it to bodily shut himself up. 
 
    "Hey," Lucas protested, pulling Keith's hand away. "Let me hear you. Share that with me." 
 
    As if he wouldn't anyway, here inside Lucas's mind, Keith thought helplessly, but let the next rough sound come out unbarred. Everything he had, he'd share. 
 
    Together, they rolled around on cement that should have been coarse and hard but wasn't, pulling clothes open and off until they were naked together in the street, surrounded by a pile of their clothing all mixed up together. Lucas was gorgeous, he thought helplessly, running a hand over warm, soft skin. Toned and strong and vital. He looked at his unhealthily pale fingers against the rich brown tone of Lucas's stomach, and thought of his own unimpressive body, gangly and awkward. It couldn't be his looks that Lucas wanted him for. 
 
    But Lucas did want him. That much was clear. 
 
    Lucas groaned, and Keith slid his hand down further, wrapped around him. With a helpless, pleased sound, Lucas thrust into that grip and pulled Keith closer to himself, pulled him down into another kiss and took hold of him as well. 
 
    They moved together, kissing and touching, exploring everywhere their fingers could reach without forcing them to stop kissing. Pleasure built and built, until Keith thought he might lose his mind, gasping and whining into Lucas's mouth.  
 
    Lucas bit down on Keith’s lower lip while dragging a hand along his length, and suddenly Keith was coming, spilling out over Lucas's hand. At the same time, impossibly caught up in the feedback of Keith's pleasure, locked as they were in Lucas's mind, Lucas came as well, arching under him, pressing up as they strained through it together. 
 
    After, Lucas relaxed into the cement and Keith rested his head on Lucas's shoulder, sprawled half on top of him. Neither one of them spoke, just holding each other, sticky and warm in the middle of the street. 
 
    Keith's eyes slowly focused on something next to Lucas: a crack in the road, grass and flowers growing up through it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Keith woke facedown in a puddle of his own spit, sheets sticky underneath him. He groaned, shifting and rolling over.  
 
    There was a cold patch next to him, and he blinked slowly, rubbing sleep out of his eyes until his senses came back online. 
 
    Lucas smiled at him, head resting on the pillow next to his. 
 
    Keith smiled back. 
 
  
 
  



 epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Keith, predictably even to himself, dithered on telling Hiraeth anything for what he was sure was at least two weeks too long.  
 
    They talked together, of course, just about other things. How they were recovering (which was well). How he'd done on that test (also well). How things had gone with getting Marion new arms, finding someone to dispose of Walter, how things had looked in the mansion when Hiraeth had gone to the remains to check it out (well, well, well). 
 
    Eventually, it was Lucas who, looking over his latest texts, said, "God, Keith, you're making yourself miserable. If you don't do something soon, I'm going to shake you." 
 
    Keith, who was pretty sure Lucas had enough energy to do at least that much, winced. "I don't know," he said, unhappily. "We've got something good going on. What if he doesn't want this now? What if he does, but would want me to be just with him? What if this ruins everything?" 
 
    "What if it doesn't?" Lucas countered.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They went over to the shop at 4:45, right before Hiraeth was due to close up for the day. Hiraeth was on the shop floor, selling a doll to a young woman—shit, one of Walter's old dolls, Keith realized with a shock. Not one that had been in the mansion, though that was his first thought, but there had been dolls just like this in the shop before. 
 
    Well, he'd been a famous doll-maker in this town, Keith had to remind himself. No wonder there were plenty of antique dolls around. It still felt weird to realize, though. 
 
    Hiraeth had frozen in spot, staring at them with the air of a startled deer when the bell over the door had rung. The woman said something to him and he seemed to jump, turning back to her with a smile. "Be with you in a minute," Hiraeth called to Keith. 
 
    "I'm in no hurry," Keith called back, voice sounding discordant and scratchy to his own ears. He stood awkwardly to the side of the entryway, watching as Hiraeth packed up the doll and handed it to the young woman, deftly leaning his head back out of the way of her own grateful nod to keep his antlers out of the way. 
 
    All at once, the strangest realization hit Keith—that this was the first time he'd seen an Other interacting with a human beyond himself. He'd known that it had to have happened of course, in that Hiraeth had bought him food, ran a shop, all the rest of the proof—but there was some part of him that had still felt convinced that he was imagining all this, making it up in some way. Even though he knew that it had to be real, he was too good at doubting his own reality. 
 
    He swallowed as she walked by, and he felt her brush past him, undeniably human to his sixth sense. He could still be making this up, of course, he knew—of course he could imagine details like touch—but he hushed that part of himself.  
 
    There came a point where doubting the evidence might actually be crazier than believing it. 
 
    The door closed behind her with another jangle, and Hiraeth burst into a brilliant smile. "Thought I might not see you two gentlemen again," he said lightly. 
 
    Guilt rose, stomach and heart both flip-flopping, but he pushed the feeling down. It was an understandable enough sentiment, with how he'd been avoiding things, but they were here now.  
 
    "Good to see you too," Lucas said.  
 
    His heart squeezed again. In the midst of his own emotional dilemma, he'd overlooked how few people besides himself could see Lucas, talk to him as if he was any other customer coming through the door. A glance up at Lucas showed him smiling, expression warm. 
 
    "Now," Hiraeth said archly, "I hope you're not here chasing after some other antique to help solve a mystery." 
 
    "It's not nice to call yourself an antique, however old you are," Keith said. 
 
    Hiraeth burst into a melodic laugh, silvery eyes glittering. "Oh, and are you chasing after me? That's good news. Excellent news. Just let me close up and I'd love to hear more. Why don't you let yourself upstairs in the meantime?" 
 
    He tossed a key to Keith, who completely failed to catch it before it slid under a shelf. "Right," he said, and ducked down to dig it out and hide his red cheeks. Lucas, behind him, was laughing. "We. We'll do that." 
 
    The small room over the shop had somehow become quite familiar. It smelled like Hiraeth, that warm wet leafy smell, and Keith ran his hands over his face, scrubbing at it as he looked between the bed and the desk before sinking down in Hiraeth's desk chair. 
 
    "Don't freak out," Lucas said. 
 
    "I'm freaking out," Keith said into his hands. 
 
    He felt Lucas's presence come lean next to him. "Babe, surely you don't think he's monogamous. If nothing else, the suggestion isn’t gonna surprise him. Even if he doesn't want to, he won't be weird about it." 
 
    "God," Keith wheezed. "This was easier in the middle of an existential crisis."  
 
    "Who's having an existential crisis?" Hiraeth asked, entering sooner than expected. Keith dropped his hands and stared at him. "That's a ghastly look. Is it you, perhaps?" 
 
    Despite himself, Keith found himself smiling. It was a weird smile, but a smile nonetheless. "Yeah. Kind of. I missed you." 
 
    "I missed you too." Hiraeth sat on the bed, spreading his hands on it and leaning back on them. "I imagine you needed time to yourself after all that." 
 
    "Kind of," Keith said, then blurted, "Lucas and I are going out." 
 
    "Congratulations," Hiraeth said, without even a beat of hesitation. "I know you'd really been struggling with that. I'm sincerely happy for you, love." 
 
    That word caught in Keith's chest. He drew an unsteady breath around it. "We were wondering if you'd go out with us too." 
 
    Again, Hiraeth didn't miss a beat. "Yes, absolutely." And then, looking between Keith and Lucas, "Was that… somehow in question?" 
 
    Keith put his face in his hands again. Beside him, from the tone of his voice, Lucas was struggling not to laugh. "He overthinks things sometimes," Lucas said. 
 
    "You know, I noticed that," Hiraeth said.  
 
    Keith heard the bed shift as he got up, and uncovered his face to unexpectedly find Hiraeth inches away. He caught his breath with a hitch.  
 
    "I sincerely did," Hiraeth continued. He glanced aside, to Lucas, without moving any further away. "Is the best way of dealing with it to just give him space to work things through? I've been trying to do that, but I worry I may lead him deeper into his own rabbit hole." 
 
    His scent washed over Keith. He shuddered and let himself raise a hand to touch Hiraeth's side. 
 
    "Depends on the situation," Lucas said. "In my experience, anyway. You just kind of have to go off context." 
 
    "I'll have to experiment," Hiraeth said. He looked back at Keith, eyes mischievous. "Then, without delay—" 
 
    He kissed Keith. 
 
    Lucas's presence was cool next to him as Keith tightened his grip on Hiraeth's side and kissed back, eyes closing, leaning into the kiss, tangling tongues and catching at his lips. 
 
    "Nice," Hiraeth breathed as he pulled back.  
 
    Keith caught his breath and looked at Lucas, who was watching them approvingly, relaxed.  
 
    Hiraeth looked at Lucas as well, stepped away from Keith, and moved in close to Lucas in the same way. "Here is normally where I would do the same to you," he said, tone almost curious. "But I'm not sure that I'd be able to. Should I just let the spirit of the matter lie, if the letter's impossible? That doesn't seem right—I'd like to involve you somehow. Leaving you standing here watching while I kiss your gentleman friend seems a little gauche, at the very least." 
 
    Lucas brushed a hand against Hiraeth's cheek. Keith saw Hiraeth shiver lightly, and knew the sensation he was dealing with, intimately.  
 
    "Actually," Lucas said, "I have an idea. Do you remember what I did back in the house?" 
 
    "Other than save my life?" Hiraeth asked. He tilted his head curiously. "Yes, I remember." 
 
    "Would you be willing to give me room inside you?" Lucas asked. "Just for a little while."  
 
    He sounded embarrassed, and Keith, shocked, couldn't blame him. This was the first he'd heard of the idea. He wondered how long Lucas had been thinking of it and not daring to say anything. It seemed impossible. 
 
    "Just a bit, just to see what it feels like?" Hiraeth asked. His eyes were a little wide, slightly alarmed, but he held his arms open. "I'll trust you." 
 
    "Thank you," Lucas said, "Hiraeth." 
 
    He stepped into Hiraeth's body and didn't appear out the other side. 
 
    Hiraeth let out a full-bodied shiver, eyes still wide. He slowly lifted his hands, gazing down at them. 
 
    "Interesting," he said. And then, "Yeah. Not sure I'd want to stay in here long. Doesn't feel like my body at all. But it is a body." And then, without hesitation, "Yes, that's why it takes an Other so long to make a vessel a proper vessel. We really do carve it out in our shape inside. But you're a welcome guest." 
 
    Keith heard himself make an absurd sound. "Are you. Is that really. Are you both actually—"  
 
    He—they—looked up at him. "Oh yes," Hiraeth said. And then, through his mouth, Lucas added, "I don't think it'll last if you move too far from him. I'd have to go with you, not him. But I don't think we're planning to go far from you at all right now." 
 
    Keith wheezed. 
 
    "Not far at all," Hiraeth agreed with his own tone of voice, and stepped up to Keith, putting a hand back on his cheek. The smile on his face looked odd, unusual. Lucas's smile, not his own. "Is that all right?" 
 
    All right didn't begin to cover it. They were both there in front of him. He could hold them both. He could kiss them both.  
 
    He didn't have to choose. 
 
    Keith threw his arms around them, squeezed hard, and knew that they both could feel it. 
 
      
 
    Fin 
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