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	“Hāro? Hāro!”

	Hāro groans as his mum’s piercing squall drags him out of sleep, his eyes blinking against the too-bright sun. Something’s digging into the sensitive skin just under his wing, and one of his talons has snagged in the night—it’s short and jagged, tugging on Hāro’s feathers when he scratches his face.

	“Up you get, chicklet. You have a date this morning, remember?”

	Fuck. How could he forget? This is basically his life now—a series of first dates, none of them ever materialising a second. And for good reason.

	“I’m up, Mum!”

	“Up means out of the nest, my love.”

	Hāro almost pulls a face but thinks better of it. He’s, like, eighty percent sure she can’t see through the bark walls and into his bedroom, but those odds aren’t good enough to risk it. He shoves his bedding to the floor before hauling himself out of his nest, his knuckles brushing against the ceiling as he stretches the kink out of his back, wings shooting out on either side of his torso and filling most of the room. He eyes his dresser with trepidation. He still has to figure out what to wear, and eat breakfast, and comb his feathers, and all he wants to do is crawl back into his nest and throw the blankets over his head until everyone agrees to never use the word “date” around him ever again.

	By the time he makes it down to the lower branches—dressed in his best tunic, the one that his grandmother always said really highlights his wingspan—Hāro’s mum has prepared what could more accurately be called a feast than breakfast. The table is almost buckling under the weight of grains, meat, and the fish that always makes Hāro turn up his beak no matter how many times his mum insists it’s a vital part of any good Huruhuru diet.

	“You didn’t need to do all this.” He tugs uncomfortably at the collar of his tunic where it suddenly feels too tight. “It’s not like today’s going to go any better than—”

	“Nonsense.” His mum’s voice is sharp as she cuts him off, her beak audibly clacking in frustration. “You just need the right attitude; well, that and the right partner. And Kata is a lovely girl, isn’t she?”

	She is a lovely girl. Her loveliness isn’t why he’s hesitating. But Hāro has been on no fewer than forty-seven first dates this year, and with one glaring exception, they’ve all been lovely girls, or lovely guys, or lovely creatures. Of those forty-seven dates, there have been forty-seven catastrophic failures, forty-six of which have been Hāro’s fault—which means that, statistically, he’s all but guaranteed to fuck this one up, too.

	“Yeah.” He picks up a slice of venison, tipping his head back to drop it into his oropharynx before his mum can chide him for his lack of table manners. “Yeah, Kata’s cool.”

	“Well, then.” His mum pats him softly on the cheek, smoothing out the feather under her thumb. “Maybe this time will be different, eh? All you need to do is try. And don’t screech, or get glue in your feathers, or—”

	“Bye, mum.” He blows her a kiss before making his way to the edge of the branch. As he glides to the ground, he tries very hard not to let his mum’s well-meaning advice get under his skin.

	Maybe she’s right. Maybe this time will be different.

	*

	The sun beats mercilessly down as Hāro strolls into town, and there’s enough of a breeze to ruffle his feathers. It feels so nice that, with no one else on the path, he unfurls his wings and lets the air move through them, hopping and gliding every time he catches a current at the right time. Apart from one dryad who rolls his eyes at Hāro’s antics, the few creatures he passes either ignore him or give him a small smile, so he doesn’t bother re-folding his wings until he reaches the township. Reflexively, he runs his hands over his tunic; it’s still clean, barely wrinkled, and not even a little bit on fire. No matter what happens from here, at least it won’t be the worst date he’s ever been on.

	Kata is already waiting at the fountain when he arrives. Her plumage is all the colours of a winter sunset, and she has an elegant silver baldric slung over her torso with several small fans tucked into it, the sort of fans Huruhuru use to modulate airflow if they’re doing something particularly flashy and complicated during a dive.

	Hāro gulps. He’s not sure if he’s more impressed or intimidated.

	“Hāro! Hi!” Kata’s smile is wide and bright as she reaches out, her hand gripping his shoulder and her wing wrapping around both of their bodies in a familiar embrace, his forehead pressed to the bottom of her chin. If she’s even remotely as nervous as Hāro is, she isn’t showing it; then again, why should she be? She’s not the one approaching fifty fruitless casts of the net.

	“Hey.” He tries to match her tone, but it comes out more strangled than breezy. He’s vaguely aware that a circle is starting to form around them; whether people are taking note of Kata’s baldric or Hāro’s trepidation, he isn’t sure. He sucks in a breath and puts his audience out of his mind. “Are you ready to do this?”

	Kata stretches out her wings with a grin. “Absolutely.”

	Hāro envies her easy confidence. His wings itch as he follows her lead and lets them expand to their full span, the feathertips of one skating across the water in the pond and doing nothing to distract him from the sharp bundle of nerves in his chest. This is supposed to be easy. It’s a gliding ritual, of all the things—compared to the feather displays and the birdsong harmonies, gliding should be simple. Just the two of them, side by side, moving together in perfect harmony.

	Kata takes off first, and he only hesitates a moment before following her. She cuts a striking figure against the summer sky, her body twisting gracefully as she catches the air. Hāro does his best to keep up with her, matching her rhythm when he can, trying to complement it when he can’t. And it’s fun, but it’s not… it’s not effortless. His wings are heavy, as though they’re waterlogged rather than aerodynamic, and no matter how hard he tries, he can’t seem to subconsciously grasp the currents the way Kata appears to. He glances down, hoping for some sign—a leaf blowing on the wind, maybe, or the direction the trees are bending—that might give him a bit of a hint on how he can actually do this.

	He doesn’t see a leaf, and he doesn’t notice the trees. But he does see the river.

	It’s not like he didn’t know the river was there—he’s glided over it, walked past it, even waded across it once or twice. There’s something about the river today, though, that he can’t seem to tear his gaze away from. Sunlight bounces off the surface, a thousand diamonds flickering across a meandering canvas as it winds its way towards the sea, where it empties out into—

	The wind current shifts.

	Hāro curses, yanking his gaze away from the water, but it’s too late. The current should have swept him up and into Kata’s airspace, but he met it side-on instead of head-on, and now the air is too thick. He flaps his wings frantically, trying to catch up to her, but he’s off-balance and unprepared—he’s being dragged downwards as Kata rises higher, the gap between them ever-widening.

	Kata turns her head, clearly expecting him to be next to her; when he isn’t, she twists her whole body around to face him. She’s far, but not so far that Hāro can’t read her expression: uncertainty, concern, resignation.

	Fuck.

	He doesn’t bother trying to land gracefully. He staggers when his feet find the earth, and he slumps against the nearest tree without bothering to fold his wings back, letting them flop in the grass as Kata glides down to meet him.

	“Good try, Hāro.” Her voice is unbearably gentle, and Hāro wants to scream. It might be easier if she was rude about it. “You almost had it.”

	He nods, the weight in his chest only getting heavier with how kind she’s being. He doesn’t say anything else, just watches in silence as she walks away.

	Forty-eight.

	Forty-eight catastrophic failures, and forty-seven of them are absolutely, one hundred percent Hāro’s fault.

	*

	He should go home.

	He can’t do it. He can’t bear to see the look on his mum’s face, or listen to her assure him that “it will happen for you any day now, love.” He just can’t.

	Instead, he walks. He keeps his head down so that he doesn’t meet anyone’s eyes, and he doesn’t put any thought into where he’s going; at least, not until the grass under his feet gives way to dry sand, and then dry sand to wet sand as the sea stretches out before him, over the horizon and out of sight.

	He sinks to his knees, burying his talons into the wet grit and letting his wings fall to the ground behind him. A wave creeps in to welcome him, the sand shifting underneath Hāro’s palms as the water laps around him then falls back. There’s no one around to hear him fighting to catch his breath, or to see how he’s trying desperately to blink the sting out of his eyes.

	“Forty-eight.” He clenches his hands into fists, the sand spilling out from between his talons before being stolen away by another wave. “Forty-bloody-eight monumental fuckups, and for what? At this rate, my name’s going to become synonymous with species failure. Ten generations from now, they’ll be telling stories about Hāro the Failed Huruhuru, and all the kids will think it’s a silly made-up legend meant to scare them.”

	He lets himself slump sideways before rolling onto his back, not caring that one wing is twisted underneath him. It’s going to take hours, if not days, to get all the sand out of his feathers. “ ‘Don’t be like Hāro,’ they’ll say.” He’s aware that if anyone happens to come along and hears the way he’s ranting at the tideline, they’re going to be very concerned; he’s beyond caring at this point. “ ‘Did you know he once got his tail stuck in a lantern during a candlelit dinner? He had to be cut out. Legend has it that to this day, his tail is still lopsided.’ ”

	Another wave laps at him, almost like it’s patting him on the shoulder. It’s weirdly comforting, and it takes all the wind out of Hāro’s sails.

	“I just… fuck. I tried. I really, really tried.”

	That’s when the sea decides to answer back.

	“That was rough, I’m not gonna lie.” It’s a warm voice, low and distinctly amused, but that doesn’t make it any less shocking to hear. “But if it helps, I’ve definitely seen worse.”

	Hāro almost swallows a mouthful of the next wave that rises up to meet him. He launches himself upright, his wings throwing up a spray of sand behind him as he twists around, heart racing as he searches for the mystery speaker.

	The beach is empty.

	Or, well… yes, the beach is empty. But there’s a faint ripple just offshore, a hint of something Hāro can’t quite see moving below the surface. Before he can say anything, a figure emerges from the shallows, hoisting himself up to lean against a flat rock that sits a few metres back from the shoreline. And, look, Hāro might be having a really shitty day, but he isn’t blind, he can appreciate the dark skin, the toned body, the hair that tumbles like kelp across the stranger’s shoulders. At first, he has the wild thought that the stranger might be human, rare though they are around here. But as he lets his gaze wander lower—for… strictly analytical reasons—he notes the lack of a navel, the way slim hips taper off into long, shimmering tentacles that seem to refract the sunlight hitting them through the water. A cecaelia, then. Hāro hasn’t actually met one before; the deepwater folks tend to keep to themselves.

	“Um.” It’s not exactly Hāro at his most eloquent. “Hi.”

	“Hi.” The stranger grins, a dimple appearing in one cheek. “Are the dramatic ocean monologues, like, a regular thing? Is there a schedule, or do I have to hang around and hope I might catch an impromptu delivery?”

	Hāro splutters out something that isn’t really sure if it’s a laugh or a wheeze.

	“It was a solid performance, I gotta say,” he continues. “I mean, if I had to nitpick, the pacing was a little wonky, but that’s nothing a good editor can’t fix.”

	Hāro buries his face in his hands. “I didn’t realise anyone was listening.”

	The cecaelia laughs. “A reasonable assumption. Unfortunately for you, I’m a sucker for pretty boys going through emotional crises, so here I am.”

	That makes Hāro look up again. The stranger is still grinning at him, but it isn’t cruel; if anything, it’s soft at the edges. “Are you flirting with me?”

	“Maybe a little.” He shrugs. “Maybe a lot. Depends on how receptive you are, I guess.”

	For a moment, there’s no sound except the wind and the tide and, somewhere in the distance, a particularly vocal seagull.

	“I’m Hāro,” he offers.

	“Turana.” The cecaelia—Turana, apparently—grins. “Have you really been on forty-eight courtship rituals?”

	“Okay, in my defence—”

	“Who said it needed defending?” Turana shrugs, the water rippling around him as one of his tentacles pops up from underneath the water for a moment. “Play the field. Sow your oats. Whatever other odd land idioms apply here. There’s no point in settling.”

	Hāro snorts. “Trust me. I’m not the one deciding it’s not a successful courtship.”

	Turana raises an eyebrow. “Really? You’re telling me that all forty-eight times were your fault and yours alone?”

	“Well, no.”

	Turana gestures as if to say, See?

	“One took a stamina-enhancing tonic before our mating dance, but they either fucked up the dose or they had a weird reaction to it. They… threw up on me.”

	Turana stares at him for a long moment. “In mid-air?”

	“In mid-air.”

	“That’s…” He trails off, clearly lost for words.

	“Yup.” Hāro sighs. “So that one, not my fault. All the others? Definitely my fault. Apparently all I’m good at is making a mess.”

	Turana tilts his head to the side. “Nothing wrong with a bit of mess.”

	“There is if it’s stopping you from finding a partner.”

	Turana laces his fingers together, resting them on his stomach. “Okay, but what’s more important to you? Finding the right person for you, or achieving a successful courtship by an arbitrary, external standard?”

	Hāro blinks. “That… is a very deep question for this time of day.”

	“I’m a cecaelia, darling.” Turana smiles sweetly. “ ‘Deep’ is something of a requirement. And you’re avoiding the question.”

	“I’m not avoiding it.” It’s a lie; he’s absolutely avoiding it. “But… does the distinction really matter?”

	“Of course it does.” Turana sighs. “Besides, you think you’re the only person who’s had romantic disasters? I once got my hectocotylus stuck in my ex-boyfriend’s cloaca.”

	Hāro barks out a laugh before he can stop himself. “You’re kidding.”

	“I promise I’m not. The only difference is that there wasn’t a whole societal expectation that we figure that stuff out on day one and in front of a bunch of strangers.” Turana smiles at him. “You’re not doing anything wrong, Hāro. You just… haven’t found the right courtship ritual for you yet.”

	“Forty-eight, remember?” Hāro points out dryly. “Trust me, I’ve tried them all—several times.”

	Turana reaches out towards the water, flicking some of it in Hāro’s direction with a grin. “Come on, disasterbird. If the courtship rituals aren’t working for you, come up with a new one. Make your own happiness.”

	He says it like it’s simple; like it’s obvious. But it can’t be that easy.

	Can it?

	*

	They talk for so long, the sun starts casting long shadows, stretching across the sand. Hāro waxes poetic about wind drafts in valleys; Turana gives him a dramatic retelling of a truly disastrous underwater poetry slam that resulted in three injuries and four family feuds. When the tide recedes again, Hāro wanders out to the rock Turana is sitting on, trying and failing to look nonchalant as he tucks himself up on it, Turana laughing at the way his almost-eight-foot frame has to be scrunched up to fit—though he does obligingly slide a little farther into the water so that Hāro has somewhere for his wings to rest, turning around so that his stomach is pressed against the rocks instead, his tentacles fanning out lazily behind him, bouncing a little in the waves.

	He can’t remember the last time he was this comfortable.

	*

	The sun is close to setting, the soft ebb and flow of the tide transformed into a kaleidoscope of pinks and oranges, when Hāro realises how long it’s been since they last said anything. The easy rhythm of their conversation slowed without Hāro feeling a need to rush in and fill the gap, letting the hush of wind and water ease the silence instead. Turana has slid farther and farther into the water over the course of the afternoon, his chin resting on the rock’s edge, his hair salt-damp above the waterline and trailing like seaweed behind him. Hāro is sprawled across the rock, his legs dangling over the side with the talons of his toes tracing idle patterns in the water as his wings stretch out across the rough surface he’s leaning on.

	He’s tall, even for a Huruhuru; taller still next to Turana, even before considering the cecaelia has spent most of their time together with at least half his body submerged. But right now, it doesn’t seem to matter. For once, he doesn’t feel too big. Too clumsy. Too much.

	Turana looks up at him with a lopsided grin, seemingly picking up on Hāro’s change in mood. “What are you thinking about, disasterbird?”

	Despite himself, Hāro snorts at the nickname. Coming from someone else, he might be offended—but there’s so much affection in the way Turana says it, he can’t bring himself to mind. It feels like a joke they’re sharing, rather than like Turana laughing at him.

	“Just… I don’t know.” He sits up, wrapping his hands around his shins and dropping his chin to his knee, clacking his beak nervously. “Mostly I’m thinking about how I’m more relaxed here, with a stranger, than I have been in months. Maybe years.”

	One tentacle breaks the surface, flicking with what Hāro can only assume is delight. “The pleasure of my company will do that to you.”

	Fuck. Hāro’s always been weak for confidence. “I bet.” He spreads his wings, letting the feathers at the very base of them graze along the top of the water. He loves feeling a bit of water weight in his wings. “But, like… forty-eight failed dates, remember? I know every courtship ritual back to front and inside out, and one of them is supposed to lead to this magical moment, this click where everything falls into place and you feel whole.” He trails off, throat tight. “But it never happens. And the more I try, the more I think… I don’t know. That I’m broken?”

	Turana frowns, hoisting himself out of the water and onto the rock, twisting gracefully so that he ends up sitting next to Hāro.

	“Have you ever considered that there’s nothing wrong with you? That maybe the problem is a box has been presented to you, and you’re so busy trying to contort yourself to fit into it that you haven’t stopped to check that the box was the right size in the first place?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I mean that I’ve known you for less than half a day, and I already know that you’re funny, and charming, and brilliant. And if none of that matters to your potential partners more than your ability to… to fly a particular pattern, or create a particular artwork, or whatever—then they’re missing out. And that’s a ‘them’ problem, not a ‘you’ problem. I think you’re following a current that was never meant to carry you. Or—” Turana screws up his nose in thought. “Um, you’re trying to fly someone else’s pattern. And you’re never going to be as good at that as you are at your own.”

	Something cracks open in Hāro’s chest, like the ache of a cramped muscle finally starting to loosen. Is that what he’s been missing? Do other Huruhuru really not feel like they have to try so hard to make it all work?

	“I don’t think I know how to fly any other way.”

	Turana shifts closer, his shoulder brushing Hāro’s arm. “Maybe that’s why you feel so relaxed here. No one expects you to fly any sort of way in the ocean.” He tilts his head, considering. “Well, unless you’re a seagull. But, you know, maybe don’t try to emulate them. Annoying little assholes.”

	Hāro chokes out a laugh, turning his head to chastise Turana for the comment—but the laughter dies on his tongue when he realises Turana has turned to face him at the same time, their noses barely a couple of centimetres from each other. Something skates across Hāro’s mind like wind over feathers: a fleeting idea, impossible to unthink once it’s taken root.

	He wants… fuck, he wants.

	“You keep looking at me like you think I’m going to disappear.”

	Hāro swallows. “Honestly, I’m not totally sure this isn’t a super intense dream.”

	“Well, if it is”—Turana reaches out, one hand brushing across Hāro’s cheek before splaying across the back of his neck, possessive and relaxed—“then you might as well enjoy it, don’t you think?”

	Hāro’s wings twitch involuntarily, trying to balance against something that hasn’t quite hit him yet. One of Turana’s tentacles brushes Hāro’s thigh, cautious and curious, cool against the heat gathering under his skin. The contact jolts through him, and he shudders despite himself. His pulse is drumming in his throat, and his stomach is twisting itself in knots—he thinks about all the ways he’s gotten this wrong before, all the dates he’s floundered through trying to meet some ancient expectation. Whatever this is, it isn’t that. It’s… uncharted. Wild in a way he doesn’t quite have the words for.

	“You’re serious about this?” Hāro asks, voice thin.

	“You’re the one with your talons on my rock, sweetheart.” Turana’s tone is light, but there’s a rasp that wasn’t there before. “I’m just here. Waiting to see what you want.”

	What he wants?

	What Hāro wants is to lean into that smile and see if it tastes like salt. Wants to lose himself in the easy pleasure of heat and body and breath. Wants to be someone who reaches instead of retreats.

	So he does.

	He closes the distance like a dive: swift, instinctual, inevitable. His beak brushes the corner of Turana’s mouth before he finds the right angle, and it’s awkward for a moment—he’s never kissed someone with such fleshy lips before—but then, suddenly, it isn’t. Suddenly it’s pressure and warmth and the thud of his heartbeat in his ears, his hand sliding up Turana’s chest to find his heart racing just as fast as Hāro’s. Turana kisses like he knows exactly what he’s doing, that self-assured confidence that attracted Hāro to him in the first place almost overwhelming now as a tentacle wraps lazily around Hāro’s ankle. Not tight; just enough to let him know it’s there.

	And, stars help him, he wants more.

	*

	If someone had told Turana when he rolled out of bed and broke for the surface this morning that his day would end with a Huruhuru’s wing wrapped around his shoulder, his tentacle hooked around a feathery leg as they awkwardly navigate the give and take of beak and lip until it isn’t awkward anymore, Turana would have laughed in their face. But here he is nonetheless, heat pooling in his stomach as he grips the back of Hāro’s neck, pulling him closer and startling a moan out of them both at the shift in angle.

	He’d seen a little of what Hāro has dismissively deemed his “forty-eighth monumental fuckup” this afternoon. He’d been sunning himself on his favourite rock, eyes closed as he soaked up the heat and tried not to think about the way his siblings always scoffed at how much time he spent “surface-slumming,” when a soft trilling sound swept over to him on the wind. He’d watched a pair of Huruhuru—two beautiful creatures, but one breathtakingly so, in Turana’s opinion—swoop through the air. The one Turana was most interested in had seemed to be following the currents of the river moreso than the wind.

	And then something had happened. The Huruhuru had missed a beat, or… Whatever it was, the two of them had soon dipped below the trees and out of sight.

	Turana hadn’t expected to see him again. Certainly hadn’t expected him to turn up on the shore and word-vomit all his despair in Turana’s general direction. And he’d been completely unprepared for Hāro to be even more attractive up close, let alone for him to be so clever and funny and interesting.

	And he absolutely hadn’t been prepared to be making out with a Huruhuru in the glow of the setting sun, something hot and hard and enticingly unfamiliar pressing against his stomach.

	Hāro seems to realise this at the same time Turana does, because he pulls away with a grimace. “Sorry.”

	The word lands sharp and unwanted between them, like a stone tossed into a calm tide. For a heartbeat, Turana thinks Hāro is about to fold in on himself entirely; his wings are twitching, beak clacking nervously as his eyes skitter over Turana’s face and away again. The kind of retreat that feels rehearsed, like he’s had to do it too many times before.

	Turana doesn’t let him.

	“Sorry?” Turana echoes, deliberately incredulous. He tilts his head with a smirk. “What exactly are you apologising for? The kissing? Because if you think that’s a problem, disasterbird, feel free to keep right on offending me.”

	Hāro stammers something, gesturing vaguely downward, as though the awkward swell pressing against his tunic isn’t already obvious.

	“Oh,” Turana drawls, dragging the syllable out like salt sliding back over stone, his grin deepening. “That.”

	The poor creature looks mortified. And beautiful. Kraken’s teeth, Hāro’s beautiful like this: trembling, awkward, trying so hard to hold himself together while his body betrays every raw, urgent truth. “I just—I know you don’t have—and it’s not—”

	“Sweetheart,” Turana cuts off the mortified stammering, finally realising what has Hāro so uncomfortable. “Just because I don’t have one doesn’t mean I don’t know exactly what it’s for.” Hāro looks up sharply, but it doesn’t seem like the time to dwell on the odd sailor who’s fallen off their ship in Turana’s vicinity and found themselves quite happy to pass the time until rescue. His hand trails down Hāro’s chest, stopping just shy of the straining fabric. He can feel the heat radiating off the body underneath his palms, the erratic thrum of Hāro’s pulse. “And I know that this is the best compliment I’ve had in months.”

	The noise Hāro makes is somewhere between a gasp and a curse, wings twitching wider. “Fuck.”

	“Exactly.” Turana’s grin sharpens. “Finally, you’re catching on.”

	He doesn’t give Hāro time to retreat again. He pulls him forward, mouth crashing into mouth, and this time, all the tentative exploration is behind them. This kiss is all heat and hunger, gentleness giving way to reckless desperation. Hāro groans into it, his talons scraping rock for purchase before tangling in Turana’s hair. He tugs hard, and Turana gasps against his beak, his hectocotylus throbbing in response.

	Stars above and currents below, this bird can kiss.

	Turana bites, daring him to unravel, and Hāro answers with a groan that vibrates down Turana’s spine. The sound is too good, too much, too perfect. He wants to drink it down again and again, wants to see how many different notes he can coax from that sharp beak and those trembling feathers.

	He slides a tentacle higher along Hāro’s calf, tracing spirals and enjoying Hāro’s shivers as his feathers are pushed up. He shudders beautifully, wings flaring wider, and Turana can’t help but laugh into the kiss, deliriously giddy with the way Hāro responds to every caress. Another tentacle loops up behind Hāro’s thigh, testing the weight of him, the sheer size and strength wrapped up in this awkward, beautiful creature.

	“Fuck,” Hāro says again, his voice breaking, and Turana feels it vibrate against his mouth.

	“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

	He uses his own body to press Hāro back against the rock. The sharp ridge of heat grinding into Turana’s stomach makes his pulse stutter, pleasure winding hot and insistent through him. He moans, not caring that it comes out far louder than he intended, rough and guttural.

	“See?” he manages, lips brushing along the curve of Hāro’s beak. “You’re not the only one aching for this.”

	Hāro keens, his wings slamming fully open and scattering saltwater spray into the sunset. The sight is obscene in its beauty, and Turana can’t help but stare at the trembling wings, feathers glowing gold and orange in the fading light, every inch of Hāro’s body lit up with want.

	Turana loses himself to the impulse to let his tentacles slide in from every angle. They curl around thighs, tease along the insides of feathered legs, test the curve of Hāro’s ass. He takes his time, each stroke deliberate and exploratory. There’s no rush. He doesn’t want to rush. He wants to enjoy this for as long as he can.

	And by the depths, Hāro responds. His hips stutter forward helplessly, every muscle trembling as he grinds against Turana’s stomach as if he can’t stop himself. The urgency pouring off him is intoxicating, as wild and reckless as the sea at stormtide.

	This isn’t some polished ritual dance or rehearsed feather display. This is messy. Breathless. Real. And Turana wants every shuddering second of it. Every shaky groan, every helpless little cry, wrecks Turana in the best possible way. Hāro grinds against him like he can’t help it, wings stretching wider still with each press of heat. He’s so far gone already, undone by nothing more than kissing and a few exploratory touches, and Turana aches to see how much further he can take him.

	“You’re beautiful, disasterbird,” Turana mutters against his beak. It’s not just the feathers flaring golden in the light; it’s the way Hāro gives himself away. Every want, every fear, writ plain across his body.

	Turana wants to see more of it. Wants to dive for the hidden softness, the secret depths, like he’s hunting for pearls.

	So he does.

	His fingers tug at the laces of Hāro’s tunic, slick with seawater and awkward around the curve of his wings. “Let me,” Turana murmurs, low and coaxing. “Trust me.”

	Hāro hesitates, a quick intake of breath, but he doesn’t pull away. He blinks once, twice, then nods.

	Turana slides one tentacle in, deft as any hand, curling around the knot and easing it loose. The fabric slackens, then falls away to reveal Hāro in all his glory.

	Hāro’s cock is long, flushed dark, already wet at the tip where it curves up against his stomach. It looks almost too big for his own body, straining, eager, trembling with each pulse of his wings. Turana’s breath catches just looking at it.

	“Fuck me,” he mutters, unable to hold back the awe. “You’re—”

	Hāro shifts awkwardly, flushing deeper. “Too much?”

	“Perfect,” Turana corrects fiercely, palms and suckers alike skimming across the feathers of his thighs as he drinks in the sight. “Look at you.”

	Hāro makes another sharp sound, half groan, half whimper, his wings arching instinctively at the touch. The sound hits Turana like lightning and his hectocotylus twitches, aching and almost as hard as Hāro’s cock is where it lies against his stomach, at the sheer vulnerability of it.

	Turana noses along his collarbone as his tentacles map Hāro’s body: one curling possessively around his waist, another stroking slowly and deliberately up his inner thigh, another anchoring firmly around his hip.

	When one tentacle nudges against his cloaca, Hāro gasps, wings snapping so wide Turana half expects them to knock both of them clean off the rock. Instead they tremble there, open and desperate, as Hāro tips his head back and stares up at the swiftly darkening sky, at the stars just beginning to emerge.

	Turana grins, wicked, and presses just a little farther. The noise Hāro makes… it nearly undoes him.

	“Sensitive everywhere, aren’t you?” he teases, mouth dragging along Hāro’s throat. “Tell me you want this.”

	“I—fuck—yes,” Hāro chokes out. His claws scrape uselessly against rock before tangling back into Turana’s hair, dragging him closer. “Yes, just—don’t stop.”

	“Good boy.” The words slip out unthinking, but the shudder they pull from Hāro is immediate, visceral. His hips jerk, pressing harder into Turana’s grip, as if the praise itself unlocked something inside him.

	Turana’s hectocotylus twitches and fills. He wants friction, wants relief, but more than that, he wants Hāro. Wants to drown himself in the sheer size and heat of him, to test every place the feathers change colour, every sound he can wring from that sharp beak.

	And oh, currents take him, he wants Hāro’s cock.

	He drags a hand—then a tentacle—slowly along the length, delighting in the way Hāro jerks, a broken sound clawing out of his throat. “Fuck, you’re gorgeous.”

	Turana strokes him slowly at first, suckers teasing, exploring the weight and shape of him. Hāro shudders violently, his wings flaring wider with every pass. He rocks helplessly into the touch, gasping and swearing, claws tangling deeper in Turana’s hair until his scalp sings with the sting of it.

	“You like that,” Turana hums, voice vibrating low against Hāro’s chest.

	“What gave it away?” Hāro gasps, his voice pitched too high for the sarcasm to have any bite. “Don’t stop—stars, please—”

	“Wild sharks couldn’t stop me now,” Turana promises, grinning against his skin.

	He tightens one tentacle around the base of Hāro’s cock, his hand curling gently around the head to tease, coax, explore. The response is immediate: Hāro cries out, voice breaking, whole body arching into it like he’s flying. The rock scrapes his talons as they scrabble for purchase, but he doesn’t stop, doesn’t try to hide. He gives, raw and unguarded, trembling under Turana’s touch. Turana wants to push him further—wants to see him undone entirely, a storm breaking open under his hands.

	“Look at you,” Turana murmurs, stroking harder now, faster, tentacles flexing around him with deliberate rhythm. “Fucking gorgeous. You’re going to come for me, aren’t you?”

	“Yes—” Hāro gasps, voice breaking on the word. “Fuck, I—”

	“Good.” Turana’s grin is sharp and reverent. “Then give it to me. Show me how you break, disasterbird.”

	The way Hāro comes apart is nothing short of a revelation.

	He’d already been trembling, wings shaking like sails in a gale, claws digging into the rock as if it could tether him against the tide. But when Turana’s tentacles tighten in just the right rhythm, when he twists and strokes with firm, deliberate pressure, Hāro shatters.

	It starts in his wings: they snap open, full span, all their colours seeming to glow in the moonlight. Then his body arches, all eight feet of him bowing up off the rock as a strangled cry rips itself from his throat. The sound is raw, unguarded, and so honest that Turana swears he’ll never forget it.

	“Fuck—fuck—” Hāro gasps, hips jerking helplessly, cock pulsing against Turana’s grip. Every muscle is taut, his feathers trembling like they might fall clean from his body.

	Turana watches, transfixed, as thick heat spills over his tentacles and hand, hot and messy, coating suckers and skin alike. Hāro keeps moving through it, hips stuttering forward as though he can’t stop, can’t not give everything of himself. His wings beat once, hard, throwing spray high into the air before they collapse down, sprawling wide and limp against the rock.

	He slumps, panting, chest heaving with the effort of it. His feathers are in chaos, scattered and damp. He looks utterly wrecked.

	He’s the most beautiful thing Turana has ever seen.

	“You,” Turana breathes, voice rough, reverent, “are a fucking miracle.” He lifts his slick tentacle, watching the mess drip off his suckers, mouth watering at the sight.

	He wonders, idly, if Hāro would be open to his mouth, next time.

	Hāro groans, flopping one wing weakly against the rock. “I’m… a disaster.”

	“Oh, absolutely,” Turana agrees, laughing, “but by the depths, you’re my favourite disaster.”

	The way Hāro throws an arm across his face at that, laughing helplessly, is worth every aching throb in Turana’s hectocotylus.

	Speaking of which—

	He hasn’t exactly forgotten his arousal, not with the way it’s been building in him with every sound Hāro has made. But now, with the bird sprawled out before him, undone and open and perfect, it slams into him fully: the ache, the desperate need to bury himself.

	He hisses, low and urgent, as one tentacle slides across his own stomach before wrapping around his hectocotylus and squeezing. Relief punches through him at the pressure, sharp and immediate. But the second he starts stroking, Hāro stirs, lifting his head blearily.

	“You—” His voice is hoarse, beak clicking once. “You’re still— You haven’t—”

	Turana smirks through the haze of need. “Observant even when you’re wrecked. You’re not just a pretty face, disasterbird.”

	Hāro shakes his head, feathers rustling faintly. His claws scrape awkwardly on the rock as he sits up enough to reach for Turana.

	“Let me,” Hāro says, still breathless, but steady in a way Turana hadn’t expected. His talons hover uncertainly over Turana’s hectocotylus, not quite touching.

	Turana nearly groans at the sight—those sharp, dangerous claws, careful and hesitant, poised so delicately. The sheer contrast of it: a predator’s hands, trembling with gentleness.

	“Fuck, yes,” Turana rasps, head tipping back.

	Hāro does. Cautious at first, exploring an appendage that is clearly new to him with the tips of his fingers, careful not to scratch. Turana hisses at the contact, body jolting. He’s used to his own tentacles, to slick and suction and firm strokes, to the tight heat of a waiting cloaca—but this? This is rougher, taloned, different. Perfect, somehow.

	“Harder,” Turana urges, already panting. “I won’t break.”

	Hāro swallows, then grips Turana more firmly, stroking in an awkward but devastating rhythm. His feathers brush Turana’s stomach with every movement, soft and teasing against the slick heat.

	“Fuck, that’s it.” Turana’s hips rock into the touch. His tentacles flail, half-wrapping around Hāro’s shoulders and wings without meaning to, seeking an anchor as pleasure coils tight and urgent in his gut. “You feel incredible.”

	Hāro leans closer, watching every twitch and spasm like he’s trying to memorise them. “You’re so warm,” he murmurs. “Fuck, you’re leaking all over my hand.”

	The blunt, astonished honesty of it almost undoes Turana and he laughs, ragged. “That’s because I’m about to come, sweetheart.”

	Hāro’s eyes go wide, wings twitching as his strokes speed up.

	“Oh, fuck,” Turana chokes, his body bowing up off the rock. “Yeah, yes, just like that—”

	His climax hits like a wave breaking hard over stone. His hectocotylus pulses, spilling hot over Hāro’s talons and his own stomach, thick and messy, pleasure ripping through him in violent, shaking bursts. He cries out, riding it until he collapses back against the rock, trembling.

	When he finally looks again, Hāro is staring at his slick hand with something between awe and disbelief.

	“Currents take me,” Turana pants, laughing breathlessly. “You—fuck, you’re dangerous.”

	“Dangerous?” Hāro croaks, incredulous.

	Turana grins, reaching to curl a tentacle around his waist, tugging him close again. “Because if you look at me like that too often, disasterbird, I’ll drown myself in you.”

	*

	The tide has rolled back sometime in the night, leaving the water glassy and still. Dawn paints the horizon in streaks of gold and pink, everything soft and unhurried.

	Turana floats half submerged in the shallows, tentacles splayed out lazily like sea flowers in bloom. He hadn’t expected to wake early—he’d been thoroughly wrung out last night, in more ways than one—but sleep is slippery at the best of times when you live by the tides. Besides, he couldn’t stop watching. Hāro looks both impossibly large and impossibly fragile like this, wings folded tight, one long arm slung haphazardly over Turana’s shoulder as though some part of him refuses to let go, even while unconscious.

	Turana would never admit it out loud, but he’s grateful.

	The bird stirs with the sun, blinking blearily into the light. His beak clacks once as he stretches, wings fluttering against the stone. Then he groans, muffled, and mutters, “I can’t feel my ass.”

	Turana snorts. “Big tough bird not used to sleeping outside the nest, huh? You’re welcome to join me in the water, you know.”

	“I can’t swim,” Hāro grumbles, pressing his face into the crook of his own wing like he might disappear again.

	“I’d catch you.”

	Overhead, a seagull screeches. Neither of them looks; both lift a hand and flip it off in perfect sync. The ridiculousness of it bubbles something light in Turana’s chest. He hadn’t realised how heavy it had felt before now—before this bird landed in his lap, all broken feathers and bruised pride, and turned out to be… storms above, so much more than the sum of his failures.

	Silence stretches between them, comfortable as the tide. And then, softly, Hāro says: “I think I want to tell my mum.”

	Turana blinks, caught off guard. “About your existential crisis?”

	“About you.”

	He gapes, no graceful way to mask it. He hadn’t expected—he never expects—someone to want to keep him once the sun comes up. Flings, flirtations, bodies against bodies in the shadows of coral reefs, sure. But this?

	“I mean,” Hāro adds quickly, “I’ll probably leave out a few of the more carnal details. But… yeah. I want her to know that something finally felt right. That I’m not broken.”

	Turana feels that like a weight to the sternum. He reaches out without thinking, looping a tentacle once around Hāro’s ankle, grounding him. “You never were.” The tentacle loosens again. “You don’t have to prove anything to anyone, you know. Not even to her.”

	“I’m not trying to prove anything,” Hāro says thoughtfully. “I just… She’s my mum, and I love her, and I want her to know I found something real. Someone real.”

	Turana’s throat goes tight at that. He glances up at Hāro, feathers haloed in sunrise. “Does that mean I count as your forty-ninth courtship?”

	Hāro barks a laugh, sharp and delighted. “Stars, no. You are absolutely not a courtship. You’re…” He falters, then turns, eyes catching Turana’s. “You’re something else entirely.”

	Turana’s grin softens despite himself. “Good.”

	It is good. More than good. It feels like the kind of thing he’ll tuck away in the hollow of his ribs for leaner nights, a truth to chew on when the sea gets mean and lonely.

	“Still weird, though, right?” Hāro murmurs, half dreamy with exhaustion. “A Huruhuru and a tentacled sea-creature with…”

	Turana snorts. “All these appendages?”

	Hāro cracks a grin, lazy and wicked. “You’re not the only one with a cloaca, you know.” Turana nearly slips back into the water as Hāro stretches out on the rock, his wings tucked behind his head, all faux innocence. “Play your cards right, and maybe I’ll show you sometime.”

	Turana shakes his head and lunges, pressing Hāro back against the stone, his lips finding a particularly sensitive spot on Hāro’s neck. Hāro’s wings flare wide in mock protest before he reaches around both of them, warm and cocooning.

	“You’re trouble, disasterbird,” Turana says against his throat, the words softened by the grin he can’t fight down.

	“And you love it,” Hāro shoots back, talons curling gently against Turana’s back.

	Turana hums, nosing into the curve of his shoulder, breathing in feathers and musk and salt. “Yeah. Yeah, I really do.”
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	The camera’s shutter engagement wasn’t loud—the Leica M6 was known for being quiet—but it startled the rabbit. As it bolted into the underbrush, Max wound the film to the next stop. He preferred using a digital camera for wildlife to avoid spooking the animals, but he’d been capturing plant life when the rabbit appeared, so he’d taken a chance. Blue hour was his favorite time to shoot, though golden-hour photos were typically the ones that paid the bills.

	Continuing through the trees, mentally tracking distance and direction as he moved away from the trail, Max paused twice more to take photos before settling on a camping spot for the night. He had never been a fan of established campsites—too crowded, especially this late in hiking season when thru-hikers were making their final pushes on the Appalachian Trail—which was part of why he’d chosen to focus on the 100 Mile Wilderness for this particular assignment. It was one of the only spots on the AT that allowed dispersed camping.

	Another part was that peak autumn color hit the foliage here by the end of September, as opposed to October or even November farther south. The sooner Max got the photos, the sooner he got paid and could move on to his next job. Though really, this was a sweet one. There wasn’t much about being outdoors that Max found unpleasant. He’d chosen nature photography as his career focus for a reason.

	It was almost pitch black by the time Max had his hammock strung between two suitable trees, his rain cover above it as both precaution and wind-block. Not feeling up to properly cooking, Max chose a quick-to-make pouch-meal for dinner. Fifteen minutes later, he was digging into rehydrated mashed potatoes and chicken, already wishing he was done so he could sleep. It had been a long day of hiking over rough terrain, and he was exhausted.

	By the time Max had secured the bear bag up another tree, changed for bed, and zipped his hammock around himself, he was on the verge of sleep. And, sure enough, it only took a few heartbeats for his breathing to even out as he sank into dreaming.

	*

	SNAP

	Max startled awake, instantly on high alert, his heart thundering in his ears. He wasn’t sure what had made the loud sound that woke him, but there weren’t a lot of options. He was too far from the trail—well over the required 200 feet—for it to be night hikers, unless they were very lost. It was most likely an animal, though what type was the question. Forcing himself to breathe slowly and quietly, Max strained his ears.

	He tensed further when he heard shuffling and rustling nearby. Whatever was making the sounds was right outside his hammock. It didn’t sound small, either. There was weight behind the sounds that made Max think maybe it was a bear, and Max silently cursed himself for not sleeping in one of the designated shelter areas. His preference for being alone was going to get him killed one of these days; plenty of guides had told him so over the last five years.

	Hell, it might get him killed now if it really was a bear moving around in his camp.

	The thing was, Max knew how to handle black bears. He had bear spray and an air horn in his pack, just in case. Unfortunately, the only things in the hammock were Max himself and his electronics, since it was too cold overnight to leave the batteries away from his body heat. He could try yelling to scare the animal away, but if it didn’t work, he was stuck; literally zippered into a sleeping bag inside an also-zippered hammock. He debated pulling out the digital camera—it had a night-vision mode that would at least allow him to determine what was moving around his camp—but he didn’t want to draw attention to himself.

	It was only a few minutes later when whatever was there shuffled off again, the sounds fading as it moved farther and farther away. When it had been silent for about fifteen minutes, Max breathed a sigh of relief and relaxed. Animals were part of camping, and a nighttime visitor was nothing to get worked up about. He’d just make sure to keep his airhorn in the hammock from now on. Just in case.

	Closing his eyes, Max willed himself back into a fitful sleep.

	*

	Morning brought the unpleasant discovery of a dead animal.

	Not whatever had been shuffling around in the dark, but rather a kill it had left behind, which was honestly worse, in Max’s opinion. He had no desire to be camped out in a predator’s kill-zone; even the possibility was alarming. Not wanting to get too close to the kill—which seemed to be a rabbit, based on size, though the skinned state of it left him uncertain—Max skirted around it while packing as quickly as possible. Before heading back to the trail, Max took a moment to snap some digital photos of the dead animal. If he ran into a park ranger, he wanted to tell them what had happened, and a picture or two couldn’t hurt.

	Then, doing his best to put the whole thing out of his mind, Max headed out.

	*

	Max typically thought of himself as a rational person. He’d spent the tail-end of his teen years bouncing around foster care after the car accident that killed his parents when he was fifteen, and during that time he’d lost all sense of the fantastical or otherworldly. He could see the whimsy in a rainbow’s colors, but he knew it was just refracted light. He could appreciate the beauty of mushrooms growing in a circle without succumbing to the fantasy of fairy rings. Nature was full of oddities and curiosities, but that was all they were.

	It had been ten years since Max’s whole world had fallen apart and he’d had to learn how to make it make sense again. He didn’t give in to flights of fancy, and he didn’t scare easily.

	Now, Max was terrified.

	Bad enough he’d woken up to dead animals in his camp for three mornings in a row. Worse still was finding one in the center of a spiral—about three feet across—made of rocks and bones. This… this wasn’t an animal. No animal could’ve made that pattern. It was too precise, too perfect. It was like something out of a scary movie, cultish and horrific. Max snapped a few pictures, then hastily packed up because like hell was he staying in this campsite even a second longer than necessary.

	As he booked it back toward the trail, Max tried to decide what to do next. Part of him wanted to leave; find the nearest exit from the AT and just… go home. Except he had a contract, and Max knew he didn’t have enough photos to fulfill it. Not yet, anyway.

	Thinking back on the dead animals and creepy spiral, Max shivered.

	Okay, he thought as he settled his feet on the well-worn path, heading south. I’ll just stick to the trail and sleep in the designated camp areas from now on.

	It wasn’t a great plan, but it was all he had.

	*

	“Well, it’s the Appalachian Mountains, ain’t it?” The older man laughed as he passed Max’s camera back to him, looking like every stereotype of a mountain man Max had ever heard. “Strange things happen out here.”

	They had set up near each other at the shelter site and started talking, friendly in the way most hikers were with each other on the AT. When he’d learned that David was a four-time thru-hiker who, at fifty-seven, was going for his fifth complete trek, Max had decided to share the photos he’d taken. He was hoping for some sort of sense, or logic, not superstition.

	Max didn’t scoff, but it was a near thing. “C’mon, David… I know there’s all sorts of legends and stories, but—”

	“But nothing.” David shook his head, somber now. “These woods ain’t no joke, son. When we tell newcomers ‘hike in groups’—or leastways pairs—it ain’t just about if you get injured or lost. When we say don’t follow sounds in the dark, it ain’t just bears or mountain lions you gotta worry about.”

	Max shifted uncomfortably in his hammock, making it sway a little. “I don’t believe in ghosts or the boogeyman.”

	David shot Max a knowing look, faded blue eyes meeting brilliant green almost tauntingly. “No one does, until they do.”

	“It was probably someone trying to scare hikers.” Max’s voice wasn’t as firm as he’d have liked, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. “For a prank video or something.”

	“Son…” David said, rolling his eyes. “D’you know how old these mountains are?”

	“…old?” Max hazarded a guess, shrugging when David looked unimpressed. “What? I’m a photographer, not a geologist.”

	“Over 450 million years.” David answered himself, far more seriously than Max thought the conversation warranted. “These mountains were ancient long before humans were around. There’s things here we can’t explain. Things that don’t make no sort of sense. The Natives knew it, and those of us who call any part of these mountains home know it. You spend enough time out here and you’ll know it, too.”

	Max fidgeted with the camera he was still holding. “Okay, so what am I supposed to do?”

	David shrugged one shoulder. “Hard to say. Some folks might head on home. Some folks might go poking around, looking for answers. Me? I’d stick close to people as much as I could, delete those photos, and forget I saw whatever I saw.”

	Max sighed, knowing David was right about one thing, anyway. Whatever had been in his camp—whatever had left dead animals and made the strange spiral—was best forgotten. The smartest move was to focus on his job so he could finish and go home. Max didn’t believe in Bigfoot, or Mothman, or the Jersey Devil, or any other creepy creature said to live in the woods and mountains. He was a logical, practical sort who believed there was a reasonable explanation for everything.

	…and damn it, he wanted answers.

	*

	Max had a plan. It wasn’t the best idea, but it was a plan. Max intended to go off-trail for photographs, wasting a solid portion of prime hiking hours on the pursuit. So if he wanted to make any actual progress along the trail as well, he needed to be up at dawn and go until dusk. He would not be sleeping at a shelter tonight, but rather camping off-trail again. And this time, he was going to set up his digital camera on a tripod, recording video with night vision. Hopefully, whoever had been following him along the trail would come into his camp before the battery ran down. With any luck, Max could have answers by the following morning.

	With his goals firmly in mind, Max woke before the sun, packed his stuff, and headed out into the blue light of pre-dawn.

	*

	Max purposefully set up camp a few hours before sunset. He wanted to spend the hour before and after the sun went down taking photos without having to worry about making camp in the dark. All things considered, it seemed smarter not to have to fumble with his hammock and the digital recording setup. The last thing he needed was to step in a hole and hurt himself when he was so far off-trail.

	He’d been shooting with single-minded focus for long enough that twilight had faded into gloaming, the whole world washed blue through his camera’s lens. While the changing leaves with their autumn-bright colors showed best during the golden hours, there were other aspects of the forest that did better with the blue light. There was mystery to the photos he took at this time of day. A sort of echoing sadness that permeated them and made a person ache just from looking at them.

	That was what he was going for now, as he shot rocks that spilled like a waterfall over the earth, trees growing over and between them through sheer stubbornness and determination. He wanted to capture the vastness of this place, so full of life and yet so far removed from humanity. The heartrending beauty that evoked loneliness and insignificance in the viewer. The smallness a place like this could make a person feel.

	Max had the camera to his eye, analyzing angles and composition as he tried to frame the perfect shot before he lost too much of the light and had to head back to his campsite. He turned to the right, finger resting lightly on the shutter button, and startled. His finger pressed down on pure instinct even as he gasped and took a quick half-step backwards. The shutter engaged with a soft sound, and Max jerked the camera down to chest-height, peering through the growing gloom for what he’d just seen.

	What he couldn’t have just seen.

	A deer? he thought, heart racing as he looked for another flash of the antlers he’d glimpsed through his viewfinder. Except it hadn’t been a deer. It had been too tall for that by far, and the way it had moved when he’d spotted it… it had almost seemed human. Only not, in the worst sort of way. The thing had looked bipedal, but that made no sense.

	Max took one hand off his camera, pressing it to where his heart was pounding away as if trying to escape from his ribcage. He took a slow, careful breath and willed it not to shake. He’d heard stories of people seeing deer walking on their hind legs, and he’d always put them down to overwrought imaginations, if not outright lies. But this… what Max had just seen… what he had just photographed…

	“Couldn’t’ve been digital, could it?” he muttered, glowering down at the Leica M6 in his hand. Film he couldn’t develop until he had darkroom access. If he’d been shooting in digital, he could have checked the photo right away. “Tch.”

	There was nothing he could do about it now; his eyes scanned the trees where he had seen the… the whatever he had seen. The hair on the back of his neck was standing on end, and Max could have sworn he felt eyes on him. Like he was being watched, even though he didn’t see anyone. His mouth went dry as he resisted the urge to call out; to voice the ultra-cliched “who’s there?” that was clinging to his tongue.

	Tightening his grip on his camera, Max forced himself to turn his back on where he’d seen something and head back to camp. There were things he needed to do before he could sleep, and they weren’t going to get done if he was standing around, staring at trees and freaking out.

	*

	Max was once again woken up by sounds outside his hammock. Heavy footsteps. Rustling, as if something was being fussed over or fiddled with. Breathing.

	Part of Max wanted to reach for his airhorn in the hopes of scaring off the intruder. Part of him wanted to reach for his headlamp and yank back the hammock’s cover so he could finally see who—what—the hell was stalking him at night. Part of him thought he should just close his eyes and go back to sleep and pretend he hadn’t heard anything.

	Suddenly, there was a rasping hiss as something scratched down the outside of his rain cover. Max froze, holding his breath as his eyes strained against the near-darkness, watching as the cover rippled and shifted with the press of… fingers? Claws? He couldn’t be sure. Didn’t know what he would do if the cover were suddenly shredded or ripped away. If he were attacked.

	There was the sound of rapid sniffing—louder than Max thought possible, even for something right outside his meager shelter—followed by a sort of blowing exhale. The part of his mind that stored hunting knowledge told him it was a deer sound. A snort wheeze, specifically. Except a deer couldn’t be scratching at his cover, and a deer couldn’t make a spiral in his campsite, and a deer wouldn’t leave dead animals behind. Max thought of the earlier flash of antlers, and the not-quite-human movement that had followed. His fingers twitched, though Max had no idea what he was going to do.

	And then, before he could do anything, there was a long, pig-like snort—a deer grunt, Max’s mind offered helpfully—followed by heavy steps moving away again. After a minute, all Max could hear was his own unsteady breathing and his racing heart. Knowing there was no use in stumbling around in the dark, Max closed his eyes and willed himself to settle down.

	Sleep was a long time coming.

	*

	Max was having a really weird morning.

	There was another stone-and-bone spiral in his campsite. It was smaller than the last one had been, with another dead animal in the center. This time, however, the carcass was laid on a layer of fresh leaves. The oddity of that had Max moving closer. He crouched down as close as he dared, nudging at the body with a stick. He’d already taken pictures, so he didn’t feel too bad about disturbing whatever this fucked-up tableau was supposed to be. As he manipulated the carnage, Max realized a few things at once. One, the animal in question was a rabbit. Two, there was no blood. Not on the leaves, not on the surrounding spiral, not anywhere in his campsite. Who or whatever had killed it had done so somewhere else. And three, the animal was field dressed. Skinned, organs removed…

	Hell, even the way it was placed on the bed of leaves seemed like an attempt to keep the meat clean and consumable.

	Max wrinkled up his nose at the idea of eating found meat, standing and moving away from it again. The next order of business was reviewing the video from his digital camera.

	Ten minutes later, Max was fighting the urge to throw his damned camera. Night vision relied on infrared, which wasn’t worth shit with moisture in the air. Max hadn’t realized, but there was fog last night. Within an hour of Max going to bed, the footage became nothing but a grainy mess of white specks that obscured almost everything else.

	Frustrated, Max kept watching anyway, just in case.

	Finally, shadowy movement appeared from off-screen, across from Max’s hammock. The fog still made it almost impossible to see anything. There was definitely something entering Max’s camp, though what was hard to say. It was tall. Over seven feet, Max guessed. Bulky, too. Solid. The head was deer-like, and it had a full rack of antlers. At least eight points, maybe more.

	It was not a deer.

	It walked on two strangely shaped legs, and its arms seemed disproportionately long. Max watched it move around his campsite through the snow-like mess of condensation ruining the footage, eyes straining as the creature quickly assembled the spiral and left its kill. Watched it move to stand outside his hammock. Watched it drag its fingers—Claws? He still couldn’t be sure—down the cover. Heard the same eerie sounds from the night before.

	Max glanced back at the spiral, and the dead rabbit. It didn’t make any sense. Was it a threat? It didn’t feel threatening, for all that every hair on Max’s body was standing on end. The creature—whatever it was—had been inches from Max, but it hadn’t hurt him. And the way the rabbit was cleaned…

	Something wasn’t adding up. And Max still wanted answers.

	*

	Two days later, Max was in the same spot, eating dinner and trying to piece together what—if anything—he knew for sure.

	The creature had antlers, meaning it was male. He—the creature—could hunt and was dexterous enough to dress the kills. He was taller than a human and muscular the way bucks were. Max had found bloody gouge-marks on trees near his camp that morning, which meant the creature was shedding his velvet, and soon those antlers would be stark bone rather than softly felted. The fog had continued each night, obscuring further attempts at filming, but Max was confident that the creature was not a deer. He was equally confident that it wasn’t a man in some sort of costume. No, it was something else entirely.

	And based on the way it lingered in Max’s campsite—especially near his hammock—it seemed to have taken a rather specific interest in Max himself.
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