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For Kezzi—co-writer, co-creator, and the other half of House of Teeth. Remi and Levi started as a simple idea in 2011 and became a storm we never saw coming. Thank you for every word, every wound we stitched through them, and for helping me heal in ways I didn’t know I needed. This story is ours—fangs and all.

Love demands expression. It will not stay still, stay silent, be good, be modest. It has a loud mouth and a strong will. Love is the pain of being truly alive. It is not for the faint of heart. It is for those who have known the ache of an empty room, and still dared to call someone home. It stains. It scars. But it teaches us how to name the parts of ourselves we thought no one would ever touch.

— Jeanette Winterson
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From the first moment Remington Connors opened his mouth—hostile, feral, and trying far too hard not to be scared—I knew he would never leave me alone. Not in the way characters sometimes fade when you close a document. He wasn’t like that. Neither was Levi. They weren’t created so much as they simply arrived, years ago, mid-laugh and already halfway into their own catastrophe. They crashed into our lives on a lazy day in 2011, when my co-author, Kezzi, and I were just tossing around plotlines, expecting another cute roleplay between misfits. But what happened instead was a storm. An unraveling. A survival. A slow, brutal kind of homecoming.

Remi and Levi weren’t just characters. They were doors—crooked, stuck doors pried open slowly until the light came in. Through them we confronted trauma that neither of us had words for at the time. I didn’t sit down to heal; I sat down to write. And without knowing it, these two boys dragged me toward healing anyway. What began as an outlet for queer angst and supernatural longing became a way to scream into the void without apology. To touch things I thought I’d buried. To rewrite things I didn’t get to survive the first time.

This book is a love letter to the lost kids. To the ones who learned to apologize for simply existing. To those who learned to flinch when loved too gently. It’s for those whose bodies are tired of being treated like weapons or wreckage, but who carry on anyway. Remi bleeds in a literal sense, yes, but metaphorically—he is every person who has never had a soft place to land. And Levi, bright-eyed and bruised with sweetness, holds the patience of a saint wrapped in the resilience of someone who has known every kind of abandonment and still refuses to become cruel. Together, they are raw nerves with nowhere to go but forward. And somehow, they do.

None of this would exist without Kezzi. She is the other half of the House of Teeth. Her writing is the heart, the ache, the unexpected softness. She gave Levi his laugh, his freckles, and the radical joy of being someone who chooses to love, again and again, despite everything. I have never had a co-writer like her—she made this whole world possible. This novel is an adaptation of our original roleplays, countless pages of late-night messages, chaotic plot twists, and emotionally devastating fluff. The entire architecture of this story is built on shared grief, a twisted sense of humor, and the strange magik of queer creation.

If you’ve ever felt too much—too angry, too soft, too broken, too monstrous—I hope this story finds you. I hope it lets you rest a little, maybe even laugh. I hope you see yourself in all the mess and muscle and tenderness. Most of all, I hope you remember that it’s not weakness to want to be seen. To be held. To be allowed to be.

This story is not about perfect healing. It’s about showing up covered in metaphorical (and literal) blood, asking if there’s still room for you—and someone answering, “Yeah. Come in.”

Welcome to House of Teeth.

— Remington Wulf
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from the wreckage of Remington Connors

So.

You’ve made it here.

Somehow.

Still breathing. Still nosy. Still brave enough to turn another page.

Good.

Because if you’re holding this, there’s something you need to know right away before the wires cross and the timeline scrambles itself in your head:

A Shifter’s Tale doesn’t take place after anything.

Not really.

It doesn’t follow To Dream Beneath Dying Stars. It threads through it.

This story lives between Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 of that book, curled in the silence like a snarl waiting to break loose. It’s the month and a half where I vanished—where I stopped answering my phone, stopped bleeding where people could see it. Where I clawed my way out of one hell and into another, hoping maybe the next one would be kinder.

Spoiler: It wasn’t.

If it’s been a minute since you read Book 4, here’s the refresher you didn’t ask for but probably need:

In Chapter 3, I stumble into the Moonfire Lounge mid-shift like a stray dog, all panic and no explanation. Told Kriia that Meeko was missing. Didn’t give her details. Didn’t give her anything. Just enough to make her worry before I disappeared again.

She goes onstage. I go ghost.

In Chapter 4, I’m tied to a chair. Mouth full of blood. Sanity barely hanging on. Forced to watch my mother die while a bunch of cartel bastards take notes like it’s a lesson.

They told me next time it’d be my sister.

I didn’t say anything back.

Just ran.

I made it to my uncle’s shop. Then I fell off the map.

And when I say that?

I mean it.

This book is the map.

The one you didn’t get before. The one no one did.

Until now.

This is what happened while Kriia and Rexar were tearing apart the back alleys of Scrila for a scent trail that was already gone. While the rest of the world moved on and pretended the wolf boy hadn’t slipped beneath the surface again.

This is where I went.

This is what I did.

And who I did it with.

Let me warn you: this isn’t a feel-good redemption arc. There’s no soft light at the end of the tunnel. No clean endings. No moral lessons tied in bows. Just scars. Just consequences. Just a boy made of rage and trauma trying to remember what it means to stay.

I was fucked up.

Still am.

But something happened in that darkness.

I met someone.

Not the way you’re thinking. Not some miracle cure in a pretty face.

This wasn’t romance.

Not at first.

This was collision.

Two broken bodies thrown into orbit, forced to reckon with gravity for the first time.

His name is Levi.

And he never should’ve looked at me twice.

But he did.

So here it is—what happened when everything else fell away. When the world stopped watching and I stopped running, just long enough to collapse into someone else’s arms and realize that maybe—just maybe—I wasn’t dead yet.

You might think you know me already.

You don’t.

Not until you’ve read this.

Now turn the page.

I’m not saying it gets better.

I’m saying it gets real.

— Remi
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To Kezzi,

the other fang in the House of Teeth—

None of this exists without you. Not the boys. Not the bruises or the belly laughs. Not the late-night plot spirals or the unexpected healing that came when we weren’t even looking for it.

What started as a throwaway plot on a random day in 2011—a simple “what if” born in a quiet corner of our shared imagination—became something massive, enduring, and alive. From that spark came Remi and Levi, two haunted hearts who refused to be contained. They’ve lived rent-free in our heads for over a decade, gnawed at us in the best way, comforted us, challenged us, and above all, stayed.

Thank you for every line of dialogue, every emotional autopsy, every spiraling 3 a.m. scene that turned into something way too real. Thank you for knowing when to push, when to pull back, when to let the characters breathe or break or bleed.

Thank you for co-parenting this chaos with me—for weaving your soul into the bones of this world, for helping me find pieces of myself through theirs. I didn’t know how much of me still needed stitching until we began carving open these two strange, broken boys together.

This story is as much yours as it is mine. You built it with me, word by word, tooth by tooth.

For Kezzi.

For House of Teeth.

For Remi and Levi—

who were never supposed to mean so much,

and somehow ended up meaning everything.
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READER DISCRETION ADVISED

This work contains mature themes and graphic content. Please read with care.

––––––––
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SUBSTANCE ABUSE & ADDICTION


	Detailed depictions of drug use, including heroin, pills, and alcohol

	Portrayals of withdrawal, relapse, and overdose


	Descriptions of psychological dependency, hallucinations, and self-harm impulses



TRAUMA & MENTAL HEALTH


	Themes of PTSD, abandonment, suicidal ideation, and emotional breakdown


	Depictions of institutional settings, coercion by authority, and toxic rehabilitation dynamics

	Characters navigating complex mental health states while in recovery



EXPLICIT SEXUAL CONTENT


	Frequent, graphic sex scenes between consenting adult characters

	Includes oral sex, rough intimacy, dominance/submission dynamics, and emotional vulnerability

	Sexual content often intersects with trauma, power, and recovery



LGBTQ+ RELATIONSHIPS


	Central romantic and sexual dynamics between male characters


	Depicts queer identity, intimacy, and love in the context of addiction, healing, and survival

	This is a gay romance with dark edges and intense emotional terrain




This is not a soft story.

It explores darkness, healing, relapse, and desire in all their rawest forms.

If you are sensitive to any of the above themes, please proceed with awareness.



Recommended for readers 18+

Content is not suitable for minors or those seeking sanitized portrayals of recovery or romance.
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An Addict’s Hunger
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It starts with a need beneath the skin—sharp, endless, feral. Not for love. Not for light. But for the silence that comes after the high. His body forgets softness; his mind forgets hope. He is all hunger, all hollow, chasing shadows that taste like safety.
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Palimpsest
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He knew something was wrong before he even saw the door to Ivan’s shop. 

The alley was too quiet. Not just quiet—hushed, like a breath held too long. Trash crunched under his boots in slow motion, the city around him blurred and flickering with that late-Frostmark light that made everything look like it was underwater. The kind of light that warned animals to dig deeper and not come up.

Remington didn’t dig. He shoved his way through the warped side gate and stepped into the carcass of Uncle Ivan’s garage.

Or what was left of it.

The air hit first—like hot metal soaked in piss. A bastard cocktail of scorched rubber, old motor oil, and weed-sweat rot. Broken glass shifted under his boots with a low, brittle snap. The place looked like it had been shaken by giants. Toolboxes upended. Drawers gaping like open mouths. Rags bled into oil slicks across the floor, and the old office at the back was nothing but shards and silence.

No Ivan. No note. No cash. No new identity. Just the afterimage of a man who’d promised too much and bailed too easy.

Remi stood in the middle of it, fists clenched so tight the bones creaked. His nails dug crescents into his palms. He didn’t feel it. What he felt was the echo. The absence. The leftover thrum of a plan dying in his chest like a bird hitting a window.

“I swear to fucking Gods, Ivan...” he muttered.

It wasn’t even worth shouting. Ivan wasn’t coming back.

He scanned again, desperate, feral—like maybe if he squinted hard enough, the man would reassemble from the wreckage. But the place wasn’t just trashed. It had been stripped. Cleaned. Deliberate chaos. The kind that didn’t come from rage, but from erasure.

Snow had started falling again—thin, sharp, needle-flake shit that didn’t stick but sliced when it hit skin. It dusted his shoulders, clung to his lashes, vanished on contact with the heat of his breath. He hunched deeper into the hoodie, but the wind still found him, crawling up his sleeves like fingers.

Only one thing remained: a white van, half-eaten by rust and half-swallowed by shadow, wedged between dumpsters like a forgotten tooth. Its front was spider webbed with grime and dead leaves. The rear door hung slightly ajar, like it had tried to get away and lost.

Remi stared at it.

The van was supposed to be functional. Fueled. Stocked. A way out.

It looked like a coffin.

Still. He crossed the garage, shoulder brushing a hanging chain that rattled too loud in the silence, like it knew what he’d come for. Every step across the oil-slicked floor echoed with accusation, boots hitting concrete like fists on a locked door.

When he yanked the van’s driver-side door open, the air hit him like a slap—raw, sharp, chemical. The stench poured out in layers: vinegar first, sour and biting, followed by the heavy stink of old leaves and cobweb-dust, and underneath it all, something else. Fainter. Slicker. Something that made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end—not in fear, but in memory. That cloying trace of heroin sweat soaked into the van’s bare metal ribs. It lived in the seams of the floor, in the grease-dark bolts. It crept up his nose, curled behind his eyes, twisted low in his gut—not hunger for food, not anymore. Hunger for quiet. For stillness. For that bloom of weightless silence when the blood slows and the noise fades and everything inside him stops screaming.

He blinked hard. Tried not to breathe too deep.

His last fix had been—shit, how long ago? Eight hours? Ten? He could still feel the static of it curling through his veins, gone cold now, distant as someone else’s dream. His body itched in places he couldn’t reach. His skin felt two sizes too small.

But he didn’t have time to stop.

Just that smell, and the memory of what he used to be when he was too fucked up to feel anything.

Remi swept the back of the van with one quick, bitter glance—hoping for supplies, even knowing better. Nothing. No crates. No blankets. Just bare ribs of steel and floor seams choked with old leaves. No fuel can. No gear. Just emptiness disguised as a plan.

He swore under his breath and ducked back into the auto shop’s side office, the door creaking like it hadn’t been used in weeks. His toolbox—old, battered, and streaked with motor oil—sat right where he’d left it, shoved beneath the warped metal desk. He yanked it free with a grunt, metal scraping over linoleum, then popped the lid to double-check. Wrenches, socket set, pliers. Still good.

He didn’t hesitate. Just slammed it shut, locked the latch, and carried the thing like a sacred relic back to the van. The weight of it felt good. Familiar. He tossed it into the back with a heavy thunk and slammed the door closed behind it. One piece of the past, reclaimed.

“Motherfucker.”

He climbed in anyway, pushed past the sour leather, and dug around until his fingers caught on something buried deep in the seat foam—a bent key. Wrapped in duct tape. Hidden like guilt.

“Really, Ivan? That’s the best you could do?”

His voice cracked at the end. He pretended it was from the cold.

He slumped into the driver’s seat. The fabric hissed under his weight. He jammed the key in and turned it.

Click. Click. Silence.

“Fuck you.”

He tried again. Click. Grunt. Cough. Dead.

He banged the steering wheel with the heel of his hand hard enough to jolt his elbow. His other hand trembled on the gearshift. His chest tightened, breath coming in through his teeth like ice.

One more time.

The key twisted. The van shuddered like it was having a seizure. A puff of black smoke belched out the back. Then, a reluctant cough—then life. Rough, uneven, limping.

Remi sagged forward, forehead resting on the wheel.

The engine idled like a wheeze.

“You fucking piece of shit.”

He looked up.

The windshield was streaked with so much grime it looked like someone had thrown muddy water across it. Through the gaps, Vekin Hook glared back—flat grey, cold blue, and uncaring.

He hadn’t eaten in two days.

His gut curled around itself like it was devouring memory. His hands were shaking harder now—not rage, not yet. Just the edge of something deeper. Hunger. Like echo. Like the body whispering you’re forgetting what it feels like to be whole.

The cold in the van wasn’t just temperature—it was a presence. It soaked into the metal and rose through the floor like breath from a corpse. Remi curled tighter under the hoodie he was wearing, but it didn’t help. His bones ached like old rust, his toes numb even through his boots. Every exhale fogged the windshield a little more, a fading sign of life.

Remi gripped the wheel with both hands. His knuckles had split at some point. He didn’t remember when.

He didn’t look back. Not at the road. Not at the past.

The garage receded behind him, the alley spitting him back out into the cold skeleton of the city. Neon signs blinked above shuttered storefronts like open sores. The pavement gleamed wet and mean. The van rattled with every pothole, the heater squealing out a half-dead breath.

He didn’t know where he was going. Didn’t care.

There was no map. No plan. No Ivan. No word about Meeko.

Just the void where people were supposed to be.

Ivan was gone.

And so was his optimism.
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The van whined like something dying. A guttural rasp every time he pressed the gas, as if the engine was trying to tell him no. He pressed harder.

Vekin Hook unraveled in his rearview mirror, light by light, block by block—just a smear of broken neon and rust-colored streetlamps sinking into distance.

He wasn’t going anywhere. Just away.

His hands clenched the steering wheel so tight his fingers ached. Every tendon thrummed with exhaustion and something worse—need. Not hunger, though that was a live wire curling through his guts. Not even sleep, though his vision blurred at the edges and the caffeine pills in his system felt like they were stabbing holes in his stomach lining.

This was a need without shape. Just raw edge.

Blood was dried to the side of his temple, flaking against the cold wind pouring through the cracked window. He could feel it tug at strands of his hair, cold and mean, like a phantom reaching through the glass.

His knuckles whitened around the wheel. The words weren’t coming from the van. They were from then. From there. His lungs locked. His vision blurred. The windshield warped under moonlight until it wasn’t a windshield anymore—it was linoleum smeared with blood, cracked tile reflecting moonlight through a busted window, cold plastic zip ties cutting into his wrists.

For a second, he was back in that kitchen.

Bound to a chair. Helpless. Staring across the room at Oksana—his mother, broken and begging, one eye swollen shut, her breath catching on sobs and spit and the word baby spilling out like it meant something. Like it hadn’t always come with pain. Like it could fix what was already coming.

The man with the butterfly knife was still there. Still crouched beside her like it was a game. Like her life was just a warm-up act. Remi could still smell the copper. The bleach. The fear. Could still feel his shoulders dislocating as he fought the restraints, the zip ties tearing deep into flesh already slick with blood. Could still hear her voice just before the end.

“I didn’t protect you when I should have...”

That voice. Real. Clear. Like it had torn free of years of addiction and ash just to say one true thing. One fucking true thing before they took her.

Remi’s jaw clenched until something popped behind his molars.

Not now.

Not on the road.

Not with her blood still soaked into the seams of his memory like it had a right to live there.

He blinked once, hard. The van windshield returned. The cold came rushing in through the cracked window. His grip on the wheel hadn’t loosened—still iron, still aching.

Only he knew what really happened.

No cops. No reports. No body to bury.

Just Remi, a kitchen full of blood, and a warning:

Next time, it’s you. Or the girl.

The cigarette trembled between his lips. His stomach turned.

He popped another caffeine pill dry. Didn’t bother checking how many he’d had. Didn’t care. His throat burned all the way down. He lit a cigarette with shaking fingers and nearly dropped it twice before the flame held.

The smoke didn’t help.

Nothing helped.

The streets of Vekin Hook gave way to cracked suburbs and then the dead edge of industrial nothing. Long stretches of road with potholes like wounds. Power lines leaning like tired bones. A defunct billboard hanging at an angle, peeling letters spelling out some slogan for a brand no one bought anymore.

The kind of place where the air smelled like metal and dirt and disuse. Where even the stray dogs didn’t bark. Where you could vanish without needing to hide.

Remi couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this far west. 

He kept driving.

The van coughed and lurched as he turned onto a side road flanked by skeletal trees. Shadows knifed across the windshield. His eyes burned. The radio was busted and the silence pressed in like hands.

He hit the lakeside turnout without thinking—more instinct than decision. The sign was rusted out. The gravel lot was barely visible through the dark and creeping brush. He drove to the farthest corner, bumper nudging a fallen log, brambles clawing the side panels like they wanted to keep him there.

He killed the engine.

It rattled out one final shuddering groan, then silence swallowed everything.

He didn’t move.

Didn’t breathe.

He sat there in the dark cab with his heart doing too much, too fast, thumping against his ribs like it was trying to break free. His head buzzed. His stomach twisted. The shadows outside the windshield looked too still.

He couldn’t see the lake, but he could smell it—thick and cold, algae and old fish and something rotting under the surface. It smelled like childhood summers and bruised knees and screaming. Like water soaked in memory.

He hated it.

Remi leaned back in the seat and let his eyes close for just a second.

Just one.

His fingers twitched.

Images bit through the dark—sharp, out of order, cruel.

His mother’s fingers curled around a wine bottle, knuckles pale, rings glinting in the kitchen light. Before the screaming. Before the begging. Before she’d been reduced to nothing but blood and memory on linoleum.

Then Meeko—his little sister, smiling too wide for her face, green-chartreuse eyes full of some joke she hadn’t told yet. The last time he saw her, she was tucking her sketchbook under one arm, laughing about some dumb TikTok and flicking her hair out of her face like she’d always have time to do it again.

She didn’t.

Then Kriia. Clear panic in her face, lips parted to say something—anything—as he crashed through the Moonfire Lounge doors like a wrecking ball in boots and blood. The room had gone dead silent behind the pulsing blue lights and velvet curtains. Her eyes locked on him, wide and demanding. And still he hadn’t said a word.

Just Meeko. Over and over.

He’d shouted the name like it could summon her.

But he never told Kriia what had happened. Never told her about the broken back window, the blood on the sink, the way Meeko’s drawings were still laid out like she’d be back in a minute.

He’d vanished instead. And hours later, the cartel had made sure the silence stuck—dragged him into that kitchen, zip-tied him to a chair, and made him watch.

His mother’s screams still lived behind his teeth.

Her final words clawed through him like rusted nails: “I didn’t protect you when I should have...”

He whispered it before he knew he was speaking.

“Don’t.”

Voice raw. Almost pleading.

Don’t remember. Don’t go back there.

But the memories didn’t listen. They never did.

He was alone.

That was safer.

That had always been safer.

Except it wasn’t safety, not really. It was survival with teeth. It was getting through instead of living. And now even the getting through was threadbare. He could feel the seams in his brain fraying, little threads of lucidity snapping in rhythm with each caffeine spike.

His stomach growled loud and sharp. He doubled over, elbow to the steering wheel, groaning. He hadn’t had real food in—two days? Maybe three. What he remembered was ash in his mouth and half-smoked cigarettes. The salt of old sweat. Water from the bathroom sink in a gas station an hour ago.

He opened the glove box.

Empty. Not even a receipt.

The back of the van had nothing. No clue if it had gas. No plan past this moment. Just motion. Just rage and ruin and the ragged echo of a promise that had died in Ivan’s hands.

Remi’s eyes glowed faint green in the dark. Sickly. Unstable.

He covered them with a hand and leaned his head forward, pressing it to the steering wheel again.

Outside, the wind stirred the trees.

Inside, nothing moved.

He could feel it—the unraveling. Quiet and slow, like a thread tugged loose from inside his ribcage. Each breath cost more. Each thought came brittle and slow.

He didn’t cry.

Didn’t scream.

Didn’t sleep.

He just sat there, breath fogging the inside of the windshield, body curled in on itself like something wounded and waiting.

Waiting for what?

He didn’t know.

Just that the world hadn’t ended—but something inside him had.

And no one was coming to ask what broke.

His eyes were duller now. The glow had drained to a sickly flicker—like neon on its last breath.

Caffeine pills pounded in his blood. He was floating somewhere between third and fourth wind, body running on sheer spite. His knuckles were bruised. A crust of dried blood flaked off his temple when he scratched it without thinking.


Keep driving. Don’t stop. Just one more mile. Then one more. And again.



But even Remi’s body had limits.
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The van clattered into a gravel lot by a lake, backed by a patch of black trees that looked like the ribs of some ancient god. Mist curled around the edges of the lot like cigarette smoke.

He squinted against the moonlight—too bright. Always too bright now. His vision blurred at the edges.

“Okay,” he muttered, hands trembling as they tapped against the wheel. “Okay.”

A glance around showed too many cars for his taste. Too many people sleeping in metal boxes with nowhere else to go. But the far back corner? Secluded. Overgrown.

Better than a ditch.

He reversed slowly, van clanking like it had arthritis. Backed into the corner closest to the lake, engine coughing like it was its last breath.

Remi sagged forward, resting his forehead against the wheel for a beat too long. The smell of sweat, blood, and stale air filled his lungs.

Then—

A growl. From his stomach. Loud enough to echo.

“Right,” he rasped, lifting his head. “Sure. Let’s just add starvation to the fucking bingo card.”

A long exhale.

Then, under his breath, like a confession:

“Ethel.”

The name hung in the stale air, soft and strange.

He didn’t know why it came out. Didn’t plan it. It just... fit. Stubborn. Cranky. Barely held together with bolts and spite. Yeah. Ethel.

Seemed wrong not to name her, after all they’d been through already.

A rusted relic, sure—but she still moved when he begged her hard enough. That counted for something.

He patted the dashboard once. Almost gentle.

“Don’t make me regret it, old girl.”

The van whined in reply, like even she had opinions.

The wind stung his face like salt across a raw wound as he stepped out of the van, gravel crunching under boot soles like brittle bone. The door creaked, then slammed shut behind him with a finality that echoed across the dark, mostly-empty lot.

A gust of wind kicked through the trees, scattering dry snow across the gravel like shards of broken glass. The flakes weren’t soft—they were crusted, sharp-edged, born from sleet and wind chill, slicing sideways as if they had somewhere to be.

He kept low.

Shoulders hunched. Eyes sharp.

Each step toward the dull-lit storefront made his heart tick faster. Too exposed out here. Every overhead lamp hummed with that sick, flickering fluorescent buzz that made his vision blur again.

He couldn’t shake the feeling of being followed. Hadn’t felt safe since...

Well.

Ever, probably.

His eyes swept the lot: one sedan with fogged windows, one rusted pickup. A blue and white school bus parked right next to the lake. No movement, but that meant shit. Remi knew the kind of people who knew how to wait. The kind who let you think you’d gotten away.

He reached the door to the store—probably the only gas station for twenty miles. Pulled at the handle.

Locked.

A flicker of red passed across his already-dim vision, rage tightening his jaw.

“You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” he muttered, voice gravelly, not bothering to keep quiet. “Of course.”

He leaned against the glass for half a breath. Cold bit through his shirt, but his body barely registered discomfort anymore. Hunger roared louder. His stomach felt like it was chewing itself.

That’s when he saw it.

Off to the right, past the dead neon beer sign and cracked ice chest, stood a lone vending machine, humming to itself like it had secrets.

“Alright,” he muttered. “Better than chewing on my own tongue.”

The glass was scratched and fogged, but he could make out the shape of salted chips, a half-melted candy bar, and what might’ve been a bottle of water—or antifreeze. He didn’t care.

Remi jabbed the keypad.

B7. A2.

He fished into his back pocket, pulling out the last folded Oni—creased and worn and all he had left.


“Last of my currency,

and I’m spending it on fucking vending machine calories.

Perfect metaphor for my life, really.”



He fed the note into the slot. The machine sucked it in like it hadn’t eaten either. Then:

THUNK.

A mechanical cough. No movement. No click. No food. Nothing.

Remi blinked.

“Don’t.” His voice dropped to a low, tight whisper. “Don’t you dare.”

Silence.

The machine stayed still. Mocking. Passive.

“Seriously?”

He slammed the flat of his hand against the glass. Nothing moved. The candy bar jiggled an inch, then dropped back like it was just stretching its legs.

“Give me the food.”

He rattled the sides. No response. Kicked it once, heel-first. Another clunk. Still no food.

Remi’s pulse thrummed in his neck. Blood began to gather at the back of his throat—a metallic tang, subtle but rising.

Crimson Surge. He could feel it climbing.

“You think I won’t fucking take you apart bolt by bolt, you chrome-plated piece of—”

He slammed his palm again. Once. Twice. The glass groaned but didn’t break.

Breath sawed through his lungs. Cold air burned his nose.

Still no snack.

By now, Remi was shaking with the kind of irrational, soul-deep fury that had nothing to do with food anymore.

He leaned close, forehead to glass, eyes flaring faintly green in the machine’s buzz-light reflection.

“Steal from me, and I’ll turn you into shrapnel,” he whispered.

Still. No. Movement.

Remi stood there in the dark, fists clenched, blood beading faintly at the edge of one nostril.

The vending machine just sat there, smug and buzzing like it was enjoying the pain. A faint red line glowed across his field of vision—headache or rage, hard to tell.

His fist twitched at his side.

Then—

“Hey!”

A voice. Male. Light tone, casual-like, but with a bit of a lilt—regional. Could’ve been southern. Could’ve been annoying.

Remi jerked toward the voice, eyes brightening instinctively, his posture tensing to a readied coil.

Across the gravel, some guy stood in the spill of dim light from a cheerful looking bus RV, its roof blooming with green—some kind of garden up top, because sure, why the fuck not, apparently plants were allowed to have better real estate than him.

The guy lifted a hand to his mouth to project his voice and kept talking like Remi hadn’t just glared holes through him.


“Store closes at sundown,” he called out, cupping his mouth. “You’re better off fishin’ out on the lake than wastin’ your time with that shitty thing.”



He nodded toward the vending machine like they were old enemies.

Remi just stared.

The stranger—probably a local, probably a fucking druid with that aesthetic—offered no further clarification. Didn’t stick around to chat. Just turned and disappeared into his bus, like he hadn’t just inserted himself into Remi’s steadily unraveling mental health crisis.

Remi stood there, one hand still clenched, the other twitching near the vending machine like it owed him a life.

Blood buzzed in his ears.

His jaw ticked.

“Of course I am,” he muttered, voice pitched low with disgust. The words clawed up his throat like bile.

He stuck his tongue out slightly, grimacing like he could taste the suggestion still hanging in the air.

“Fish. Fucking scales. I’d rather eat razor blades.”

But deep down, he knew.

He couldn’t afford to be picky. Not now. Not when every inch of his body was bruised, burned, and hanging together with threadbare adrenaline.

Didn’t mean he had to like it.

Didn’t mean he had to eat it, either.

With a long, dramatic exhale that made his ribs ache, Remi slouched his shoulders and jammed his hands into his hoodie pocket. Fingers found the soft corners of his ancient phone, cracked screen already bleeding green light as he pulled it out and flicked it to life.

One bar.

Three angry texts. Or maybe they were worried texts. He didn’t know anymore. All from Kriia.

Nothing from Ivan. Still nothing from Meeko. 

No missed calls. No SOS.

No proof anyone gave a shit.

His lips parted like he might say something—might laugh or curse or whisper you useless bastard—but nothing came. Just another sigh.

He tucked the phone away. Turned on his heel.

The cold wind nipped at his back like a warning.

By the time he reached his van, the exhaustion had settled into his bones like mold. He grabbed the corroded door handle, gave it a good tug—

Nothing.

“Cool,” he muttered, glaring at the door like it had personally insulted him.

Another pull. Rust ground against metal.

Nothing.

He braced a bloodstained boot against the wheel well, gritted his teeth, and yanked like the vehicle had his pride held hostage.

CRACK. The whole side door jerked open with a violent shriek, wheels snapping free of their rust-caked grooves. The sudden release threw him slightly off-balance.

The sound reverberated across the gravel lot like a gunshot.

Remi winced. Rubbed his temples.

His head throbbed in time with his heartbeat.

“After the last few days I’ve had,” he muttered through clenched teeth, “I should be able to hibernate in this bitch.”

The metal floor of the van yawned in front of him—unforgiving, corrugated, cold enough to bite. He sat down on the edge of it anyway, legs still stretched out and boots planted firmly in gravel like he might have to get up swinging.

The scent of rust and old oil curled in his nostrils.

He ran a hand through his tangled black hair.

The night was too quiet. Too still.

“I’ll figure out a blanket tomorrow,” he said aloud to no one, voice cracking somewhere between resignation and threat. “Pillow, too. Maybe food that doesn’t come with fins.”

He leaned back against the cold steel wall. His eyelids were too heavy. His eyes flickered faint green before dimming further.


Just rest.

Just for a second.



And then he heard it again.

Footsteps. Soft. Measured. 

Someone walking toward him.

This time closer.

Remi stayed where he was—half-sitting in the back of the van, spine hunched, knuckles pale against the metal lip—but his senses went hot. Eyes narrowed. Anima itched just beneath his skin like it was waking up, sniffing the air through him.

He didn’t breathe.

Didn’t move.

Then—

Footsteps. Soft. Measured. Gravel crunching beneath bare feet.

Remi didn’t breathe.

And then came the thump—a weight shifting in the dark, subtle but close, the unmistakable sound of someone stopping right beside him.

His body jerked in instinct—nearly two inches off the floor, muscles coiled, hands ready to shift or strike or bolt.

His breath rattled out in a snarl before he even registered the silhouette.

A man. No weapon. No aggression.

Just a basket, of all things, clutched casually in one hand—like this was some deranged picnic.

The stranger crouched slightly and set it down beside Remi’s boot with deliberate gentleness. Like he was approaching a wounded dog.

“I don’t know you. You don’t know me,” the man said. Voice soft—but not fake. Not performative.

“But I know when someone’s in need.”

He gave the basket a nudge forward with his foot. Then stuck out his hand. Not aggressively. Not close enough to be a threat. Just... offered.

Remi stared.

And stared.

And kept staring.

The man’s face was bright. That was the word. Not glowing like Remi’s toxic green eyes, but warm—freckled cheeks crinkled with a wide smile that looked like it belonged somewhere far from here.

His eyes squinted shut as he grinned. His whole face moved like he meant it.

Barefoot. Of course he was. Ripped shorts, loose muscle tank, pale shoulders catching a hint of moonlight.

Who the hell was happy here?

Remi’s eyes flicked to the basket. High-end jerky, water, a heavy black blanket, a pillow in some obnoxious Rasta print. His stomach snarled before he could shut it up, a humiliating growl that vibrated up his ribs.

But the snarl on his lips didn’t fade.

If anything—it sharpened.

His eyes were bloodshot, sunken, burning from too little sleep and too much everything else. The veins in his temples stood out like threads on a frayed seam. The glow in his eyes pulsed—faint, erratic, threatening.

“I’m not in need,” Remi growled, low and cutting like a sharp blade pressed into his throat. “I just haven’t been out this way before.”

His posture shifted hard into defense—slouched into readiness, one shoulder tilted slightly forward like he expected to be swung at.

He glanced down at the hoodie he wore—some forgotten artist’s name across the front, the fabric stretched slightly across his broad chest. His jeans were black, torn at the knee, too short on his long legs. His fingers were fidgeting with the exposed rip before he realized it and stilled them, jaw flexing.

He eyed the outstretched hand. Didn’t move. Didn’t offer his own. Just let his gaze climb—slow, deliberate—from the man’s pale wrist, up his bare arm, past the soft shape of his biceps, and finally to his face.

Those fucking freckles.

That smile.

Like he wasn’t staring down a half-feral stranger who’d just nearly broken a vending machine and probably smelled like blood, sweat, and ash.

Remi didn’t return the smile.

But he didn’t move away either.

His eyes locked onto the other’s. Too bright. Too green.

“...You make a habit of throwing scraps at strays?” Remi said, voice flat and brittle.

“Or am I just tonight’s charity case?”

The man blinked once. Slow. Not startled—just watching, like he was figuring out if Remi was worth the effort.

Still, no fear on his face. No shift in tone. Just a flicker of amusement behind those icy blue eyes—calm, weirdly amused, like he was looking at a particularly grumpy raccoon someone had tried to adopt.

Then the guy rolled his eyes—like he was the one inconvenienced here—and followed it up with a smug, crooked smirk.

“Sure, big guy. I know, very threatening to receive a care package from a twink. My bad.”

The words hit like a slap, delivered in a lightly offended drawl that curled every syllable just enough to be annoying.

Remi’s mouth twitched. Almost a smirk. Almost. But he killed it dead.

The hell was this guy?

And why did his voice feel like sunlight trying to seep under a locked door?

Remi shifted uncomfortably on the van’s edge, one boot dragging across the gravel like he was preparing to launch it at something. His eyes dropped to the basket again—blanket, jerky, pillow—and then flicked away like it had caught fire.

The man didn’t stop.

“Look, whatever. Just don’t hate crime me for trying to be a decent person, alright?”

That one made Remi snort. Sharp. Quiet. Could’ve been mistaken for a cough.

The man gave him another quick once-over, clearly unimpressed by the bloodshot eyes, the hunched posture, the worn-out hoodie hanging like armor. Then, with a theatrical spin that would’ve been irritating if it weren’t kind of graceful, the stranger turned on his heel to leave.

Remi watched him walk.

Not just because of the view—though yeah, okay, there was a lot of leg happening for someone in jean shorts that barely qualified as clothing. But also because... this guy hadn’t flinched. Hadn’t run. Hadn’t done what most people did when Remi got sharp.


He’s not scared of me.

Or he’s too stupid to be.



Remi couldn’t decide which would’ve pissed him off more.

The guy didn’t even throw the sarcasm over his shoulder. Just walked back toward his bus with that same barefoot ease, like he belonged here, like nothing could touch him. A tiny sun in this moonless shithole.

Remi let out a breath he hadn’t meant to hold.

The blanket still sat by his boot, the Rasta pillow peeking out with zero shame.

For a moment—just a flicker of it—Remi wondered if he should say something. Anything.

But the words didn’t come.

So instead, he reached down.

And picked up the jerky.

He didn’t eat it yet. But he held it like it might mean something.

Like maybe it was the first thing in days that hadn’t been taken by force.
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Funny, how quickly kindness could start tasting like poison—something sweet at first, until it burned your throat, left you choking on pride and suspicion. Remi shook the empty jerky bag, glaring at it like it personally insulted his lineage. He ran a thumb along the torn plastic edge, scraping off the last crumbs and licking them from his thumb, savoring them bitterly. Hunger still gnawed, angry and relentless, but at least the edge was dulled enough to let his head clear—if only slightly.

As he tossed the shredded plastic aside, it caught briefly on a metal corner inside the van, fluttering like a mocking banner before settling in the corner among rust flakes and dirt. He reached for the water bottle—also courtesy of the stranger’s unsolicited generosity—and twisted off the cap with tense, impatient fingers. He tilted it back, drinking greedily, throat working in harsh, quick swallows until the bottle crumpled inward beneath his grip. A trickle of cold liquid slipped free, tracing a path down his jaw and soaking into the collar of his hoodie.

He coughed sharply, nearly choking, vision flickering at the edges. He leaned forward, gripping the edge of the van door, steadying himself with shallow, ragged breaths. The water sloshed uncomfortably in his empty stomach, reminding him just how fragile and how fucked everything was right now.

Remi squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, the sharpness of his hunger fading into the duller ache of exhaustion and frustration. He opened them again slowly, blinking against a world gone too bright, too brittle. He needed to move. Needed the sharp burn of nicotine to chase away these clinging ghosts of thought.

The pack of Camels sat wedged in the cracked cup holder, his battered Zippo nestled beside them. He fished out a cigarette with fingers still shaking from hunger, exhaustion—hell, everything—and jammed it between his lips with bitter determination. Flicking the Zippo open, its flame danced alive with a tiny snarl of fire, illuminating the angles of his weary, angular face in a brief orange glow.

The inhale came deep and hard, smoke clawing through his lungs with familiar bitterness. He exhaled slowly, a thin cloud trailing from his mouth like a fading prayer into the cold predawn. His eyes flicked toward the bus across the lot, still there, still vibrant and ridiculous and infuriatingly warm.

“What even are you?,” he muttered softly, voice dripping quiet disdain and reluctant curiosity. What kind of idiot would hand out expensive jerky and blankets to random, starving strangers? The kind who wore shorts that barely covered anything, probably. The kind who was too trusting. Too naive.

The kind who got hurt, eventually.

Remi pushed the thought aside, focusing instead on the creaking of his battered van around him. He moved stiffly to the back doors, joints protesting each movement. The rust had practically welded the doors shut, but he braced his foot, muscles tense as piano wires, and drove the flat of his boot hard against the metal.

With a violent snap, the rust surrendered, one door swinging open and slamming loudly into the side of the van with an echoing metallic bang. Remi froze for half a heartbeat, nerves on edge as he scanned the lot, senses sharp and jittery. The noise seemed painfully loud in the stillness, bouncing between dark trees and empty cars before finally dying out like an exhaled breath.

He waited, the wolf in him coiled tight beneath his skin, pulse thrumming hot and quick. But nothing stirred. No one moved.

Slowly, cautiously, Remi stepped down from the van, boots grinding against gravel. The chill hit him immediately, sharp enough to feel like teeth against his skin, slicing through his thin hoodie and torn jeans, chilling sweat against his ribs. His teeth clenched in irritation, cigarette bobbing between tight lips as he wrapped his arms tightly around himself.

The wind whispered mockingly, tugging at his tangled hair, making his eyes water. He sucked another drag from the cigarette, smoke warming his lungs but doing nothing against the chill crawling through him. He muttered a quiet, bitter curse.

“Fuck all of this.”

The words were barely audible, swallowed by the night. A yawn cracked his jaw wide, exhaustion finally overpowering even stubbornness. His white teeth flashed briefly in the dim light, jaw aching from strain.

Yet sleep still felt too far, too risky. Even the soft promise of the borrowed blanket—now tainted with the lingering scent of a stranger’s kindness—felt somehow dangerous, a quiet lure to vulnerability he couldn’t afford.

Remi’s mind drifted inevitably backward—Uncle Ivan, missing and leaving chaos behind. His mother’s bones left behind, her presence reduced to nightmares and bitter memory. And Meeko, lost, stolen, a gaping wound of failure Remi couldn’t even begin to bandage. Thoughts twisted cruelly, dark claws digging sharply into the soft places he kept carefully hidden.

He winced suddenly, pain lancing sharply behind his temples, Crimson Surge bubbling just beneath the surface. He pressed his palm against his forehead, fingers digging harshly against the ache. His vision swam momentarily, spots of color dancing at the corners, nausea curling briefly through his gut.

He breathed slowly, deeply, steadying himself, until the wave passed enough to let him straighten cautiously. The cigarette trembled slightly between his fingers, ash scattering onto gravel like tiny stars burned out and cast down.

No more thinking. Not tonight.

He let the cigarette dangle there, smoke curling lazily upward into the frigid night sky. Across the way, something shifted again, catching his weary attention: that same stranger, standing alone by the lake’s edge, illuminated softly by pale moonlight, a joint held loosely between his fingers.

Remi’s eyes narrowed reflexively, tracking the other’s silhouette. The fool stood there, shoulders loose, head tilted up toward stars Remi himself had stopped seeing years ago. From this distance, his posture spoke of a peace Remi had forgotten existed. Of belonging, even in solitude.

His gut tightened again, a complicated knot of envy, irritation, and reluctant longing.

He shook his head sharply, drawing another long, bitter pull from his cigarette, the ember burning bright and angry.


What kind of idiot found comfort standing alone by a black half-frozen lake, breathing smoke into the night? What kind of fool looked at a world this cold, this dark, and still smiled?



The kind who handed jerky to starving strangers, apparently.

His fingers were so numb he couldn’t feel the cigarette between them until it burned too low. He dropped it with a hiss, shaking out the sting, flexing his hand like he could jumpstart circulation through spite alone before swiping it off the frozen ground with a grunt.

Remi’s shoulders slumped slightly, his cigarette hand dropping loosely by his side. His eyes remained fixed stubbornly on the man’s distant silhouette, resentment and curiosity tangling inside him like barbed wire.


How the hell had he ended up here—freezing, starving, alone—envying a stranger’s peace? Wishing he could walk across gravel and cold air and join him, even for a single godsdamn moment?



“Fuck,” he whispered again, voice strained, throat tight. He flicked his cigarette away with sudden disgust, watching its ember sputter and fade on the gravel. His breath escaped in a quiet, weary sigh, vapor curling softly in front of him.

For just a second, something flickered inside Remi’s chest, soft and aching—a yearning for something he couldn’t name, something he barely understood.

Then his expression hardened again. He turned sharply, climbed back into his battered, rusted prison. He grabbed the black blanket—softness still faintly scented with lavender and something sweet—and wrapped it roughly around his shoulders, jaw set stubbornly.

He wouldn’t let himself think about it anymore. Wouldn’t let the stranger’s effortless kindness twist deeper beneath his defenses, wouldn’t let vulnerability sharpen any further into ache.

He lay stiffly on the cold metal floor, curled tightly into the borrowed warmth. The blanket’s comfort felt foreign, unsettling, like a language he had no right speaking. But Remi held it stubbornly around himself, eyes squeezed shut against the intrusive thought of freckles and smiles and fucking kindness.

And slowly—finally—exhaustion overwhelmed stubbornness, dragging him down into sleep. His breathing evened out, muscles finally loosening, eyes finally dimming.

But even in sleep, one thought remained stubbornly, dangerously clear:


I don’t deserve this.

Not kindness. Not softness.

Not him.
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Serendipity
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Remi hadn’t been asleep so much as circling the edge of it, teetering between exhaustion and adrenaline when the sound outside flipped his mind open like a switchblade. Instantly, exhaustion slipped back beneath his skin, replaced with something sharper—instinct, fury, and a dark, familiar protective rage that he’d spent half a lifetime trying unsuccessfully to bury.

His ears pricked, muscles tightening painfully beneath the blanket still wrapped around his shoulders, the soft fabric a ridiculous comfort that seemed laughably pointless now. He sat up, quick and silent, neon eyes flaring angrily in the darkness. A voice drifted over—the man from earlier. He would recognize that voice anywhere—strained, nervous, and irritatingly stubborn in its politeness even now.

Remi’s jaw tightened, teeth grinding against each other, fingers digging painfully into the edge of the van’s rusted frame. Because of course the idiot had somehow managed to get himself tangled up with whatever feral creatures wandered these shit-stained truck stops in the middle of the night. Of course.

He sighed, harsh and deeply inconvenienced, rolling his eyes skyward for strength or sanity or patience he knew wouldn’t come. “Well isn’t this just perfect,” he muttered bitterly into the cold air. “I was hoping for a midnight stroll through violence and stupidity.”

He stepped down silently, gravel crunching quietly beneath his boots, senses keyed painfully high. His pulse thrummed angrily in his temples, an anticipatory rage coiling low in his belly. Ahead, in the faint spill of distant light beneath that shitty gazebo, the stranger—who apparently had all the self-preservation instincts of a baby rabbit in a lion’s den—stood tense, slender body rigidly poised like a startled feline, eyes catching the dim light faintly and stupidly obvious in the darkness.

Remi froze long enough to hear the other’s voice again—still calm, but pitched slightly higher now. Strained. A defensive edge curled behind the words.

Facing him stood the trucker—a burly mountain of grease-stained denim and ignorant entitlement, boots jingling obnoxiously with every step. A dull, throbbing fury rose in Remi’s chest at the man’s ugly smirk, the casual arrogance twisting his voice as he advanced.

“You gotta be kidding me,” Remi growled low in his throat, disgust seeping into every whispered syllable. His blood sparked hotly, a taste of copper already flooding the back of his throat—Crimson Surge scratching like claws at the edges of his control. Without consciously deciding to move, he was already crossing the lot, eyes fixed predatorily on the trucker’s bloated figure.

He saw the exact second the stranger’s shoulders squared defensively, the instant those blue eyes narrowed, revealing something colder, sharper—dangerous, even. Yet all Remi registered clearly was the arrogance radiating from the sweaty, greasy man swaggering forward, the threat hanging like smoke in the air between them.

The wolf in Remi snarled loudly beneath his ribs. Protective fury surged through him—a force he couldn’t control, couldn’t even fully grasp. His voice when it came was low, almost conversational, and deeply unsettling.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, man.”

It was a warning as much as it was a threat, but before the trucker could even twitch, Remi was already there, looming up silently beside him like a shadow pulled loose from hell itself. His palm flattened and struck, brutally swift, smashing the side of the man’s face against the wooden gazebo beam with an ugly, bone-jarring crack.

The trucker’s cheek squashed grotesquely, a muffled cry bubbling pathetically from crushed lips. Remi leaned in, nails digging fiercely into the man’s scalp as he pressed harder, eyes blazing radioactive green inches from the trucker’s panicked face.

“See, here’s the thing,” he murmured darkly, voice calm and deceptively mild, as though discussing traffic patterns or weather forecasts. “I distinctly heard him tell you to fuck off. So unless your goal tonight is to learn firsthand what your insides look like, you’re gonna go back to your rig and reconsider your life choices.”

His smile twisted grotesquely, predatory amusement glittering in his gaze, and the man whimpered—a pathetic sound that curled Remi’s lip in disgust. Fear rolled off the trucker in waves so thick Remi could practically taste it on the back of his tongue, heady and satisfying. His anima flared beneath his skin, sharp claws itching just below the surface, eager for blood, for retribution.

A small trickle of piss ran down the trucker’s leg, staining denim and reeking of humiliation.

Remi laughed sharply—cruel, contemptuous—and flung the man aside by his filthy sleeve, sending him sprawling gracelessly into gravel. “Don’t let me catch you again, or next time it won’t just be your pride you leave behind.”

The trucker scrambled away, half-crawling, half-sobbing. Remi watched coldly, heart pounding in his chest like war drums, veins humming violently with adrenaline and rage. His vision swam faintly red, heart racing hotly beneath the surface of his chest.

He barely registered the other standing there behind him, frozen, breathing shallowly. When he turned slowly, the man’s expression flickered briefly, something Remi couldn’t entirely read—surprise, gratitude, possibly disgust. He didn’t care. Didn’t want to know.

The stranger opened his mouth—said something gentle, stupidly soft and appreciative—voice barely penetrating the roar of blood still pulsing in Remi’s ears.

“Hey, I appreciate the assist. I had it, but... still. Thanks. I’m Levi, by the way.”

Remi blinked at him, momentarily stunned at the softness in those words, the gentle tone entirely at odds with the casual threat of violence still humming through his bones.

Levi. That was his name. Remi turned it over in his mind like something sharp hidden in velvet. Too soft a name for someone who stood their ground like that. Too human for someone who didn’t flinch.

He snorted softly, bitter humor curving his lips despite himself, eyes narrowing irritably at Levi’s shifting stance, his nervous glance.

“You know,” Remi said flatly, raising an eyebrow, “for someone who could handle himself, you looked awfully eager to rip that guy’s throat out. Real subtle.”

Levi’s cheeks flushed faintly, his slippered feet fidgeting uncertainly. Remi stared at him, suddenly keenly aware of the lingering adrenaline, the thick awkwardness stretching between them. For the first time, he noticed Levi’s ridiculous attire—an oversized t-shirt, shorts barely visible, slippers soft and completely absurd for the circumstances.

Remi fought the sudden, absurd impulse to laugh—though a quiet, exasperated chuckle still escaped, dry as ash. “Cute pajamas,” he said dryly, the tension around them loosening marginally.

Levi glanced down, startled, then smirked sheepishly, rubbing his neck with a slender hand. “Shut up. It was bedtime before Captain Disgusting tried to stage a kidnapping.”

Remi’s lips twitched briefly, amusement flickering reluctantly in his gaze. Silence stretched again, uncomfortable and charged. He shifted his weight, glanced away. Fuck, he didn’t do conversations—especially ones that involved gratitude or kindness.

Finally, he sighed heavily, voice low, quiet, threaded faintly with reluctant sincerity. “Look, I didn’t do that because we’re friends. I just... don’t tolerate that shit. Ever.”

He shrugged, shoulders stiff, eyes focused stubbornly somewhere over Levi’s shoulder. “Next time maybe carry a knife or something, Twinkle Toes. Save me from having to play vigilante at 2AM.”

Levi let out a wry laugh—a brief, quiet sound that felt oddly soothing in the silence. Remi’s chest tightened uncomfortably at the gentle amusement, irritation flaring at his own ridiculous reaction.

“Noted,” Levi murmured. “I’ll add ‘giant machete’ to tomorrow’s shopping list.”

Remi’s mouth twitched again, a reluctant smirk breaking through his scowl. He huffed quietly, half annoyed, half amused before clearing  his throat, a deep, rough sound scraping at the edges of silence. He glanced down at his feet, suddenly absurdly aware of how offputtingly he stood there—shoulders hunched, bloodshot eyes narrowed suspiciously, every muscle pulled tight. When had being a person become so fucking complicated?

He shook his head slightly, a weary chuckle tumbling free like something rusted finally breaking loose.

“Sorry,” Remi muttered, voice edged with dry, cynical humor. “Usually I try not to insert myself into other people’s dramatic bullshit, but...”

He grimaced faintly, lip curling, a single sharp canine briefly gleaming beneath the dim glow of distant lights. “Let’s just say I’ve got personal beef with men who think the world’s their all-you-can-take buffet.”

Levi didn’t laugh. Not at first. His eyes tracked Remi’s face in the quiet, wind tugging gently at his white-blond hair, eyes narrowed like he could see too much.

“I figured,” Levi said softly. “That you didn’t just hate him for what he did. You hated him for who he reminded you of.”

His voice wasn’t pushy. Just present. Like standing next to a locked door, waiting for it to open on its own.

Remi stared out at nothing for a moment, the sharp memory of his mother’s battered face flickering past like a ghost—a quick, jagged stab of pain that left his throat dry. He swallowed hard, forced the thought away with practiced precision. His eyes lifted slowly back to Levi, their neon glow softened slightly, almost hesitant.

“And, uh...” Remi shifted uncomfortably, forcing the words from his mouth like they were caught behind thorns. “About earlier. That—”

He paused, brow creased, jaw flexing as he searched for the right shape of apology. “That wasn’t cool of me. You were just trying to help and I reacted like an asshole.”

Levi’s mouth quirked, not quite a smile, but something gentler than disappointment.

“Yeah,” he said. “You did.”

He let the words hang, then added, “But I’ve been punched in the face by people who liked me less and still didn’t apologize. So... we’re ahead of schedule.”

That startled a laugh out of Remi—dry, grudging, but real.

Levi tilted his head. “You’re not the first guy to flinch when someone offers something soft. Doesn’t mean I’m gonna stop offering it.”

Remi pushed tangled black hair out of his eyes, mouth twitching up at one corner, almost sheepishly. “Still. You didn’t have to—like—the snack thing. Or... all of it. But hey—good call on the jerky. You psychic or something? Or just figured a guy who looks like me could inhale anything edible within a five-mile radius?”

Now Levi did laugh. Full-bodied, low, and amused.

“Oh, please. You looked like you’d been trying to eat your own rage for breakfast. Figured I’d throw something less self-destructive your way.”

Remi snorted, rubbing the back of his neck, heat climbing into his bruised cheeks. The way Levi looked at him—steady, soft, no pity in it—made his skin feel too thin. It wasn’t praise. Wasn’t awe. It was just... acceptance. And it scraped something raw inside him.

Levi nudged him lightly with a shoulder. “Next time you bite my head off, I’ll just throw beef jerky at your face and see if that helps again.”

“No promises it won’t,” Remi muttered, grin ghosting across his face.

He chuckled again, low and rough, heat climbing into his bruised cheeks as he rubbed awkwardly at the back of his neck. Fuck, he hated feeling this vulnerable, this exposed—but the sincerity in Levi’s face pulled at something deep inside him, something he’d locked away long ago and refused to name.

His eyes flicked briefly to Levi’s pink flushed cheeks, those stupidly gentle blue eyes sparkling under the scattered stars. Levi’s quiet, breathless laughter, edged with nervous excitement, made Remi’s chest tighten uncomfortably, a strange ache settling deep within him.

Levi rambled softly, his voice carrying on the still evening air like the flicker of a low flame.

“...so I keep the rose quartz in the window—yeah, yeah, I know—but it’s not about magik, exactly. Not like spells or whatever. It’s just... I don’t know. Sometimes you gotta put softness in a place on purpose. Remind the space that it can be gentle again.”

Remi blinked slowly, caught somewhere between disbelief and bafflement. Crystals? Really? But the words weren’t obnoxious. They weren’t even trying to convert him. They were just... there. Simple. Earnest. Like Levi was sharing something tender because he didn’t know how else to be.

“And people think it’s stupid,” Levi added with a faint laugh, rubbing the back of his neck, “but I figure—if you’ve got a space you live in, or you’re trying to make it feel like it’s yours again, might as well fill it with stuff that makes it feel less like a coffin and more like a choice, you know?”

Remi didn’t know. Not really. His whole life had been a long string of borrowed spaces and survival-mode corners. But still... something about the way Levi said it settled under his skin like warmth. Like a heat pack on an old bruise. He watched the man closely, curiously, as if trying to figure out what made someone talk like that and not sound fake.

Levi kept going, not out of nervousness but out of momentum.

“You probably don’t need all that,” he added, glancing toward Remi’s battered van with a rueful smile. “I mean, hell, looks like you’ve survived worse. But I’ve got food. Hot water. A couch that doesn’t bite.” He paused, then added, “And a space heater with more personality than most of my exes.”

Remi snorted before he could stop himself.

Levi grinned. “That’s the closest thing to a laugh I’ve gotten outta you since I walked out here. I’m counting it as a win.”

Glancing briefly behind him, Remi shook his head again at the rusted, pathetic monstrosity parked crookedly across the lot. He snorted, the sound wry and cynical. “Yeah, old Ethel here is more tetanus than vehicle, honestly. Long-ass story nobody asked for—short version: if I had literally any other option, I’d have driven her off a cliff by now.”

Levi gestured toward the van again, this time with something like compassion flickering across his features. “You want to crash there, I won’t stop you. But you look like you’ve been running on fumes and spite for a long time. Just saying... if you want to come in, there’s soup. And silence. I won’t poke you if you don’t poke me.”

There it was again. That strange, infuriating calm. Like Levi wasn’t waiting for Remi to break down or confess his sins or even offer anything back. Just... inviting him into warmth, like that was a normal thing to do.

Remi stared at him, silent, trying to figure out what the hell this guy’s angle was.

“What do you want?” he asked finally, voice rough. Not cruel—just tired. Wary.

Levi blinked. Then tilted his head, thoughtful. “Uh... for you to not die of exposure, mostly?”

Remi squinted. “That’s it?”

“Well, and maybe to not get murdered by a wild-eyed stray with anger issues.” Levi raised an eyebrow. “But hey, I like to live dangerously.”

The wolf stared at him like he was trying to see through his skin. Trying to find the catch. But Levi just stood there, arms folded loosely, watching the wind tug at Remi’s hair.

“No creepy motives,” Levi said, as if reading his mind. “No expectations. You can come in. Or you can go. Either way, I’m gonna finish my soup and probably yell at my heater for making weird noises again.”

A sudden, electric panic rushed hotly through Remi’s veins at the sheer impossibility of such kindness. Instantly, his muscles tightened, hair prickling along his skin, every instinct screaming ‘trap’. His pulse thundered briefly, rapid and feral beneath his ribs, neon eyes flickering with uncertainty.

But he shoved the panic down brutally, forcing a steadying breath into his lungs. Remi shook his head slowly, bewildered disbelief softening into wary confusion. “Look, you’ve already done more than enough. Shit, man—you don’t even know my name. Aren’t you worried I’ll rob you blind the second your back’s turned?” He stuffed his hands deeper into the pockets of his oversized hoodie, his tall, lanky frame shifting uncomfortably beneath Levi’s quiet scrutiny. “Trusting strangers usually ends in disappointment—or worse.”

He turned slowly back to Levi, a genuine, rare smile curving his lips—brief and uncertain, but real. It startled even him how naturally it slipped out, how foreign yet right it felt in that moment.

“I...” he hesitated, words catching in his throat, voice softer than he’d intended. “That’s really...kind of you.” The admission cracked something open inside him, a warmth long forgotten stirring uneasily in his chest. “I’ll make it up to you somehow, I swear.”

The moment stretched, fragile and painfully unfamiliar. Remi half expected Levi to laugh, to take it all back, to walk away from whatever damaged mess Remi represented. Instead, Levi giggled softly, embarrassment coloring his cheeks, rambling something nervous and shyly about stuffies and plants and having nothing worth stealing.

Remi raised an eyebrow, amusement twitching at the edge of his mouth. Stuffed animals? Plants? This guy had to be fucking with him. But the sincerity—the raw, honest openness—made Levi’s nervous laughter weirdly endearing, disarming Remi’s usual biting sarcasm before it could surface.

He listened silently, pulse fluttering uneasily at Levi’s gentle declaration of trust, of simple human decency, the kind Remi had long ago convinced himself didn’t exist.

“...So, uh, my point is,” Levi finished gently, sincerity bright and unwavering in his gaze, “just accept the help. You don’t owe me anything—you’re worth this much, at least. And someday, maybe just pass the kindness along to someone else, alright?”

Remi stood quietly, momentarily stunned speechless. The cynical, defensive part of his brain screamed that this was manipulation, deception—another trap to fall into, another wound waiting to happen.

But looking into Levi’s eyes, Remi saw only earnest warmth, saw only a person reaching out despite the risks.

“Alright,” Remi finally murmured quietly, the word tumbling from him in a vulnerable whisper. “I’ll—yeah. Okay. I’ll come with.”

He felt oddly weightless as Levi turned lightly on his heel, beckoning him forward.

Remi watched him retreat toward the bus for half a breath too long, the smaller man’s ridiculously carefree stride and the quiet little giggle of genuine amusement echoing faintly in his ears. Remi rubbed his temple, scowling at his own traitorous feet as they shuffled along after him without conscious command.

“Yeah, totally safe,” he muttered under his breath, sarcasm dripping thick as poison from his tongue, each step heavy with exaggerated caution. “I always take candy from strangers in pajamas. Nothing sketchy about this at all.”

Yet, despite every bitter instinct screaming in his veins, Remi’s feet carried him steadily forward—straight into whatever absurdity Levi considered a “home.” He was already bracing himself, expecting the bus interior to reek of stale weed smoke, incense, and a particularly tragic mix of cheap cologne and expired ramen.

Instead, stepping up and ducking his head through the narrow doorway, Remi froze—absolutely dumbfounded, his cynical expectations evaporating instantly into thin air.

Because inside, Levi’s bus was nothing short of a tiny sanctuary.

Twinkling string lights draped gently along the edges of shelves, cabinets, and walls, casting a soft, golden warmth across everything. Pillows and blankets in wildly mismatched colors stacked themselves into cozy piles, each surface layered with old quilts, knitted afghans, and more throw blankets than any one human should logically own. The scents that assaulted Remi’s heightened senses were startlingly delicious—earthy, savory, tinged faintly with herbs and spices he couldn’t name. The space practically hummed with the quiet, calming energy of something carefully built, lovingly maintained, and genuinely treasured.

Remi stood frozen, blinking slowly, utterly stunned and more than a little skeptical that this wasn’t some elaborate trap or hallucination. Surely nobody actually lived like this, right? Either Levi was secretly rich or secretly insane.

Or possibly both. Remi wasn’t ruling it out.

His stomach growled audibly, loudly enough that even Levi glanced over briefly, eyes sparkling with quiet amusement. Remi grimaced, faintly embarrassed, but the ravenous beast within him snarled at the sheer abundance of food Levi seemed determined to cram into every square inch of available space. He stood there uncomfortably, hands jammed deep into hoodie pockets, eyeing everything with skepticism, as though expecting the sheer comfort of the room itself to turn on him any second now.

Levi babbled low in the background, flitting around his tiny kitchen area, pulling out packages from drawers and hidden compartments, rattling off details about hunting and homemade soap and tricked-out cabinets. Remi nodded automatically, not really hearing half the words, still too busy trying to reconcile the peaceful, domestic space around him with the chaotic wreckage of his own existence outside.

“—and you can crash in my bed tonight,” Levi called out casually, like it wasn’t a big deal. “It’s yours. Only condition? You’ve gotta shower first. I love a tragic stray, but I draw the line at letting one crawl under my blankets smelling like...you.”

That broke through. Remi blinked, then glanced down at himself—every stain, every dirt streak and ragged edge suddenly glaringly obvious.

“Shower,” he echoed, holding up his hands and inspecting them with mock seriousness. “Yeah. Fair. I wouldn’t let me into your bed either. Totally reasonable boundary.”

Levi smirked, tossing something onto the counter. “See? Look at us. Setting boundaries. Growing.”

Remi let out a soft snort, a reluctant smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Fine. Shower it is. Just don’t feed me anything that used to swim. Fish are wet nightmares with teeth. But steak? Potatoes? You feed me right, and I might forgive you for the hygiene ultimatum.”

Levi laughed again, genuine warmth lighting his blue eyes, and Remi felt something shift dangerously deep in his chest. His pulse quickened in an unfamiliar rhythm, panic briefly sparking again at the casual ease Levi seemed determined to offer, no matter how many red flags Remi stubbornly waved in his face.

Remi ducked quickly toward the door before Levi could notice how dangerously close he was to actually smiling again, shoving himself into the cramped bathroom space with the grace of someone twice the size intended for it.

Inside the tiny shower stall, he hesitated, looking down at himself, really seeing for the first time just how much of a mess he was. Bruises shadowed his ribs like ink stains, dried blood and grime etched into his skin, clothes hanging loosely in tattered surrender.

He stripped slowly, movements stiff and sore, piling the filthy clothes haphazardly on the floor. The shower hissed to life, hot water hitting his battered skin like a revelation. He exhaled raggedly, pressing his forehead against the cool tile, feeling weeks—months, years—of tension finally sliding reluctantly away beneath the pounding warmth. The homemade soaps Levi had cheerfully mentioned—each labeled carefully—smelled earthy and rich, herbal and comforting. Lavender and cedarwood. Rosemary and mint. Sweetgrass and sage. The scents were impossibly grounding, shockingly gentle, like being cradled by hands he knew better than to trust.

Remi scrubbed at his skin roughly, eyes tightly closed, fingertips tracing bruises and scars, lingering briefly over deeper wounds, painful memories etched onto his flesh. His breathing trembled slightly, exhaustion creeping back, heavy and insistent.

But for just this moment, beneath the rush of water and comforting scents swirling around him, Remi allowed himself a single, dangerous thought—

That maybe not every quiet was a setup. That maybe warmth didn’t always mean weakness.

Maybe, just once, he could let himself breathe.

When he finally stepped out, wrapped loosely in a towel that barely managed to cover enough of him, steam curling gently around his pale skin, Remi felt strangely exposed, ridiculously vulnerable, and oddly human. He stared briefly at himself in the tiny fogged mirror, fingertips tracing carefully over the jagged scar above his collarbone, neon eyes dimmed slightly from exhaustion and quiet disbelief.

Who the hell was this person, accepting kindness from a pajama-clad stranger with an unhealthy collection of stuffed animals and meat?

He shook his head sharply, ink black hair dripping messily across his shoulders, droplets tracing paths over scars and bruises alike. The sweatpants Levi left outside were surprisingly soft—and almost exactly the right size. They clung low on his hips in all the right ways, annoyingly comfortable.

But all Remi saw in the mirror were the deep purple circles under his eyes, the constellations of track marks—some old, some too fresh—and the shimmer of migraine aura settling in behind his vision like dusk coming too early. He was going to need a fix soon, or life was about to get a lot more complicated.

Not now. Later.

He ducked back into the main area, towel still draped over his shoulders.

Levi was already plating food, a warm, savory aroma wafting through the bus. Remi’s stomach snarled aggressively, betraying him yet again. He shuffled closer awkwardly, eyes darting from the perfectly cooked steak and potato, to Levi’s smiling face, and then hastily away again.
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