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pathological people pleaser

by rweoutofthewoods

Summary

No one, it turns out, really knows one another.

(OR: all it takes is a summer-long holiday in Italy, James Potter's teetering mental stability, a
secret relationship, friends with benefits, Marlene’s secret, and enough stupidity and
insecurity to go around for everything to come crashing down around them.)

Notes

PLEASE DO NOT PUT MY WORK ON GOODREADS!

Oh come on!! You didn't REALLY think I'd let pride month, much less a new taylor swift
song pass without writing a fic for it?? Did you???

As always, heed tags but I'll put a warning here, this is very mental health-focused fic. CW
for discussion of BPD, implied suicidal ideation, implied sexual content, struggles with
sexuality, grief, unhealthy coping mechanisms, and some heavy drinking.

As always a big thanks to my beta (@pastelanxiete for jumping into another big project with
me.

I'll be updating every Friday the same as I did with anti-hero if any of you are following me
from there. Enjoy!!

DISCLAIMER: please do not diagnose yourself because of my fic. If you recognize yourself
in James I implore you to remember 1. Some things overlap in multiple disorders and 2. That
is then something you should bring up to a professional. BPD is not easy to diagnose and I
think to be officially diagnosed you need to be over 18 and I do not recommend self
diagnosing in the case of a personality disorder. Take care of yourselves mwah!

Please do not repost my work anywhere outside of ao3. Any podfics, translations etc.
are allowed but must stay on ao3, link back to the OG work, and have permission first.
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Please do not put my work on Goodreads!

» Translation into Espafiol available: Pathological People Pleaser- traduccion al espafiol by
Chars_springs
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Chapter 1: part I: (stop)

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Part I: (stop)

James

James's mother had always told it like it was. She was brutally honest, but not in the way
people say they’re brutally honest when really, they’re just mean. No, Effie Potter was kind
in her honesty, but she never let James get away with things either.

“You have so much love to give, sweetheart,” she used to tell him often. “More love than
most people, you be careful with it because not everyone is going to give it back.”

So, James wasn’t raised sheltered, he knew there were bad things in the world. He’d seen
some of them. In Sirius’s childhood, in the bruises he would hide and the tears he’d cry into
James’s shoulder.

Still, he grew up with a privileged and warm childhood. James was never given anything but
love and care. Even his mother’s honesty was always padded with kindness and warmth.
Frankly, James’s life was perfect. He had everything and anything a person could ask for.
This had always been the case.

Yet, the secret, the terrible aching starving beast sitting in his chest, consuming everything
around him, was that James Potter was deeply and severely unhappy. Maybe he had always
been that way, he couldn’t remember a time when it was different. A time without the gaping
black hole in his chest.

“Prongs?”



James blinked, shaking his head. “Sorry, what?”

Sirius raised his eyebrows. “I was asking about the sleeping arrangements. Moony said all of
us might have to share rooms. Obviously, Moony and I will, and Mary and Lily as well as
Dorcas and Marlene, but—"

“Yeah,” James said quickly, trying not to flinch. “I don’t mind sharing. Me and Pete? Just like
old times?”

“Actually,” Peter winced, “I’m bringing Emmeline, remember? So I’ll be sharing with her.”

“Oh, right, no worries, mate.” James shot him an easy grin to show there were no hard
feelings.

“See, that’s why I’m asking,” Sirius cut in. “Because Reg is bringing Crouch and Rosier, but
they have their weird hook-up thing going on, which I absolutely do not want to know
anything about, but that means they ’ll share, which leaves you and Reg and well- you
know...”

“Regulus hates my guts?” James offered, leaning back on Sirius’s sofa as if that didn’t sting a
little. “It’s fine, if he stabs me in my sleep at least it’ll make for an interesting holiday.”

“He wouldn’t do that!”” Sirius insisted, to which Remus snorted. “What?” Sirius asked,
whipping around to glare at his boyfriend. “He wouldn’t! I mean... probably!”

“Just try not to piss him off and you’ll be fine,” Remus advised James, nodding sagely.

Easier said than done. Everything James did seemed to piss Regulus off. He didn’t even
know what it was. He could correct it if he knew, but the truth was Regulus just didn’t like
him.



Remus began to steer the conversation towards the itinerary for their summer-long holiday
while Sirius argued passionately for his favorite philosophy of simply winging it.

James sat back, tugging his knees to his chest in an attempt to ground himself. Sirius pulled
Peter into the argument and their voices began to rise. James grabbed his glass, taking a long
sip of his drink in hopes that the alcohol would soften the buzzing in his ears.

God, what was wrong with him? Why couldn’t James just have fun for one night? Why was
there a feeling of dread lurking without reason?

“You’re sure you don’t want to bring anyone?”

James blinked, yanked back into the conversation. He hadn’t even realized their argument
had ceased. He wondered who’d won. Probably Remus, he always did.

“Huh?”

“On our trip,” Sirius clarified. “What about that girl you were seeing... Clara or something,
right? Don’t feel like you can’t invite her, we can make space.”

“I'm sorry James, I really just don 't think this is right. ['m too busy, my job is so demanding.
[ can't give you what you 're looking for.”

“I only wanted to see you more than once a week,” James protested. “We 've been dating for
months now, Clara. I didn t think that was absurd to suggest.”

“And I get it, but [ don t have that time to commit to you. It's just too much.”

Too much.



“No,” James swallowed. “It’s fine. It’s not the same as the rest of you lot.” He waved a vague
hand at Sirius and Remus. They’d been together since they were sixteen and had been in love
with each other long before that. Now, in their twenties, they were still madly in love. It was
the same with Marlene and Dorcas, who met as kids and later started dating. Now, they were
still going strong. Even Lily and Mary, while it’d taken them a bit longer to get together (the
fact that James and Lily were dating for so long was definitely an obstacle in the way of their
love), but eventually, they’d figured things out. Now they were coming up on their second
year together and they couldn’t be happier.

It's not that James had never been in love. In fact, he was pretty sure he’d been in love with
every single person who’d ever looked at him, and even those who hadn’t. It was that no one
had ever loved him back.

“You give too much,” his mum would say gently, stroking his hair after whatever heartbreak
he’d been through this time. “You have to be more careful with who you hand your heart to,
not everyone deserves it.”

As much as James adored his mother, he was beginning to think she was wrong. All signs
pointed to one thing: James was the problem.

James’s alarm was going off when he woke. It was blaring loudly, telling him that it’d
probably been on for a while and he rolled over, fumbling for his phone before one of his
neighbors could start banging on the walls in annoyance. Shutting off the alarm and blinking
down at the time with blurry eyes, James groaned aloud. With a fumbling hand, he shoved his
glasses on his face, squinting down at the notifications on his lock screen.

There were about a million voice messages from Sirius which James ignored, he’d listen to
those on his way to work. Peter had texted him a few videos which James also deemed
unimportant at the moment. The notification that stopped his heart dead in his chest was
short, only a few words.

Dad

Got to raincheck for tomorrow. Sorry.



I’1l see you soon.

James swallowed, opening the text and staring at it with a knot in his throat. His dad wouldn’t
see him soon; he was leaving for the entire summer in only a few days. Apparently, his father
hadn’t remembered that.

James
1’m leaving for Italy in a few days?

won’t be able to see u before i go

His father’s reply was instant at least, which James appreciated.

Dad

Right. slipped my mind.

Will see you when you get back.
Have fun.

We should talk soon. I will call you.

Suddenly, the knot in his throat was bursting open and James threw his phone, feeling
satisfied as it hit the wall with a loud crack. The all-consuming rage only lasted a second
before the world seemed to come rushing back around him and he was left blinking, sitting in
his bed in only his boxers, the world empty and quiet around him.

He wasn’t crazy.

Taking a shaky breath, James stood, picking up his now cracked phone without bothering to
spare more than a cursory glance at the damage. Who fucking cared. It’s not like anyone
really wanted to contact James anyway. His friends would probably be grateful for the peace.



Feeling weighed down, James limped through his morning routine. By the time he got to
work, he knew his day was already ruined and it didn’t help that from the beginning of his
shift everything was already shit.

“James,” his manager, Molly, complained basically the second he clocked in. “I told you to
reorganize the men’s section before you left yesterday, but everything was a disaster at
closing.”

“I did! People come in and mess—"

“I don’t want to hear excuses,” Molly cut him off swiftly. “You’ll be refolding everything at
closing tonight to make up for Jade cleaning up after you yesterday.”

James turned so she wouldn’t see his face twist into a scowl. “Yeah, no problem.”

“Good, you’re a great worker, James. I know you can do better on this. We’re a team here, we
rely on each other.”

Molly’s voice was gentler now, as if she could sense his worsening mood. But James had no
desire to hear her padded, fake sympathy and he left her, heading onto the floor to force a
fake smile onto his face while he greeted the morning shoppers.

It wasn’t until his lunch break when he pulled his phone out of his pocket that he realized
there was a large crack running down the screen, and when he tried to switch it on, it
remained dark. Cursing under his breath, James tossed the broken phone into the trash
without a second thought before heading back to work.

The rest of the day passed in a slow crawl, and James felt like he was itching out of his skin.
By the time he got home, he was ready to climb into bed and sleep for a week.

The next day, James woke up to his alarm blaring yet again, this time from his digital clock.
The sound was unfamiliar and shrill. There was a hole eating through his chest. He couldn’t



breathe around it so he switched off his alarm, rolled over, and went back to sleep.

He woke that night, disoriented and fuzzy as he opened his eyes to darkness. He wasn’t sure
what had woken him at first. His flat was quiet, his digital clock silently lighting up the
darkness of his room with its red numbers. After a moment, he heard a sharp knock and
James sat up, forcing himself out of bed and into his entryway where someone was
incessantly knocking on his front door.

James threw open his door, blinking as Sirius froze on the other side, hand raised as he was
about to knock again.

“Good, you’re alive!” Sirius exclaimed. “What’s going on, why haven’t you answered your
y gomg y
phone?”

James blinked, trying to process anything that was going on. He wasn’t wearing his glasses
and the blurriness didn’t help with how disoriented and dizzy he felt. “Huh?”

“I texted you,” Sirius said, pushing past James and into his messy flat. “I haven’t heard from
you in days.”

“I saw you like two days ago,” James said slowly. “That doesn’t warrant breaking down my
door.”

“Yeah, but you never go that long without replying to texts.”

“Oh,” James frowned. “Right, my phone broke. I have to go get a new one.”

Sirius spun, his brow furrowing as he seemed to take in James’s disheveled appearance for
the first time. “Were you sleeping? Did you forget we had plans?”



James absolutely did, but he shook his head anyway. “No, no. I just wasn’t feeling well so I
was taking a nap, must have just overslept. I should have set an alarm, but you know...
broken phone and my clock is wonky.”

Sirius surveyed James for a moment and he wasn’t sure if his friend was convinced.
However, after a moment’s pause, Sirius seemed to let it go, clapping his hands together.
“Well, come on then. Do you feel well enough to go out now?”

“Yeah,” James said quickly. “The nap helped, 'm good.”

“Okay, great. Go get dressed, I left Remus and Reg in the car. If we take too long, Reggie
will start getting antsy and I don’t want to be responsible for whomever he maims.”

“Probably me,” James muttered but turned, heading for his room.

He threw on the first semi-clean clothing he could find and stumbled back into the living
room where Sirius was waiting impatiently. He basically dragged James out of his flat as
soon as he emerged, pushing him into the car.

“Alright, Prongs?”” Remus asked, turning around to peer into the back seat as James climbed
in.

“Yeah,” James mumbled. “Sorry, I fell asleep.”

“I tried to call to warn you that we were coming.” Remus raised an eyebrow. “That didn’t
wake you? You never have your phone on silent.”

“Apparently, this fucker broke his phone.” Sirius scoffed, climbing into the passenger seat.
“Now ¢’mon, onward, Moony, before the girls get mad we’re late.”



Remus stared at James for a moment longer before turning back around and starting the car.
Sirius instantly began arguing with Remus about which way to the pub was fastest and James
tuned them out, relaxing for a moment now that their gazes were off him. He rubbed at his
eyes under his glasses, taking a deep breath.

James stiffened suddenly as he realized that Regulus, who had so far been ignoring James in
favor of tapping away at his phone, seemed to have stopped typing. James looked to his left
where the younger Black brother was looking at him with scrutinizing eyes.

“What?” James snapped under his breath, not in the mood to play nice with Regulus’s attitude
that night.

Regulus blinked, snapping back a little. He almost seemed surprised under his typical
blankness. James didn’t think he’d ever snapped at Regulus before, and he was grateful that
Sirius was too caught up in his bickering to hear.

Regulus and James had a specific sort of relationship. James was nice to him, had always
been nice to him, even when he and Sirius had fallen out for a few years in school. James
always looked out for Regulus because he was Sirius’s baby brother. The most important
person in his best friend’s life, and some of the only family he still had. Regulus, in turn, had
always been mean to James. No matter what, no matter when.

The first time James met Regulus, his snotty eleven-year-old self had looked James up and
down, scowled at him in distaste, and then very rudely informed him that it was: “Reg-u-lus,
not Reggie or Reg, don t call me that. I don t like you.” And to set the tone for their entire
relationship for more than a decade, James had only smiled apologetically. “Right, sorry,
Regulus. It’s great to meet you.”

Regulus was mean, James played nice. That was how it worked. But sometimes it was
exhausting to keep up a happy face for someone who clearly hated his guts. Tonight, with a
swirling cloud over his head, maybe for the first time ever, James couldn’t stomach a smile.

Sometimes, James wanted to scream. He wanted to take Regulus by the shoulders and shake
him until he told James what he’d done. What was wrong with him, what caused Regulus to
hate James so much? Or at least let James give Regulus a proper reason for his hatred.



But James didn’t, he never snapped. Until tonight, apparently. James didn’t know what
Regulus was thinking now, but it was at least enough to stop whatever biting comment
Regulus might have had.

“How’d you break your phone?” Regulus asked. It wasn’t kind. James didn’t think Regulus
even actually cared, but it wasn’t the attitude James was dreading so he just shrugged.

“Dunno,” James said. “It just cracked.”

Regulus hummed in response, going back to whoever he was texting without sparing James
another glance.

He didn’t know what Regulus thought of that. Whether or not he believed James or he simply
didn’t care either way. James didn’t know why Regulus had even asked. He didn’t know what
went on in Regulus Black's head. He didn’t think anyone did, not even Sirius.

They pulled up to the pub before James could drive himself utterly insane with the
possibilities. This was good, he thought, as they stepped into the pub and the girls plus Peter
waved them down from a table in the corner. James could get drunk and forget about his
shitty job, his broken phone, prospectless future, and whatever Regulus Black may or may
not have been thinking.

“I can’t believe we’re doing it!” Lily was saying excitedly as they all found their seats.
“We’ve been planning our post-graduation trip since before we even started university! I
can’t believe we actually made it this far.”

“A miracle with this lot,” Dorcas scoffed. “Plans like this rarely make it out of the group
chat.”

“We all managed that trip to Scotland last year,” Peter protested, his cheeks already a little
pink from his drink.



“That was three days long,” Remus pointed out. “Very different than the entire summer.”

“I’'m going to be so broke by the end of this,” Marlene lamented, leaning into Dorcas as she
sighed.

“Joke’s on you, I’m already broke,” Mary frowned. “I’ve been working my ass off, and I still
worry for my spending on this holiday.”

“Lucky Sirius and Reg’s crazy rich uncle own a villa in Italy, eh?” Dorcas said. “I’'m glad I
made friends with rich people, otherwise we might have to pay for the lodgings as well. Can
you imagine the price for an entire summer?”’

“Hm,” Mary agreed, “not all of us are trust fund babies.” She narrowed her eyes, casting a
mock glare at the Black brothers and then James.

“Hey, I got disowned. No trust fund for me,” Sirius protested.

“Not from your parents, no. But as Dorcas said, crazy rich uncle. And James does.” Mary
raised her eyebrow.

James swallowed the bile that was rising in the back of his throat. James knew he was lucky,
he grew up rich, never wanting for anything, but he didn’t have a trust fund. James had an
inheritance, something you got when somebody died.

James never wanted his inheritance. Not that it mattered, he didn’t have it anyway.

He stood suddenly. “Uh, I’'m going to get a round of drinks,” he said even as Mary frowned.
Let them think he was offended over his rich parents being pointed out, what a shallow,
privileged James Potter thing to think.



James got drinks. He didn’t return, instead downing enough that the fact that he didn’t feel
like a human didn’t matter, and he amused himself by flirting with a girl at the bar as she
eyed him in interest. James felt a thrill, a rush at being desired as she put a hand seductively
on his arm.

There was no zing at the contact. James didn’t feel anything even as they stumbled into the
bathroom and he got her off. He thought he must be broken because she was gorgeous, with
long golden hair and rosy cheeks. Her waist was small under James’s fingers and her voice
just breathy enough where it should have been hot. Yet, he felt nothing. He wasn’t even hard
when it was over, and she reached for his waistband.

“I’'m fine,” he told the woman, turning and leaving her in the dirty bar bathroom as she fixed
her clothes. It was nice to be wanted, but he’d served his purpose for her. If she’d wanted
something more, she would have asked for his number before they’d ended up in the
bathroom.

Feeling too hot under his collar, James quickly exited the building, stumbling out onto the
street where the night air was brisk and the sound of music and chatter was muftled.

There were still people out on the street. A small, very drunk group seemed to be waiting for
their cab, giggling loudly on the pavement. Needing to be away from the laughter, James
turned the corner, ducking into the alley on the other side of the bar. He leaned against the
brick wall, taking a deep breath of the fresh air.

“And you seem to think /’m a whore, when you’re picking up and dumping girls in pub
bathrooms.”

James jerked up, eyes flying open as he took in Regulus leaning against the wall further
down the alley, a cigarette lazily held between his fingers.

“I don’t think you’re a whore,” James sighed.

“Really?” Regulus said, drawing out the word. Despite the fact that he clearly seemed to be
mocking James, the word sounded like honey falling from his lips, his voice husky and low.



“So you insist on cock-blocking me all the time for fun?”

“There’s a difference between cock-blocking and making sure you’re safe.” James crossed
his arms. “We’ve been over this—”

“Yes, yes, I should be so grateful you don’t tell Sirius the things I get up to. Oh, James, thank
you for saving me! Where would I be without you saving me from the scary strangers who
want to sleep with me? How wonderful that my brother is able to sleep at night thinking I’'m
an innocent, blushing virgin.”

“You have bad taste,” James said stiftly. “And I’ve gotten involved a total of what, two, three
times? All of them were scumbags. That one guy last month left a bruise on your wrist.”

“Maybe I'm into that.”

Whatever James had been expecting Regulus to say, it wasn’t that, and for a moment he stood
there, blinking as it felt like the air was torn from his lungs. He didn’t understand his reaction
to that, and after a moment James shook his head. “I look out for you for Sirius. I know you
don’t like it and never have. Too bad.”

“You better not get in my way in Italy.”

James scoffed. “We’re sharing a room, haven’t you heard? You’re not fucking anyone in
there.”

“I wasn’t planning on it. I’'m sure just the reminder of your existence is enough to make a
man go soft.”

“Fine.”

“Fine,” Regulus said, his ever-present scowl deepening.



“Pass me a cigarette,” James said tiredly.

“No, why would I do that? Do you even smoke?”

“Maybe I’ve decided to start and you’ll get to watch me have an embarrassing coughing fit as
I try for the first time.”

The promise of that seemed to be enough to entice Regulus, and he passed James the pack of
cigarettes.

“A light?” James prompted and Regulus sighed, pulling out a lighter as well.

Of course, it was silver and engraved with Regulus’s initials. James resisted the urge to roll
his eyes, how posh and so very Regulus. The lighters James normally used were neon yellow
and purchased dirt cheap from his local corner store.

James lit the cigarette, taking a drag and ignoring the way Regulus seemed sincerely
disappointed when James didn’t fall into a coughing fit.

“I didn’t know you smoked,” Regulus said as James handed his cigarettes and lighter back.

James just shook his head, as he exhaled. “Regulus, you don’t know me.”

And for some reason, Regulus frowned at that. Honest to god, his face, which was normally
twisted into a scowl or perfectly blank, flickered. He frowned like somehow, James had
gotten past the asshole armor he always wore around himself. The corner of his mouth turned
down and James felt... something. The swoop of his heart, the prickle of something on the
back of his neck. Rather than examining whatever the hell that meant, James straightened.



“Try not to shag anybody violent tonight, I can’t be bothered to clean up after you,” James
said before turning away so he couldn’t see the little frown on Regulus’s face any longer.

“See!” Regulus called after him. “You do think I’m a slut!”

And really, James didn’t. In fact, he was sure he’d been through just as many bodies as
Regulus had, but tonight he liked the idea that maybe, potentially, the notion might sting
Regulus just a little. Probably not, but it was nice to think that just once James could hurt
Regulus in the way he was so often hurt by the younger Black.

James woke the morning of their flight to Italy in a mood. Which, if you’d seen him recently,
you’d think was his constant state, but really, it wasn’t. Often James felt fine, great even,
when he could manage to ignore the hole in his chest, sucking in everything it touched.

James had agreed to sleep over at Sirius and Remus’s so they could all take a cab to the
airport together. They had a guest room, but of course, Regulus had claimed it, leaving Peter
and James to figure out the couch and an air mattress. Which was fine, James had slept in
worse places, but he still woke at an ungodly hour to Regulus banging around while he made
tea. Honestly, James wasn’t sure Regulus slept at all because he was not a morning person,
and being up this early was a bad omen. They already had to sacrifice precious sleep because
of their flight and now Regulus had woken James up even earlier. He held in the rude string
of words that were swirling around his head as he grumpily gave up on sleep, because soon
after, Sirius was up too and James wasn’t about to act a bitch to Regulus when Sirius was
present. Not that he normally acted that way anyway, the pub night a few days earlier being
an exception, but it didn’t squash the urge.

However, despite being woken early and the general chaos and arguments that broke out on
their way to the airport, somehow, they managed to meet up with the girls and make it onto
their plane with very few mishaps. As their flight took off and James peered out the window,
watching London disappear as they rose above the clouds, he breathed out a sigh of relief. He
suddenly realized that for the rest of the summer, he didn’t have any of his usual shit to deal
with.



He had the entire summer where he didn’t have to think about Molly or her worried gaze as
she’d brought him into her office a few days earlier.

“You didn t even call out, James,” she’d told him. “You just didn 't show up for your shift.
That’s not acceptable behavior. Normally, 1'd fire someone for that, but you 've never had an
incident like this before and overall, you get great reviews from customers and you're a good
worker. [ know youve had a rough year so I'm going to cut you some slack—"

“I don t need pity.”

“I’'m not giving you pity, I'm giving you a chance. If you want to retain this job when you
return at the end of August, then I recommend you take it.”

But none of that mattered right now, and no one need know about any of it. Now it was just
James and the rest of the summer to figure out what the fuck he was supposed to do next.

“Italy, here we come.” Sirius grinned, his eyes wide with excitement as he peered around
James to watch the earth below them as the plane gained altitude.

James turned his new phone over in his hands and mirrored Sirius’s smile. “Here we come,”
he agreed, feeling giddy.

The flight was short. In fact, they’d originally debated whether or not to even fly, but in the
end, it just seemed better than a train ride which would take an entire day. Knowing his
friends, more than a few of them were sure to get antsy. So it was only around a two-hour
flight, and in no time they were touching down in Italy and dropping their bags on the floor
of Alphard Black’s huge Italian house.

“Wow,” Marlene raised her eyebrows as she spun around the entryway, taking in the bright
tiles and colorful art adorning the walls. “This place is gorgeous.”



“Crazy rich uncle,” Mary nodded seriously before Lily grabbed her by the wrist as they took
off to claim a room.

Regulus was in the corner with Barty and Evan as everyone else set off to choose their own
rooms as well, and Barty clapped him on the shoulder. “Well good luck, Reg,” he said,
casting James a pointed look. “Potter, I hope he kills you. The world would be a better
place.”

James winked at Barty in response, smiling as if those sorts of things bounced off of him. As
if he didn’t think the same thing whenever he got too drunk or couldn’t sleep.

James was left alone with Regulus and the other man sighed, clearly still unhappy with the
sleeping arrangements. James felt his happy mood from earlier instantly plummet, a cold
feeling washing over him as Regulus turned, setting off into the house, a clear dismissal of
James.

James followed anyway, ignoring the shameful feeling of rejection that always followed
Regulus’s demeanor towards him.

Regulus walked with a purpose, choosing a room and dropping his stuff in it without waiting
for James to approve.

“You can sleep on the cot,” Regulus said tonelessly. “Got to get it down from the attic |
think.”

James sighed, admiring the comfy-looking bed, knowing he’d be sleeping on a no-doubt
ancient and hard mattress the entire summer.

“Gee, thanks,” James muttered. “How thoughtful of you.”

“Boo-hoo.” Regulus rolled his eyes. “I can’t sleep as is, ’'m not even bothering with anything
less than a proper bed. I'll get the fucking cot if you want to be a baby about it.” He didn’t



wait for James to answer before leaving the room. James just stood there blinking as he
realized he must have been right that morning; Regulus had trouble sleeping and he probably
hadn’t slept at all the night before.

When Regulus returned a little while later and began setting up the spare bed, James couldn’t
help but study his face. As James stepped forward to help him, they were close enough that
James could make out the telltale smudge of makeup under his eyes. Concealer of some sort,
no doubt to hide the bags that must have been there. James had never noticed before. He
wondered if anyone else knew that Regulus didn’t sleep. Was he an insomniac or was it
something else?

“Why are you staring at me, Potter?”

James quickly tore his gaze away. “Sorry,” he muttered. “It’s just- I realized you’re wearing
makeup.”

“And? 1 thought you were an ally.”

“Firstly,” James frowned, “you don’t need to be gay to wear makeup. Secondly, [’m just
saying | was surprised. I never noticed before.”

Regulus scoffed. “Course not, you don’t notice me.”

James frowned suddenly at that remark. It felt like an echo of their conversation in the alley
when James had said Regulus didn’t know him. He didn’t know what that meant or if it
mattered to Regulus. To begin with, Regulus Black didn’t give two shits about James. And
aside from that, it wasn’t true, sure James noticed Regulus.

He said as much. “That’s not true,” James insisted.

“Really,” Regulus said the word in that way he always did, drawn out and sarcastic, but
something about it was so sweet and addicting. The low swoop of his voice dragging its way



over James’s skin. “Name one thing, aside from the fact that I’'m a whore.”

“I- James began, trying to think of something he noticed about Regulus that didn’t have
anything to do with his extracurricular activities or keeping them out of Sirius’s worry, but
really, James realized, everything he paid attention to about Regulus had something to do
with Sirius. But that was why James paid attention in the first place, for Sirius, so surely that
couldn’t be wrong. That was the only way they had any sort of relationship. James was
Sirius’s best friend, and Regulus was his best friend’s brother. Yet, based on the way Regulus
was looking at him, grey eyes sharp, James knew that would be the wrong answer. Did
Regulus want to be noticed by James? No, surely not, right? Regulus had never cared, in fact,
he was crudely clear about his dislike of James.

“I noticed you apparently don’t sleep.”

“Doesn’t count,” Regulus said, leaning back, something in his gaze closing off before James
could even realize it’d been there. Something hiding away, a door, a window to a part of
Regulus James had never even come close to witnessing before, and instantly, he wanted it
back. “I told you that earlier. But sure, good on you for having basic listening skills, you’re
on par with most four-year-olds. Do you want a sticker?”

“I noticed it when you were making a fucking racket in the kitchen this morning and woke
me up at an ungodly hour,” James countered, unsure why he now felt he had to prove
something to Regulus. “And I notice that whenever you say the word ‘really’ you draw it out,
and you almost only use it when you’re being a sarcastic dick.”

Regulus blinked, standing suddenly and James thought for a moment that maybe he’d caught
Regulus off guard before the other boy was rolling his eyes. “Great, really putting those basic
listening skills to work then. So maybe you’re actually on par with most eleven-year-olds,
great work!”

James sighed, standing and brushing his hands off on his trousers. “I’'m going to go find
sheets for this,” he said, leaving Regulus, the confusing, mind-twisting person he was alone
in their bedroom.

“Prongs!” Sirius’s voice called as James passed an open door down the hall. He instantly
paused, taking a few steps backward to peer inside. Remus was lying on the bed while Sirius



sat on the floor, unpacking his things, which seemed to include a whole lot of taking them out
of his bags without putting anything away.

“Yes, Pads?” James questioned, leaning in the doorway.

“How are you getting on with Reggie? He hasn’t resorted to violence yet, has he?”

“No, so far only light mocking.” James shrugged, grinning at his friend to prove he wasn’t
bothered by it.

Sirius grimaced anyway. The animosity between Regulus and James had always been a sore
spot for Sirius, who desperately wanted two of the people he loved most to get along. In
James’s defense, he’'d tried, for many, many years. “I am sorry about this. You’re sure it’s
alright?” Sirius asked.

“I’m sure,” James assured him. “Plus, we’re the only two single people here. I’m not about to
break up any of you lovebirds from sharing just because Regulus is a bit prissy. I can handle
him, we’ve known each other long enough, haven’t we?”

“I know, I know.” Sirius frowned. “I just want everyone to have a perfect holiday. I mean
everything’s about to change after this summer, isn’t it?”’

Remus sat up from the bed, shaking his head. “C’mon Pads, you said that after we graduated
the first time, didn’t you? And the four of us, plus Mary and Lily, all wound up living in
London. Half of us went to uni together and we managed to meet Marlene and Dorcas. Sure,
things will change, but this holiday isn’t the end of anything. We’re all staying in London,
and Reg has another year left of uni... no one is going far. Don’t put pressure on the holiday
to be perfect, just enjoy it. James and Regulus will be able to handle themselves,” Remus
said, flashing James a pointed look.

“Course,” James agreed quickly. “It’s not the end.” He tried to ignore the way his stomach
flipped at the lie. For them, sure it wasn’t, but for James? Well, that was another story, one he
didn’t plan to worry about at the moment. He had the rest of the summer, and he planned to
take it before everything came crashing down.



“I know,” Sirius sighed. “It’s not like I could ever get rid of you lot... I just know things will
change. We’ll be real adults with real jobs, I mean, I start mine basically as soon as we get
home. It feels like this is the last time we get to be stupid young people. After that, we’ll just
be boring adults.

“If you still want to get drunk and be a slut on the weekends, there’s no age limit on that.”
James raised his eyebrows. “I can picture you getting down at the club in your eighties.”

“But then I'll be all withered and ugly!”

“You’ll still be beautiful,” Remus assured him. “I don’t think you’re even capable of anything
less.”

Sirius’s eyes lit up at the compliment. Of course, Sirius had definitely known from the time
he hit puberty that he was extraordinarily attractive, yet he never seemed to stop being
surprised when Remus offered up compliments. Maybe it was just the fact that it was Remus
that made it special; no one else’s opinion mattered to Sirius like Remus’s did. James
wondered what that was like, to be so seen and loved by someone.

James couldn’t imagine it, not if it were him. He didn’t think anyone would look into the
ugly, messy depths of James Potter and come out with anything but disgust. If anyone
actually knew the things he felt or the thoughts that looped around his head, even his friends
who’d loved him more than half his life wouldn’t stick around. James kept people in his life
by keeping the nasty, dark parts of himself hidden. If they saw it, they’d leave. They would
turn on him. James’s father was proof enough of that.

Unconditional love wasn’t real, not when it came to James. There were always conditions,
even if the people who loved him didn’t know it yet. The only person James thought might
love him regardless would be his mum, and that didn’t mean much anymore.

During the time James had slipped into his head, Sirius and Remus had started flirting and
James shook his head, deciding to leave them to it. Neither of them noticed him leave.



Starting back on his quest to find bedding, he dug through a few closets before he found
some sheets. They were soft and smelled freshly washed, probably in preparation for their
arrival. James was at least glad for comfortable bedding if he had to sleep on an ancient cot.

When James returned to his room, Regulus was gone and his things were unpacked, bags
hidden away. James wasn’t surprised by Regulus’s efficiency, but what he was surprised by
was the fact that the drapes had been pulled open on every window, allowing for the sun to
shine brightly into the room. For some reason, James would have thought Regulus to be the
kind of person who liked a room dark and gloomy, but he’d tied the drapes back with obvious
intent and care.

James thought of his own room back home, dim and dusty, the blinds always closed. Maybe
people expected him to have a room like this, the windows always open, the sun constantly
shining in.

Making quick work, James made up his bed before unpacking his things. When he was
finished, he headed down the stairs, following the sound of voices in the kitchen. He heard
laughter, everyone chatting easily, and James was probably the only person who wasn’t in
there. He considered barging in, asking what they’d do if he died. Would they care, would
they laugh like this without him as if nothing had changed? Would anything change? Clearly,
they didn’t need him. James could just off himself and it wouldn’t matter.

There was another peal of laughter and James tried to swallow down his sudden rage at their
ease. How simple it seemed for everyone else. What was wrong with him? Why did anger
itch under his skin so intensely it burned?

James scratched at his arms, feeling the rage in his veins. He pressed at the most prominent
vein on his wrist, trying to force down the anger that bubbled there. Taking a deep breath, he
forced the pained look off his face. They didn’t need to deal with any of James's nasty bits.

“Oi, Prongs? That you?”

James took a deep breath, stepping inside the kitchen. “Yeah, yeah,” James said, taking a seat
next to Sirius and nudging his friend playfully.



“What were you lingering in the doorway for?” Sirius asked.

“Sorry, [ was on my phone.” James waved the damned thing, hoping nobody could catch the
fact that it was still off from his flight. He knew his dad was bound to try calling him soon.
James had been waiting in fear of that dreaded call for the past week.

“We were just talking about dinner,” Remus said as James dropped his phone on the table. “I
think we should go get groceries tonight for the week and cook something rather than going
out.”

“That’s fine with me.” James shrugged.

“I agree,” Mary leaned forward. “That way we can save a little money. I’'m sure we’ll have
plenty of time to go out later on, but we’re all semi-responsible adults, we can manage some
cooking.”

“Take ‘we’ out of that sentence,” Lily snorted. “You are not going anywhere near the cooking,
not if we wish to avoid being poisoned.”

Mary hufted, shooting a glare at her girlfriend, but she didn’t contradict Lily either.

“Okay,” Remus spoke up. “House rule, Sirius and Mary are not allowed to cook. Anyone else
we should ban?”

“Emmeline,” Peter said instantly, and the girl blushed, tucking her hair behind her ear. “She
once burned a pot of water.”

“That... is true,” she admitted, cheeks pink.

“Okay, you three are kitchen-banned,” Remus said seriously. “Who’s a good cook? I know
James is brilliant, Dorcas is good, and the rest of you are passable?”



“Barty is atrocious,” Evan offered and the man in question tried to elbow him in the side
while Evan easily avoided him. “Don’t let him even look at an ingredient, it will instantly
self-combust in fear.”

“Noted,” Remus nodded. “Good, we can work out some kind of schedule for cooking, that
way everyone does their part.” James couldn’t help but grin at how easily Remus took
control. He really was going to make a great professor someday. “Does anyone want to
volunteer to get groceries? Reg, can I volunteer you since you’re the only one who speaks
fluent Italian?”

“Fine,” Regulus crossed his arms, unhappily. “Barty does, t0o.”

“Okay, Regulus and Barty... let’s have someone sensible supervise?”

Regulus scoffed at that, but Dorcas just rolled her eyes at her friend. “I’ll go, let’s make a
grocery list.”

Everyone started throwing out requests for food they wanted and meal ideas while James sat
back, eyes straying to Regulus. He’d been glaring at Remus for a second, clearly not pleased
to have been volunteered, but within a few minutes, he seemed unable to keep it up. Regulus
was always good to Remus, a fact that itched under James’s skin. Even if Regulus played
mean, he always softened for Remus, for most of them eventually. It made sense. Remus was
the wonderful sort of person that everyone liked. He was kind and forgiving, but sharp and
sarcastic as well. A perfect balance between warmth and his ability to take no shit. Remus
was smart and funny and naturally likable, he didn’t have to try or pretend to make people
like him. They just did because he was Remus Lupin. James violently envied that. He didn’t
think he’d been a natural a day in his life, all he did was try.

“What do you want, Prongs?”’

James looked up to find Remus looking at him expectantly, a pad of paper and a pen in his
hand with their grocery requests.



“Oh, I’'m fine,” James said quickly, no need to be a burden. “I’ll eat whatever we have.”

“You don’t have any preferences?” Remus prompted, slowly.

James just shrugged and Sirius leaned over to poke Remus in the arm. “C’mon, Moony, you
know our James. Never a more easygoing person,” he said, flashing James a wide grin.

James nodded in agreement. Yes, he was so easygoing, of course. James didn’t spend every
second of every day trying to shape himself into something likable. Absolutely not! That’d be
crazy. James definitely hadn’t created his personality just to please the people around him.

Definitely not.

Emmeline

Emmeline really liked Peter. They’d been dating for almost six months now, and it was
serious. She wouldn’t have agreed to join him on a summer-long holiday with all his friends
if that weren’t the case. Emmeline also liked his friends. They were an interesting group, and
to be honest, she was still trying to work out some of the dynamics, but they’d all been warm
and welcoming to her. She found she got along well with Marlene, and they’d formed a fast
friendship the past few months. However...they were still Peter s friends. Now she was in a
house with all of them, people who’d clearly known each other for years, some of them for
over a decade and here she was, the newcomer.

Everyone was nice to her of course, but she still felt herself getting lost in the crowd. The
thing about Emmeline was that she was a very social person, she liked having lots of friends
and going out. However, she always was and had always been quite uncomfortable in her
skin. She had no problem holding a conversation, but she needed someone else to take the
initiative. If someone took the first step, she could keep up, but she was terribly uncertain
when it came to speaking up first.



Peter had warned her that some of his friends were “characters” as he’d put it. She could see
that. Sirius and James specifically were bright and confident in a way Emmeline couldn’t
even fathom. Sirtus was attractive and bold, so confident and charming in his skin that she
could see the way eyes followed him in any room, both with adoration and bitter envy. James
was different, he was confident and extroverted, but unlike Sirius, it didn’t make him seem
untouchable or unattainable. He was friendly and real. Easygoing and always quick to smile.
Emmeline didn’t think she’d ever even seen him frown, much less get angry. He was funny
and attractive in a careless way, like it was effortless.

Really, James Potter was everything Emmeline wished she could be. Everyone loved him, he
could talk to anyone without fear or uncertainty. Nothing seemed to really touch him. He’d
clearly grown up with everything, from what people said. Two loving parents, a pretty house,
and a good education. Emmeline had been homeschooled most of her life, and as much as she
didn’t like to perpetuate any stereotypes about homeschooling, the truth was for ker, it’d
affected her development negatively. She still felt so other in a room full of people. Like they
all understood these things she didn’t, and she was wrong or out of place. She wanted to be
like James. She wanted to fit in.

She could never undo the feeling, never forget the looks, the lingering of being different.

Everyone was chatting around the house. Dinner was cooking and the smell was incredible,
especially after the day of traveling, she was starving. Peter had disappeared with Regulus,
Lily and Dorcas at some point. He’d checked in with Emmeline before leaving her alone. A
part of her wanted to ask him to stay, but she didn’t want to seem clingy or keep him from his
friends, so she’d insisted she was fine. But now Emmeline was sitting in the corner, drink in
her hand. She didn’t even like drinking much, but it gave her something to do, so she sipped
it slowly, trying not to seem like she didn’t belong.

Suddenly, James Potter plopped down in the seat next to her, startling her from her thoughts.

“Sorry,” he smiled, pushing his glasses up his nose. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“No, no,” she said quickly. “I just tend to get stuck in my head. Not your fault.”

“Hm,” he hummed, leaning back and taking a long sip from his own cup. Emmeline knew
James was a drinker. She had heard Peter complain enough times about James’s tendency to



get pissed and abandon them in favor of some girl. “I see. You considering your escape plan?
It’s not too late, you can break up with Peter and make a run for it. I’ll help you craft the
breakup text if you’d like.”

Emmeline couldn’t help but return his joking smile, shaking her head. “Breaking up over
text? Now that’s a little harsh.”

“Fine, a letter then? How’s your handwriting?”

“Perfect.”

“Good, I’'ll help you write it. We can start with... ‘Dear Peter, I'm sorry. As wonderful and
sexy as you are, your friends are fucking maniacs and I cannot take it any longer.” Sound
right?”

Emmeline laughed. “I wouldn’t say you’re a/l maniacs.”

“Hm, not Remus.” James nodded seriously. “Though don’t let him fool you, he’s just as
wicked as the rest of us, just with a little more common sense. Lily’s the only real good one,
not that she wouldn’t still fuck a person up if needed, wonderful woman she is.” James
smiled fondly and Emmeline wondered how he could talk of Lily so casually. She knew the
two had dated for years and she couldn’t imagine ever talking so easily about any ex, even
the ones she was on ‘good terms’ with.

“I can see that,” Emmeline agreed.

“Do you talk with Lily much?”” James asked. “I can see the two of you getting on well.”

“Not that much,” Emmeline admitted. “I mean, I haven’t been around very long. This is my
first time really being around everyone together.”



James stood suddenly. “Well, come on then.”

“Come on where?” Emmeline questioned, but she stood as well because there was just
something about James that was so likable, she felt she could trust him.

“To chat with Lily. I’ll pry Mary off her if needed, don’t worry. I think the two of you would
be great friends.”

So, Emmeline followed James through the house without complaint.

“Lily!” He yelled, waving at Lily who was at the kitchen table, feet in Remus’s lap while she
did Marlene’s hair.

“Potter?” Lily winced, her fingers pausing in their weaving of Marlene’s plait. “Is the volume
necessary?”’

James just shrugged, something Emmeline noticed he did often. She wondered what could
possibly be going on in the head of a guy like that. He never really seemed to have thoughts,
opinions, or problems with anything. She wished she could simply take life as easily as it
came in the way he did.

“I brought Emmeline,” James said, nudging her towards an empty seat. “Pete abandoned her.
I was trying to get her to break up with him.”

Lily rolled her eyes, looking to Emmeline. “Don’t let James get to you, you could do a lot
worse than Peter. Take it from someone who dated James.” She made a face at that. “Crazy
motherfucker.”

“I’m not crazy,” James crossed his arms.



“Sure,” Lily shook her head. “As far as men go, a girl could do worse, but they could also do
better.” She looked pointedly at Emmeline. “Like Pete, a wonderful man. I hear he plans
good dates, t0o.”

Emmeline couldn’t help but blush a little at that. “He does,” she admitted somewhat
bashfully. “He’s amazing.”

“Good,” Remus said kindly, leaning forward. “You’re my favorite partner he’s ever had.”

“Really?” She wasn’t sure why she was surprised, but really, Emmeline had imagined most
of Peter’s friends simply tolerated her.

“Oh absolutely,” Lily agreed. “And trust me, I think he feels that way too. He’s never brought
anyone around this much. The fact that he took you on this trip is proof enough that he’s a
goner for you.”

Emmeline couldn’t help but feel giddy. God, she really liked Peter. She could imagine having
a proper life with him. The fact that maybe he felt the same, and it was possible, filled her
with a hopeful warmth.

She turned, looking to see if James had any comments on this, but when she looked towards
the doorway, he wasn’t there. Huh, she hadn’t even heard him leave. She turned back to Lily
and Remus, brushing it off.

James probably had more people to entertain.
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James

He couldn’t sleep. It didn’t help that the cot was hard and uncomfortable. On top of that, the
room was unfamiliar, and it filled him with unease. Gone were the noises of the city James
was used to. Instead, it was eerily quiet.

After hours of trying to force his brain to quiet down, he gave up. Careful not to make any
noise and disrupt Regulus’s sleep, James dug around in his bag for his cigarettes before
creeping out of the room and onto the small balcony off of their room. He savored the taste of
the smoke, letting the cool air soothe the burn of his skin. James looked down at the ground
below. They were only on the second floor, he’d probably survive if he jumped. Maybe he’d
break a few bones, but that would be it. He could hear the crack, the bone-crush. James
hungered for it.

He thought about doing it, telling everyone he fell. Watching them worry, seeing them show
they cared. Then he thought about the questions. “How could you fall?” “Were you drunk?”
“That shouldn’t have happened.” “What’s wrong with you?” “You’re crazy.”

Crazy, crazy, crazy.

James swallowed, stepping back. He finished his cigarette before turning and heading back
inside where Regulus was still tucked into his bed.



James fell asleep listening to Regulus breathe.

The blaring of his alarm woke James with a start. He groaned, reaching for his phone on the
bedside table, startling when his hand only met air where his table should have been.

“Turn that the fuck off!” someone snapped, and James sat up quickly in surprise, recognizing
Regulus’s sharp voice.

He was in the house in Italy; his alarm wasn’t going off, his phone was ringing. James
stumbled out of bed to where his phone was charging on the floor. He knew who was calling
even before he read the caller ID.

The picture of his father took over the lock screen, younger than he was now, smiling with his
arm around James’s shoulder and his eyes sparkling with life.

James felt paralyzed, unable to decline the call or answer it. He knew this was coming, but he
still didn’t feel ready. A pillow hit James hard on the back and he spun to glare at Regulus
who was now sitting up in bed, his face twisted in a grumpy expression. His curls were
disheveled from sleep and his cheeks were a little pink from the early morning heat. For
some strange reason, James couldn’t look away.

“Are you going to fucking answer that?”” Regulus snapped, and that spurred James into
action, shaking him from his weird haze.

“Hi Dad, sorry can’t talk,” James said, accepting the call and instantly hanging up before his
father could even say a word.

When he turned back around, Regulus was frowning. Not in his usual way of disgust or
bitterness, but in the way James had seen only a few times. Like something was genuinely
wrong. The corner of his lips turned down, his eyes wide and almost... confused?



“Why are you ignoring your dad?” Regulus asked as James’s phone immediately began to
ring again.

James reached out, turning the cursed thing off before looking back to Regulus. “I’m not. It’s
early, I’1l call him back later. He’s just overbearing.”

“Boo-hoo, your dad loves you.” Regulus’s demeanor changed suddenly as he rolled his eyes
before getting out of bed. “Well, now you’ve woken me up, so thanks for that. [ knew this
trip was going to be a nightmare,” Regulus muttered to himself. He got out of bed and headed
into the bathroom off their room, leaving James standing in the bedroom with his dark phone
and a knot in his stomach.

He knew why his dad was calling, and it wasn’t about love.

James heard the shower turn on and he sat down on the edge of his bed, phone clutched in his
hand. After a moment, taking a deep breath, he switched it back on. It started ringing
instantly and, trying not to break another phone, James forced himself to answer.

“Dad...”

Regulus

Regulus Black was a pessimist.

This was not news to a single person who knew him. In his defense, he expected the worst
because that was generally what he got. Everyone in his life had let him down time and time
again. Even the people he’d managed to come back to, like Sirius, had terribly, horrifically
life-ruiningly let him down on multiple occasions. Like severely, to the point where it had
altered his sense of self and probably scarred him for life. Regulus didn’t really blame Sirius
for that anymore, only if he was very drunk and very angry. Plus, he was pretty sure he’d
scarred Sirius right back and their parents had also done their fair share of absolutely
traumatizing them for life. So really, the Black brothers were doomed, it wasn’t Regulus’s



fault that Sirius was his complete opposite and managed to bounce back and retain a little
optimism.

Regulus had not. He was mean and bitter and had never once looked at anything as a glass
half full. He didn’t really care much what people thought of him; he knew who he was, and
he knew the people who really mattered would love him even when he was a bitch. That
didn’t mean he Jiked being bitter and cruel. Really, he wished he was more like Sirius, but
Regulus wasn’t about to try to be someone he wasn’t. That was just who he was, and frankly,
he was lucky to have made it this far at all, so being a bit of a bitch was a small price for the
fact that he was alive.

Regulus knew Sirius thought so too because he’d let Regulus get away with a lot over the
past four years, things he wouldn’t have before. But Regulus was lucky to be alive, and Sirius
was lucky to have him back, or at least that’s what Remus said. He said that Sirius loved
Regulus to death and that he’d do anything for him, including letting his attitude run a little
wild after everything. And sure, Remus was probably right because he usually was, but
still... Regulus was a pessimist. Sometimes he found it hard to believe Sirius really loved
him that much.

Regulus wanted to stay in the shower for much longer than he did, but he knew there were
many other people who would need to shower as well and he didn’t want to use all the hot
water. He still felt groggy and grumpy as he finished up his shower, but at least he was clean.

Stupid James had kept him up that night. Not that sleeping usually came easy for Regulus,
but Potter didn’t help. He’d heard him up half the night, even getting up to smoke, a habit
Regulus still couldn’t quite believe. No one had ever mentioned James smoking before, and
Regulus wondered if that was a secret. It didn’t seem to be a new habit, but who the hell
knew what went on with James Potter? Regulus always thought he knew the other man.
Sirius’s dumb and cocky best friend, loud, annoying, and a pain in Regulus’s ass. The kid
who had stolen his brother away as soon as they met. Regulus hated James, yet he couldn’t
stop thinking about James’s words outside the pub.

s

“Regulus, you dont know me.’

That wasn’t true, Regulus didn’t think that could be true. Sure, they weren’t friends, but
they’d grown up together, even if Regulus had spent all those years hating James’s guts. He
still knew that James had wanted to play football professionally from the time he was eleven



to seventeen. Regulus knew James only drank coffee, never tea, that he took it with far more
sugar than any person should but if someone offered him a cup, he always asked for it black
so as to not give them more work. He knew James pretended not to hate his job but he
despised it, and that he’d probably only gone to uni because everyone else had.

See, Regulus’s terrible, shameful secret was that he noticed a lot of things about James Potter.
Things he wished he didn’t because James didn’t notice him. James humored Sirius, watched
out for Regulus (i.e. cockblocked him at every opportunity) for his best mate, and that was
all. Regulus didn’t and had never existed to James outside of Sirius, and that was fine.
Regulus hated James, he didn’t need to be noticed by him.

Definitely not.

Regulus could hear the timbre of James’s voice in the other room as he turned off the shower
and began to pull on his trousers. The walls were thin, and without the steady noise of the
water, he could hear James speaking clearly, even though his voice was low.

“...and I’ve told you, Dad, I’'m fine.”

There was a moment of silence and then James scoffed, the sound sharp and so unlike any
noise Regulus had ever heard from his mouth. “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.
Don’t act like you give a shit, you don’t love me. You just want to ship me off and be rid of
me bringing shame upon your name, huh? Get rid of your crazy fucking son with all his
issues so no one will ever have to know you raised a psycho—"

James broke off, probably interrupted by his dad on the other side of the line and Regulus
froze outside of the door, not wanting to interrupt. He’d never heard James talk like that, and
none of the things he was saying made sense. Ship James off? A ‘psycho’? Regulus didn’t
think he’d ever heard anyone put James Potter and psycho in the same sentence. James was
easygoing and well-adjusted, confident in himself and a little reckless at times sure, but more
level-headed than Sirius at the very least.

“There’s nothing wrong with me! I’'m not fucking taking them, Dad! I don’t want to talk
about this, I don’t want to talk about school. You’re not allowed to forget I exist and then
suddenly decide to interfere with my life! You’ve been blowing me off for weeks, don’t try to
be a father now. I’'m not fucking sick! I’'m not crazy!”



There was silence after that and Regulus swallowed, waiting a long moment before hesitantly
reaching for the doorknob. When he stepped back into the bedroom, James was sitting on the
edge of his bed, phone clutched in his hand. He startled when Regulus let the bathroom door
swing shut behind him, looking up like he’d forgotten Regulus was there.

That was another thing Regulus noticed. James always seemed to go somewhere else when
no one was looking, except Regulus was always looking. Not that he thought James ever
realized that.

James opened his mouth as if to say something and then froze, his eyes fixed on Regulus’s
bare torso. Regulus resisted the urge to hide himself, he knew he was attractive despite the
scars that criss-crossed his body. The dots of cigarette burns down his side had always been
particularly ugly to Regulus; bile rose in his throat every time he caught sight of them. Yes,
Regulus knew he was hot, but in spite of his imperfections, not alongside them.

“Go ahead and stare it up, Potter,” Regulus snapped, and god, sometimes he did wish he was
somebody else. He wished he could react any other way. “I know it’s ugly.”

James seemed to snap to attention, instantly tearing his eyes away from Regulus’s bare skin.
“It’s not ugly,” James muttered, the words falling from his lips in a rush as if he hadn’t meant
to say it at all.

“Huh?” Regulus asked dumbly.

“I-" James paused, clearly knowing it was too late to take it back now. “I said it’s not ugly....
It’s just life.”

A day ago — hell, an hour ago, Regulus would have scoffed and asked what the fuck James
knew about /ife in that sense. With his own charmed upbringing and perfect little life. Except,
suddenly, Regulus felt like everything he thought he knew had been tipped on its head.



In his mind, James had everything. His parents had always loved him to death, willing to give
him anything. Everyone he met loved him. No one shook their head when the topic of James
Potter came up, they all smiled and sang his praises.

Yet, those small pieces of the conversation Regulus had overheard changed pretty much
every perception of James that Regulus ever had. He’d thought Monty Potter was a perfect,
loving father, but a perfect father didn’t leave their son sitting on a bed, staring into the
distance as if they’d seen a ghost.

“I guess it is,” Regulus finally replied, and James’s face twisted in confusion like he couldn’t
believe Regulus wasn’t snapping at him.

“Right...” James said slowly, his brow furrowed.

“The shower is free if you want,” Regulus gestured behind himself, and James didn’t react
for a minute, still frowning.

Regulus turned, unable to face James any longer. He quickly dug out a shirt, pulling it over
his head. He left James sitting there on his bed, still staring into space in confusion.

There had been enough world-tipping going on that morning and the sun had barely risen,
Regulus couldn’t have anything else he thought he knew fundamentally altered before eight
AM.

He headed down the stairs where the house was predictably quiet, everyone else still fast
asleep. He began to fix himself tea and started a pot of coffee as well as, admittedly just for
James.

See, because if Regulus’s secret was that he noticed James Potter, the core of that lay within
one very big, terrible, and awful secret that Regulus swore he would take to his grave.



Regulus Black was in love with James Potter. Regulus had been since he was thirteen years
old, which was... pathetic, absolutely pathetic. Regulus had convinced himself he’d grow out
of it eventually. Yet here he was, in his twenties and still miserably in love with James.

At least Regulus took comfort in the fact that nobody knew, least of all James.

Well, no... Barty and Evan knew because Regulus had made the mistake of getting a little too
drunk and sobbing about James’s hair into their shoulders, but he had enough dirt on the two
of them he knew that was a secret they’d keep.

By the time the coffee had finished, James was coming down the stairs, hair damp and as
wild as ever. Regulus grabbed a mug and poured him a cup before adding a little cream and a
shit ton of sugar the way he knew James liked it. James sat at the table, tapping at his phone.
Regulus wondered if he was texting his dad or maybe whatever girl he was seeing now. Sirius
had said James was being weird and that he must have been seeing somebody new. Regulus
pretended the thought didn’t make him want to be sick.

Swallowing, Regulus grabbed his own cup of tea before setting the coffee down in front of
James, who dropped his phone in surprise as he looked at Regulus and then at the coffee.

“It’s coffee, not poison,” Regulus rolled his eyes before sitting down at the table as well and
beginning his usual morning routine of checking his texts and emails.

“You made me coffee?”

“I made a pot, and yes, I poured you a cup. Not exactly much effort.”

James didn’t reply and Regulus snuck a glance as James took a sip, pausing suddenly, his
head jerking towards Regulus.

Regulus didn’t have time to look away and he knew he was caught. He refused to flinch from
James’s gaze, even as the other man examined him with such scrutiny that Regulus could feel



it settling in his bones. Something buzzing and intense bloomed in his chest. He didn’t think
James had ever really looked at him before, not really, and certainly not like he was now.
Like he was seeing Regulus; not just a glance, not even a brief stare but something heavy,
shifting the earth’s core. The gravitational pull of James’s brown eyes behind his glasses, the
curve of his bottom lashes.

James looked away first, his forehead creased, brows pulled together. Like Regulus was a
puzzle, something he had never witnessed before.

“You put sugar in my coffee,” James said finally, even as he fixed his eyes on his mug.

Regulus took a sip of his tea, savoring the burn of the scalding liquid because at least it gave
him something to focus on rather than the very fresh memory of James’s eyes burning into
his skin. “As many people do.”

“You put a lot of sugar in my coffee,” James emphasized. “Like a lot, an abnormal amount. Is
that how you take it?”

“No. I don’t really drink coffee.”

“Is that why you put that much sugar in?”

“No,” Regulus sighed. “I did it because that’s how you like it.”

“But how did you know that?”

“I pay attention.”

“To me?” James’s voice came out tentative and unsure, his fingers tapping on the table as he
still refused to meet Regulus’s eyes again.



“Sure, to plenty of things.”

SGWhy?’?

“It’s dangerous to miss things.”

James’s head jerked up at that, eyes finding Regulus’s again, and his frown deepened. “You
think I’'m dangerous?”

“I didn’t say that,” Regulus told him quietly, and he was saved from having to explain why
exactly he paid attention to James as Remus appeared in the doorway. He had a book
clutched to his chest and he rubbed his eyes tiredly.

“Morning,” he greeted, clearly having no idea that he’d walked in on — well, Regulus didn’t
know exactly what it was, but something.

It felt like something.

Marlene

Someone was chatting downstairs. She couldn’t tell who, but it was one of the boys based on
the low timbre of their voice. Marlene could hear it rising from the first floor as she stretched
out in bed. The air was filled with the smell of fresh coffee, and it reminded her of waking up
at home as a teenager. The quiet sound of the world outside the window, no city noises to
interrupt nature.

Rather than that comforting her, Marlene instantly sat up, blinking just to be sure that she
wasn’t at home. She hadn’t gone back, she hadn’t been pulled five years into the past, back to
her dead little town with nothing to offer but suffocation.



Dorcas was already awake, peering out the window.

“Reminds you of home, hm?” she asked, turning as she heard Marlene stir.

Home... Marlene didn’t grimace at the word. They were on holiday, and she didn’t want to
start a fight on their first real day in Italy. So carefully, she just nodded.

“Yeah, it does,” Marlene told her girlfriend, as if her nightmares didn’t consist of an ending
that looked the same as the middle.

Once they were the same.

Two girls in the middle of the busy vastness of London. Used to neighbors that had known
them since the day they were born, shop owners who were at their parents’ weddings, servers
who knew their orders, and their parents’ and grandparents’ as well.

Once, they were two girls clinging onto each other in a city where you were lucky to see the
same person twice. Where you saw more people in a day than lived in their entire town
growing up.

Somewhere in between now and then, the idea of being known had settled, a sickening stone
inside Marlene’s gut.

Dorcas had never given two shits if the people who knew her grandparents looked down on
her and scoffed. If they said: “This 1sn’t what your grandmother would have wanted.” She
would probably laugh in their faces. “Screw that old bat,” she would grin.

Marlene cared.



But she didn’t want to fight today, so she stood, despite the stone laying heavy in her
stomach.

“I’m starving,” Marlene said instead of will you still love me when you realize what I've
become? Will we survive this holiday?

“Let’s see if we can convince James to make pancakes,” Dorcas said, stepping away from the
window to kiss Marlene on the cheek before grabbing her jumper from the end of the bed and
slipping it on.

“Sure, let me just get dressed. I’ll join you downstairs in a minute.”

“Course, love you,” Dorcas said, grabbing her phone and heading towards the door.

“Love you too,” Marlene called after her, shutting the door to their bedroom as she listened to
Dorcas’s footsteps fade away.

She hoped it didn’t sound hollow because it wasn’t that she didn’t mean it. She did. Marlene
had probably loved Dorcas her entire life and would continue to do so forever.

She thought of the email, sitting pinned to the top of her inbox. Dear Ms. McKinnon, it is a
pleasure...

She squeezed her eyes shut. No matter that she could recite the email word-for-word by now,
as well as her own reply. That was a problem for later. She had at least a month before she
had to deal with that, and for now, Marlene was determined to enjoy her holiday.

When she emerged downstairs, it seemed Dorcas had succeeded in convincing James to make
pancakes because he was at the stove listening to Sirius, who was sitting on the counter
telling some story that involved a lot of dramatic hand gestures. Dorcas was next to Regulus,
who was staring into his cup even more silently than usual, but Marlene decided not to
question it. Despite the fact that Dorcas had become quite close with the younger Black



brother, Marlene had never really understood him. She didn’t know much about his backstory
aside from the fact that his and Sirius’s family was apparently shit and both brothers had been
through a lot. Regulus was mean and moody more often than not. Not that Marlene had a
problem with him, he was never really cruel, simply a bit of a downer. Still, she wasn’t keen
to get involved in whatever was going on to make him look so concerned by his cup of tea.

Dorcas was having some silent conversation with Barty over the table, and so Marlene
figured that lot had it taken care of, they were Regulus s Group anyway, as Marlene thought
of them in her head. Sure, they were all friends, but Marlene thought of the group as
separated by brothers. Dorcas, Barty, and Evan all belonged to Regulus, as well as Pandora
who had skipped the trip as she was on her honeymoon that summer. Everyone else was
Sirius’s. Marlene had heard Sirius and Regulus had fallouts in the past. She hoped it wouldn’t
happen ever again because she was sure that would divide their friend group straight down
the middle.

“What do you want on your pancakes, Marls?” James called and she smiled, joining him in
the kitchen. Though she’d never admit it to anyone, James was her favorite of all the boys.

“Got any strawberries?”” she asked, stopping next to where Sirius was perched on the counter.

“For you, of course.”

“Oi, Potter!” Dorcas yelled from the table. “Stop trying to steal my girlfriend, she’s a lesbian,
you whore!”

James turned to Marlene and winked. “If anyone could change your mind, it’d be me.”

“Ew,” Marlene rolled her eyes, pushing him playfully. “You’re hot, James, but unfortunately
not hot enough to turn me straight. Good try though. I’'m sure you can find lots of other pretty
girls, so I won’t even feel bad for rejecting you.”

“But maybe you’re the only girl I want,” James pouted and Marlene snorted.



“James actually has this special power where he turns straight girls gay,” Sirius noted,
swinging his feet. “That’s what happened with Lily, eh? If you let James have his way, you’ll
turn out extra gay by the time he’s done.”

Marlene raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure it wouldn’t just cancel out? Maybe your power
will turn me straight and we can ride off into the sunset together.”

“My lifelong dream,” James smiled as he began adding strawberries to the pancake he was
making.

“Back off my girl, Potter!” Dorcas called again and Marlene just giggled.

Sirius jumped off the counter and Marlene followed him out of the kitchen as the
conversation turned to their plans for the day. They intended to take it easy the first week, just
settle in and get to know the area a little. After that, Remus had a very detailed itinerary of
sights to see and places to visit.

“We should swim today!” Mary suggested. “I mean, we have that whole pool, might as well
make good use of it.”

“I know there’s a lake around here somewhere too,” Sirius commented as he dug into his
breakfast. “Uncle Alphard was telling me about it.”

“Why don’t we stick with the pool today and go find the lake another time?” Lily suggested.
“Too much effort for day one.”

They all quickly agreed and after breakfast, everyone disappeared to change into their
swimsuits.

“You coming, Reggie?” Sirius asked when Regulus didn’t rise from the table.



“Not today,” Regulus said quickly. “I didn’t sleep so well, you know how it is. I think I’ll try
to take a nap.”

Sirius’s brow furrowed and he reached out, squeezing Regulus’s shoulder, soft in a way he
only ever was for his brother. “You’re alright?”

“Course, just need to adjust,” Regulus assured him, letting Sirius lean down and kiss him on
the forehead. Even as Regulus made a face of disgust, he still allowed it.

Marlene thought it was sweet, how much they clearly loved one another. Even though, from
what she understood, it couldn’t have been easy between them. She wished she could have
that kind of relationship with her own siblings, but unfortunately, not all relationships could
withstand pressure.

Still determined to enjoy her holiday, Marlene went upstairs to change into her swimsuit
before following Dorcas into the large backyard where Mary and Lily were already splashing
around in the pool.

Emmeline was sitting tentatively on a pool chair, looking a little uncomfortable and Marlene
plopped down next to her.

“Getting in?”

“Eventually, yes. It looks cold,” Emmeline said, watching as Sirius grabbed Peter and pulled
him into the pool, knocking them both under the water. They emerged a moment later,
sputtering and bickering, which quickly developed into a playfight. Remus, who was sitting
at the edge with his feet in the water, just shook his head in exasperation as the two began
shrieking loudly.

“I like this,” Marlene said, pointing to Emmeline’s little yellow bikini. It suited her, standing
out brightly against her skin.



“Thanks,” Emmeline said, a small smile appearing on her face. “I bought it just for this trip. I
tried on so many to find one I liked, and Pete was no help at all, he thought I looked good in
all of them.”

“Wow, horrifying!” Marlene told her dramatically. “Your boyfriend thinks you’re hot!”

Emmeline just laughed at that, punching Marlene playfully on the arm. Dorcas was on the
other side of the yard in the middle of some heated conversation with Barty, and Marlene
watched the way she waved her arms in the air in offense.

“Everything alright?” Emmeline asked, leaning in and lowering her voice.

Marlene tore her eyes from Dorcas. “Yeah...” she said quietly, pausing for a moment before
turning to look at her friend. “Are you ever scared of the future?”

“Terrified,” Emmeline said instantly.

“Really? I swear, you seem so put together.”

Emmeline’s eyebrows shot up at that. “Then you’ve got it very, very wrong,” she said,
pulling at the ends of her dark hair. “I have no idea what I’'m doing.”

“Well,” Marlene took a deep breath, “neither do I. It seems like I’ve spent my entire life
waiting to become a ‘real adult’ and now I’m here and I have no idea what I’'m doing.”

“My grandmother says that’s how everyone feels,” Emmeline said slowly. “That you’re
supposed to be scared in your twenties. But then again, she usually follows that up with
‘when I was your age 1'd already immigrated from Korea all on my own and had two kids!’
So maybe that’s not quite as comforting as it could be... but anyway, my point is she always
tells me she was terrified. So, I think that’s a constant no matter who you are or what life you
lead, being scared.”



Marlene knocked their shoulders together, smiling lightly. “That’s comforting actually,
thanks, Em.”

“I wasn’t sure you’d think it was that comforting,” Emmeline admitted with a small laugh. “I
was panicking for a second there, but yeah... There’s nothing wrong with not knowing what
you’re doing.”

“What are we talking about?” James collapsed on the chair next to them and Emmeline
laughed as he sprawled out dramatically.

Marlene wasn’t surprised that Emmeline seemed to have taken a liking to James, he had that
effect on people.

“Being in your twenties,” Marlene sighed.

“Ah,” James grinned. “Our prime years!”

“Maybe for you,” Marlene rolled her eyes, reaching out to flick at his messy hair. “Not all of
us are hot, single James Potter. My days of slutting it up are long gone.”

“You don’t slut it up for Dorcas?” James raised his eyebrows at her suggestively.

“Not as often as a girl as young and hot as me should,” Marlene said, making sure to sigh
dramatically in hopes that no one would catch the tinge of bitterness in her voice.

“I mean, in that bikini I’'m sure you could convince Dorcas to indulge you.” James smiled
and Marlene just shook her head. Honestly, she wasn’t sure. She didn’t know if Dorcas really
looked at her anymore. If she’d even notice how hot Marlene looked in her red swimsuit,
how it brought out the blonde of her hair and the blue of her eyes. Dorcas hadn’t even
glanced over once since Marlene had put it on.



“Not swimming, James?” Emmeline asked, gesturing to his shorts and T-shirt.

“Nah, not feeling like it today,” James said with a careless shrug. “Do you know how long it
takes my hair to dry?”

“Now you care about your hair?” Marlene asked. “Really?”

“I’ve always cared about my hair. Just because you don’t recognize the art of it isn’t my
fault.”

Before they could begin the age-old argument of whether James Potter's hair was a
masterpiece or a monster, there was a loud splash and they were all drenched with water.

“Peter, Sirius!” Remus complained, scrambling up, holding his now-wet book aloft. “For
fucks sake, cannonball away from everyone!”

Marlene coughed, blinking water from her eyes. “Well, I suppose since I’'m soaked now it
might be time to get in. Coming, Em?”’

Emmeline pushed her hair out of her face, standing. “Might as well,” she agreed.

James was frowning at his soaked clothes and he sat up as he caught Marlene’s eyes on him.
“I think I’1l just go change real quick,” he said. “I’ll see you guys later.”

“Sure,” Marlene agreed, grabbing Emmeline’s hand and pulling her towards the pool.

James



James walked back into the house, pulling his damp shirt away from his skin. He tried to
swallow down the irritation prickling behind his eyes. It was just an accident, Peter and Sirius
hadn’t meant any harm. It wasn’t on purpose.

It wasn’t on purpose.

He stopped suddenly when he stepped into his room and registered Regulus’s form curled up
on the bed. His eyes were closed, and his curls were fanned out on his pillow, making him
look like some kind of sleeping angel. James allowed himself to watch Regulus for a
moment, unsure what the strange feeling burning in his chest was. He wanted to reach out
and run his fingers through Regulus’s hair. To lay his thumb over the light freckles on his
pale cheeks and press his fingertips into the swell of his bottom lip, catch it between his teeth

Wait, what?

James immediately turned away, his heart beating loudly in his chest. He resisted the urge to
look again as if Regulus might wake and read his thoughts.

Quickly, James pulled off his shirt and began to rummage through his side of the dresser
searching for a shirt. He pulled one out, tossing it on his cot behind him. Straightening, he
paused as he suddenly caught sight of his torso in the mirror above the dresser. He froze, gaze
stuck on the large scar stretching across his lower ribs. He thought of Regulus that morning,
the way he’d called the scars across his own body ugly.

James hadn’t thought they were ugly, he’d wanted to run his teeth over them—

Okay, what the fuck? No, that was enough of that.

He swallowed. What had he said to Regulus? Just life? Maybe for Regulus. Regulus, who
couldn’t control the things that had been done to him. It was different for James. That wasn’t



just life, it was the ugly black hole inside of him, sucking in every piece of good from the
world around him. The monster screaming in his chest.

Grimacing, James turned to grab his shirt and stopped short as he met Regulus’s eyes. The
other man was sitting up in his bed, very much awake now.

They stared at each other for a moment so delicate, James thought if he breathed too quickly
it might fall apart. Regulus’s gaze flicked down from James’s eyes to his ribs, lingering only
a second before he seemed to register what he was looking at and quickly tore his eyes away.

“Sorry,” Regulus said quickly, looking ashamed.

“Sorry...” James repeated in confusion. “For?”

“I-” Regulus carefully kept his gaze away from James’s ribs. “For looking.”

“Oh... [-I’'m sorry for looking, too. For this morning.”

“It’s okay,” Regulus said quietly. “I’ve had them for a long time. My mother liked to put her
cigarette out on my back.” Regulus shrugged as if this weren’t a heartbreaking, horrifying
statement. “Sometimes mums are like that. You’re not the first person to look.”

“But it made you uncomfortable.”

“Not them being seen,” Regulus shook his head. “Just them being seen as... ugly, as more
than me.”

“I don’t think that’s possible, you outshine most things.” And James had absolutely no idea
where that came from, but his brain was running away from him today, and he’d never
exactly been the best at thinking before he spoke.



James wasn’t sure who was more shocked by his words, Aim or Regulus.

Regulus, whose mouth had fallen open slightly as if that were the last possible thing he
expected James to say.

“You don’t notice me,” Regulus countered, almost like he was trying to convince himself.

“Not always, maybe not.”

“And now?”

“It’s harder not to pay attention.”

Regulus just frowned, that special one that James was starting to recognize. As if his usual
sharp edges had fallen away and all that was left was the wideness of his eyes and the
downturn of his pretty lips.

When Regulus didn’t speak, James reached out, quickly pulling on his shirt. “Could you...
not mention it?”” Regulus just blinked and James hurried to clarify. “The scar?”

“Okay.” Regulus didn’t ask. He didn’t ask how long James had had it, where it came from, or
why it was a secret. “I think you were right,” he said after another long moment.

“About?”

“I don’t know you,” Regulus cocked his head. “Best be careful though, or it’ll stop being
true.”



“Maybe I’d want you to know me.”

“Does anyone know you?”

“I don’t know.” And it was entirely honest, maybe some of the only honest, entirely true
words James had spoken in years. He felt them burning in his throat and he instantly wanted
to take them back because the last honest words he’d spoken had been to his mum and look
how that had turned out. The curse of James Potter, everything he touched withered and
every person who got too close burned.

Regulus didn’t seem at all shaken, however. He didn’t ask any questions James wasn’t
prepared to answer. He just laid back in his bed and covered his face with his arm.

Maybe it went both ways.

Maybe James had never really known Regulus, either. Maybe that was changing.

He was terrified that it was changing.

Sirius

“Do you think I worry too much?”

Remus kicked his jeans off, leaving him in just his boxers and shirt as he turned to look at
Sirius. “In general or...”

“About Regulus.”



“Ah,” Remus said, picking up his dirty trousers because he was not Sirius and would never
just leave them on the floor. “When it comes to Reg, yes, absolutely.”

Sirius sighed, climbing into bed and burrowing under the covers as he watched Remus pick
up Sirius’s clothes as well. “Do you think it’s bad?”

Remus didn’t answer for a moment, finishing with his task before switching off the big light
and climbing into bed. “I don’t think it’s that simple,” he said finally, turning on his side to
face Sirius. “That worry you have... you know what it really is at its core?” Sirius shook his
head and Remus smiled gently, reaching out to brush Sirius’s hair from his face. “It’s love.
And that’s not bad. Loving Regulus could never be bad. I think if your concern starts to
suffocate him or it’s hurting him... or hurting you then it’s bad, but worrying for someone
you love is natural.”

“He gives me a lot to worry about,” Sirius muttered. He had lost count of how many times
he’d come close to losing Regulus for good, forever. That fear still lingered and probably
always would. The feeling of losing the first person he’d ever loved, his baby brother. Even
while Regulus felt much closer these days, Sirius could never forget what it was like to wake
up in the middle of the night, sure in the knowledge that he might never see his brother again.
“Do you think...” Sirius continued. “Has he seemed weird lately?”

“Not too much. I think he’s been having trouble sleeping, but he’s pretty honest with you
about that, isn’t he?”

“Yeah,” Sirius sighed. Regulus had basically said as much that morning. “I just really hope
this holiday will be good for him. He really liked this place when he stayed here with Uncle
Alphard, I just hope the amount of people won’t overwhelm him.”

“Regulus is an adult, Pads,” Remus said gently. “Don’t forget that. He can handle things. If
he needs alone time, he can make it for himself. He’s been doing really well this year, don’t
get all overbearing on him, you know he hates it.”

“I know,” Sirius agreed. “He just scares me sometimes.”



“I know. I think that’s normal.”

They fell into a comfortable silence as Sirius scooted closer to Remus, who lifted his arm so
Sirius could tuck himself close.

“Sirius?”

SGHm??ﬂ

“Do you think James has been weird?”

Sirius pulled back at that, his brow furrowed. “James?”” he repeated.

“Yes,” Remus frowned. “Maybe I’'m reading too much into it, but I have a bad feeling. I can’t
even explain it, so I feel a little crazy if I’'m being honest, but something doesn’t feel right. I
swear he’s been acting weird even though I can’t pinpoint it.”

“Well, Moony... he had an awful year, didn’t he? I mean, aside from those few months he
was at home, he didn’t take any time off, he just bounced right back as if nothing had
happened. He’s probably just... you know, finding his footing a little still.”

“Probably... it’s just that he never talks about it,” Remus said quietly. “I never want to bring
it up because it’s clear he just wants to move on, but sometimes I’m afraid it’ll come back to
bite him one day. I mean, this is James, I don’t think he’d ever experienced anything like that
in his life before last year. He doesn’t have any practice in working through it.”

“Maybe, or maybe he’s simply well-adjusted and mentally healthy enough that he was just...
able to cope and move on?” Sirius suggested.



“Is that really possible?”

“Dunno,” Sirius snorted. “You’re asking the wrong person.”

Remus chuckled as well, reaching out to turn off the lamp on the bedside table.

“You really don’t think James and Reg are going to kill each other?” Sirius whispered into
the darkness, listening to Remus let out a soft sigh.

“Sirius, light of my fucking life, I’'m changing my answer. You do worry too much, in
general. James and Regulus are both adults, I think they can manage to sleep in a room
together.”

“You think they’ll be fine?”

“Yes,” Remus assured Sirius firmly. “Fears of murder aside, what’s the worst that could really
happen?”

Famous last words and all that.

Regulus

There were some things that Regulus theorized were doomed to happen, to repeat themselves
in different lives and different people.

Falling in love with your best friend was one of those things. Regulus was lucky in the sense
that two of his best friends were women while he was very gay and the other two had the
terrible curse of falling in love with each other.



Not that they’d ever admit it. Barty and Evan truly seemed convinced that they were having a
little fling and that was all it was, except it’d nearly been a year now... but that wasn’t
Regulus’s business to point out. He’d let Dorcas try to knock some sense into them. No one
wanted relationship advice from Regulus Black, of all people.

So, Barty and Evan were hopeless, but now Regulus was sitting in the living room,
surrounded by couples as he realized in horror that four out of five of them had gone from
best friends to lovers... What kind of cheesy romance written by a fifty-year-old whose
husband didn’t love her was that?

The only other single person in the entire house was James Potter. James, who had been
looking, who for one brief second had looked Regulus in the eye and he’d felt like he was
seeing something no one else did. Like every part of James Potter the rest of the world knew
had flickered and there was someone else standing there for a moment.

Regulus wished he had felt something shatter. That realizing maybe he had never known
James at all would have obliterated his childhood crush, brought him down to cold-hard
reality. Somehow, (because the universe had it out for Regulus, apparently) the notion only
made Regulus more infatuated. He wanted to peel back all the layers of James Potter until he
got to the soft rawness under his skin. Regulus wanted James to wrap his hand around his
throat and take anything he wanted.

Regulus couldn’t stop thinking about the pink scar stretching the length of James’s ribs.
Where had it come from? Why was it a secret? What would it feel like under Regulus’s
fingers? Would James let him touch it? Regulus hated his own scars being touched. If he was
having sex, he always firmly instructed that his partner keep their hands off his torso, and if
they didn’t, he’d kick them to the curb. Yet, he was pretty sure he’d let James touch them. He
was pretty sure he’d let James do anything he wanted.

When he was young, his fantasies consisted of James revealing in some dramatic gesture that
he’d been in love with Regulus for years. Of the older boy chasing after him and kissing him
sweetly in the rain.

Now, in his twenties and long having given up on that sort of love, Regulus didn’t expect
James to profess his love for him, to reveal that he actually hadn t been straight this entire
time and that he wanted Regulus. No, that was the pipe dream of an unloved, hormonal



teenager. Still, if Regulus had the occasional fantasy of James pushing him up against a wall
and having his way... that was nobody’s business.

Regulus had accepted the fact that he wasn’t the sort of person who had relationships. Sure,
he could pull pretty much anyone he wanted. Sure, sometimes they wanted to go on dates or
see him again. Regulus never would, but it wasn’t because he was stupidly hung up on his
childhood crush. If Regulus had ever met the right person, he wasn’t about to turn them away
just to hold out for James Potter of all people... But he had never found anyone who even
came close to what he was looking for. So, sue him, if Regulus was going to be alone forever,
yeah, he wished he would get the chance to fuck James just once. But it was what it was.

He definitely didn’t find it upsetting to be in a room full of people who had already found the
love of their lives. Regulus didn’t stay up at night worrying that he was running out of time,
that would be stupid. He was still in his early twenties. .. fuck, he still had another year left of
uni, he had time. Except, he didn’t feel like he did. He watched the families that came into his
job, the parents with their spouses and their babies... and cold, emotionless Regulus Black
fucking /onged for it. He looked at his friends, his brother, and their partners and his stomach
flipped when he thought they’d no doubt start getting married soon. Buying houses, adopting
pets, and having children. Regulus would be there, in twenty years, just as alone and unloved
as he was now.

On-screen, the monster in the horror movie they were watching jumped out. Sirius shrieked
in surprise, burying his face in Remus’s shoulder as the other man started laughing at his
expense.

“Pussy!” Peter called from where he was sitting on the floor with his feet in Emmeline
Vance’s lap, and Regulus felt it in his stomach. Flip, flip.

Dorcas was playing with Marlene’s hair as she sat at her feet, and in the kitchen, Mary and
Lily were having some whispered conversation full of giggles. Even Barty and Evan, who
liked to pretend they hated each other, were sitting closer than was needed.

Flip.

Regulus felt sick. Felt it building in the back of his throat.



No one else will ever love you.

He could feel his mother’s cold fingers on his throat, the sharp point of her gel manicure
digging into his skin.

“I could give you everything, and you 're throwing that away. Do you understand that,
Regulus? You are nothing on your own, and you will be nothing. Without us, you will have no
money, no roof over your head, and no food. If you want to pretend we re so terrible, you can
go out there and see how you like living on the streets. Try really being nothing. ”

What his mother hadn’t accounted for, what she always seemed to forget, was that somebody
did love Regulus. Maybe only one person, maybe the only person whose love couldn’t be
stopped.

What she didn’t account for was Sirius. No matter how broken and frayed their relationship
was, nothing could stop Sirius from loving his little brother. So, Regulus hadn’t rotted on the
street as his mother had hoped, crawling back in a few days, cold and hungry. Instead, he’d
shown up at Sirius’s door, doubled over slightly, holding his torso with each labored breath.

Sirius hadn’t even asked, hadn’t said a word. He’d just pulled Regulus inside, his fingers
warm on Regulus’s freezing skin, and he had held Regulus while he sobbed. He never let go
again.

So, Regulus didn’t think he was fundamentally unlovable, because Sirius proved that to be
untrue. But he did think there was something wrong with him, something in his DNA, written
in his blood that made him doomed to live the rest of his life without someone ever falling in
love with him.

Regulus stood, and he felt Sirius’s eyes follow him out of the room, but no one said anything.

He knew Sirius was worried, he knew it was obvious he hadn’t been sleeping. But really,
Regulus was fine. Sure, the world felt like it was ending around him. Sure, Regulus was



paralyzed by the fear of being left behind while everyone moved on to the next phase of their
lives. But it was fine. Totally and completely fine.

He stepped into his room and out onto the little balcony, pulling out a cigarette. He was pretty
sure Sirius knew he smoked and was very sure that he would soon try to stage an intervention
over it, but Regulus didn’t care much. He had bigger things to worry about than getting lung
cancer fifteen years from now.

Regulus wasn’t sure how long he stood out there before he heard the sound of the bedroom
door. He could hear the muffled buzz of voices downstairs and he figured that the movie was
probably over by now. He didn’t look up as someone stepped out onto the balcony, just held
out an unlit cigarette.

James’s fingers brushed his as he took it. “Light?”

Regulus sighed, fishing it out of his pocket, but he didn’t hand it over, instead leaning close
and lifting it to the cigarette sitting between James’s lips. James’s eyes flicked down to watch
him and Regulus decided not to think about why he was doing this, much less why James
was letting him. It felt strange, intimate in a way it shouldn’t have. Like something existed in
the space between their bodies.

It was purely self-indulgent, but sue him. Regulus would never get James to fuck him, much
less love him, so the least he could do was get a little too close. At least he could feel the heat
coming off his body. The addicting hint of his shampoo and something warm and familiar
that just smelled like James in a way Regulus couldn’t explain.

“Don’t like horror movies?” James asked after a long moment, blowing out smoke into the
darkness.

“It’s not horror movies [ don’t like.”

“Then what is it?”



“Not your fucking business.”

James huffed unhappily at Regulus’s attitude, and he felt satisfied by that. That was the only
way James had ever paid any attention to Regulus, when he was being mean. When James
was holding back his response or trying to soften his glare.

Regulus always had the feeling that one day he could make James snap. No matter how
James acted, underneath the niceties and friendliness, James actually hated Regulus. And
while that wasn’t as good as love would have been, it was better than James feeling nothing
for him at all.

“Sometime, you’ll need to learn to curb your fucking attitude, or one day someone will take
care of it for you,” James growled. “God, you’re insufferable.” And suddenly, Regulus found
for as much as he’d wished for the day when James would fight back, he really didn’t like it.

No, he didn’t like it at all.

“Fine,” Regulus said, and he was horrified to discover his voice came out small.

Suddenly, James was spinning, eyes wide as if he’d just had an earth-shattering revelation.
He gaped at Regulus for a long moment, and Regulus just crossed his arms, turning away.

“Regulus.”

He didn’t answer, refusing to look at James.

“Regulus,” James said more intently, and this time Regulus spun.

“What?” he snapped, mouth in a tight line.



“Did... did I hurt your feelings?”

“No!” It was far too defensive, and James just blinked at him, seemingly shocked.

“Oh my god...” he said, almost more to himself. “I hurt your feelings?”” James shook his
head as if he couldn’t comprehend this. “But- but you’re absolutely awful to me, all the time.
You treat me like shit.”

“And?”

“And you can dish it out but not take it?”

“I said you didn’t hurt my feelings,” Regulus said sharply. “Leave it alone, Potter.”

“But I did. You don’t like it when I’'m mean to you,” James said incredulously.

“Well, you aren’t normally!”

“No, except you push my buttons constantly like you’re trying to make me hurt you back.”

Regulus didn’t know what to say to that without admitting that he’d do anything to make
James pay attention to him. That the attitude was mostly an act to get James’s eyes on him.

“Okay...” James said slowly when Regulus didn’t reply. “Sorry.”

“Sorry?”



“For hurting your feelings. Now you know how I feel.”

Regulus couldn’t help but scoff at that. “As if you care what I say.”

“I do care.”

Now it was Regulus’s turn to freeze.

“What?”

“I care,” James repeated. “I don’t like it when you’re mean to me, either. I’ve never
understood why you hate me. I’ve never done anything but be kind to you, and you still hate
my guts.”

“I don’t hate you.”

“Don’t lie, Regulus, it’s not a good look on you.”

“I’'m not lying,” Regulus insisted. His cigarette was burning between his fingers, but he
couldn’t bring himself to care about the waste as James was looking at him, arms crossed and
eyes hard. “I don’t hate you,” Regulus said again, hoping it came across as genuine without
the glaringly obvious truth bleeding hot and messy through the lines. I don t hate you, I'm in
love with you.

“I don’t understand,” James said, but at least he didn’t accuse Regulus of lying again. “Why
act the way you do, then? Why treat me so badly.”

“I—" Regulus broke off, unsure of how to even voice the heavy, sick thing that it was, rolling
over in his stomach, forcing its way up his throat. “I’ve had to fight for my place ever since
you showed up. I was the only person Sirius loved before you, I was the most important
person in his life, and then suddenly he was coming home and it was James this, James that.



You replaced me. So, before I even met you, I decided I hated you. And then I met you and
you didn’t give two shits about me. I’d built you up in my head, drowning in all this spite and
bitterness, but you barely even looked at me. And that didn’t seem right, that I thought about
you constantly, that I despised you for taking my brother away, but to you, I was nothing. So,
I made myself something.”

“I- Regulus, that is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” He paused suddenly as Regulus
frowned, swallowing around the dryness in his mouth. “Wait, no stop that. Don’t frown, I
don’t like that.”

Regulus was so confused by that statement that he accidentally obeyed, his face scrunching
in confusion. “What?”

“Just... don’t frown,” James repeated. “What [ mean is if you wanted us to be something, we
could have been friends. I wanted to be your friend, but you hated me.”

“You hated me!”

“You’ve been awful to me for over a decade!”

“I never thought you cared!”

“Well, I did, okay? I do care. I didn’t want you to hate me.”

“I don’t,” Regulus huffed.

They stood there in silence after that, neither sure what this meant or where to go from here.

“Okay,” James said finally, his voice almost whisked away by the quiet of the night.



“Does this mean I’m not allowed to be mean to you anymore?”’

“Only if you don’t really mean it.”

“Idon’t. I won’t.”

“Okay... but I'm not allowed to be mean to you at all, am 1?”” James asked. “You really didn’t
like that.”

Regulus scowled, hating that James seemed almost amused by it, turning to Regulus with the
faint traces of a grin. Regulus felt embarrassed by how obvious he was. How stupid that he’d
made it this far in life but he couldn’t handle James Potter being a little mean to him.

“It’s okay,” James said when Regulus didn’t answer. “I’ll try not to be. I don’t mean to make
you frown or hurt your feelings. Honestly, it’s a little sweet that underneath all of your...” he
waved a hand at Regulus, “prickliness. You’re a lot softer than you pretend to be, aren’t
you?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Regulus shook his head, and the faintness of
James’s smile grew into something real, lighting up his eyes and warming the balcony around
them. God damnit, this man did not help with Regulus’s mission to one day get over him.
Stupid James Potter with his stupid hair and stupid glasses and his golden, pretty skin shining
in the moonlight. Fuck him.

“Whatever you say, Regulus, whatever you say.”

“I’'m going to push you off this balcony,” Regulus threatened, and James just smiled wider
because of course, now he knew Regulus didn’t mean it.

Fuck.
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Lily

The last thing Lily wanted to do while on holiday was deal with her sister. Not when every
other part of her life was absolutely perfect by all accounts. She had graduated top of her
class. Promptly after, Lily had started a new job which she absolutely loved, that was
flexible and exciting enough to keep her interest. And on top of that, she had the most
incredible, beautiful girlfriend — no, fiancée in the whole world.

Not that everyone knew that yet. They’d barely been engaged a month and were waiting for
the right time to break the news to their friends, but Lily was ecstatic.

So everything was good. Lily loved her life, every bit of it... except for Petunia.

“Your sister again?” Mary asked quietly, leaning over Lily’s shoulder to look down at her
phone and the long string of texts from Petunia.

“Yes,” Lily sighed. “She’s insisting I call her. I told her I can’t right now and she’s being a
right bitch over it.”

“What is it, is something wrong?”



“Don’t think so,” Lily sighed. “She just says she has ‘news’ which could mean anything from
a huge life event to her finding a new dress on sale. Who knows with Petunia.”

“Have you heard from your mum about it?”

“No. You know how she is, even if she knows what’s going on, she never gets between us.
Wants us to work ourselves out.”

“Pretty shit parenting if you ask me,” Mary muttered, and Lily turned to her fiancé with a
frown.

“Mary,” she sighed. “We’re adults. It’s not her job to work things out for us.”

“Yes, but she never has—"

“That’s not your business,” Lily said sharply. “Just because you were there when my dad
died, just because you grew up with my family does not mean you get to judge how we
handle things.”

Mary sat back, her lips forming a thin line. “You don’t need to snap at me,” she said stiftly,
and Lily instantly winced, looking up at her fiancée.

“No, no, I’'m sorry,” she said quickly, reaching out. Thankfully, Mary didn’t pull back, letting
Lily grab her hand, holding it softly between her own. “I shouldn’t have said that,” Lily said
softly. “I- you know how hard things are with Petunia, with my family... I just need you to be
here for me. My mum has tried her best, and I don’t like when you judge her.”

“I know, I shouldn’t have said what I did either.” Mary sighed, shaking her head. Her curls
bounced as she did so, and Lily couldn’t help but watch them, slightly entranced. “It’s just
frustrating to me, to watch Petunia treat you like shit all the time and your mum never does a
thing.”



“It’s not perfect,” Lily agreed. “But that’s just family. I’ll talk to Petunia and maybe it’1l be
nothing or maybe it won’t, but whatever happens, I’ll figure it out, and you’ll be here.”

“Always.”

“Good,” Lily sighed, resisting the urge to reach out and pull at one of Mary’s curls. Touching
her hair was not allowed unless Lily was helping her do it. She hoped that Mary would want
plaits or something soon so Lily would have an excuse.

“You and me,” Mary said, leaning forward to kiss Lily softly on the cheek. She smelled clean
from her recent shower, and sweet. The scent of the vanilla perfume she always wore was
comforting and familiar.

Mary had been wearing the same scent since she was thirteen, and Marlene always joked that
vanilla was a grandmum perfume, but Lily loved it. It had come to the point where she
associated anything vanilla with Mary.

“I’ll call Petunia after breakfast,” Lily sighed. “But first, [ need food.”

“James said something about making muffins last night,” Mary said, her eyes brightening.

Lily let out a dramatic moan. “Oh gosh, I hope he does. That boy is the best cook I have ever
met.”

“Careful,” Mary winked as she stood from their bed and Lily instantly missed her warmth
even though she was right there. “Or I’ll start thinking you’d rather marry him instead.”

Lily grinned. “Look, I’m just saying, I adore you, Mary, but the only thing that could make
you more perfect is if you could cook.”



“I can buy you things.”

“Okay, sugar mommy.”

Mary choked at that, pushing Lily as she stepped back and Lily erupted into a peal of
laughter.

“Oh my god, your face!”

“I’'m sorry!” Mary said heatedly. “I can’t be your sugar mommy because I’m broke!”

Lily’s cheeks hurt from smiling as she climbed off the bed, grabbing Mary by the arm and
pulling her towards the door. “It’s okay, you’re pretty enough that you make up for it.”

Lily was still smiling as they headed into the kitchen together. She slowed her footsteps,
looking to Mary in slight alarm as she registered James and Regulus’s voices. If there was
one thing she’d learned over the years, it was to not get in the way of those two, as they hated
each other’s guts

")

“...but maybe you’ve just never had it the right way

“Oh, shut the fuck up, Potter. Do you really think I’ve never had a single well-made coffee?
It could be state-of-the-art and I still wouldn’t like it because I don t like coffee!”

Lily’s brow furrowed, leaning in to whisper in Mary’s ear. “Do we think it’s safe to go in?”

“Depends on how heated this conversation becomes,” Mary whispered back. “Give it a
minute, [’'m not about to be pulled into an argument about fucking coffee just because those
two act like children.



“Yes, but I thought I didn’t like coffee once too—"

“You don’t like coffee, you like sugar.”

“I like coffee!” James protested. “This is coffee, it’s coffee with sugar.”

“Enough sugar to give you a heart attack.”

“You know what, Regulus, I hope you have a heart attack,” James scoffed angrily, and there
was a very strange silence that followed. Hiding in the other room, Lily couldn’t see either of
their faces to tell what had just happened, but after a moment James spoke again, his voice
softer. “Shit, sorry, that was mean wasn’t it?”

“Yes! Jesus Christ.”

“Okay, fine, sorry! I’'m trying to be nice, you’re just not an easy person to be nice to. God,
you’re such a bitter bitch.”

“Potter?” Regulus exclaimed, his voice rising and James groaned.

“Shit, and that was mean again. In my defense, you started it.”

“I’m allowed to be mean to you.”

“Okay, Princess.”

Regulus sputtered at that. “What? Do not call me that.”



“Why not, I’'m being nice?”

“You’re being mean.”

“Just drink your tea, Regulus.”

They were silent after that and Lily raised her eyebrows at Mary, who nodded seriously. As
they stepped into the kitchen, everything seemed to be intact and the two boys were sitting
silently at the table, sipping their drinks.

Whew. Lily was not prepared to handle a fistfight from either of them before she’d even had
breakfast. Not that she really thought James would allow it to come to that. In fact, hearing
some of his comments at Regulus was a little surprising. She’d never heard James talk to
Regulus or really anyone like that. But surely, after over a decade of hating each other, Lily
was sure he had to lose his cool eventually. James may have been a saint, but no one could
hold out against Regulus’s attitude forever. And Lily said this fondly of course, because she
loved Regulus and considered him to be a very close friend, but he definitely wasn’t
always... the nicest person.

“Good morning,” Lily greeted. “How’d you sleep?”

Regulus didn’t even deign this worthy of a response but James looked up, greeting them with
a warm smile. “Great, how about you two?”

“Wonderful,” Lily smiled, wrapping an arm around Mary’s shoulders. “I love this place.”

Lily managed not to think about Petunia for the rest of the day. They went swimming again,
and in the late afternoon, she went with Regulus to pick up a few things from the shops. She
helped James cook dinner later that night, and as everyone else was helping clean up, she
went upstairs to change into her pajamas, groaning as her phone began to ring.

“Tunie...” Lily answered, sitting down on the edge of the bed.



“Lily,” Petunia began, and Lily could already tell by the tone of her voice that she was not
happy. “I’ve been trying to get ahold of you.”

“I know, I’m on holiday, Petunia, I’'m sorry I was otherwise occupied.”

“Don’t get snippy with me, Lily. ’'m sorry you have more important things to do than talk to
your sister, but I have news.”

Lily exhaled through her nose, clenching her fists as she tried to keep her temper in check.
“Okay, what’s your news?”

She paused. “I’m getting married!”

“You’re getting married?” Lily repeated. “To Vernon?”

“Who else?” Petunia snapped.

“Okay,” Lily sighed, it wasn’t exactly unexpected. As much as she despised Vernon, he and
Petunia had been together for a few years now, so it was only a matter of time. “Do you have
a date or anything yet?”

“Yes, April.”

Lily choked on her breath. “April? Of this year?”

“Yes, a spring wedding will be nice, don’t you think?”



Lily jumped off the bed, rage blazing in her lungs. “Yeah, Tunie, I do think because /'m
getting married in April and you know that!”

“Yes, but in late April. Vernon and I are getting married at the beginning.”

“And? You don’t decide to get married the same month as your sister! Who the fuck does
that?”

“If you could please stop cursing at me,” Petunia scoffed. “Of course, you have to make
everything about yourself.”

There were frustrated tears pricking at the corners of her eyes as Lily choked out a scoff.
“You’re the one who has to upstage my wedding!”

“It’s different!”

“How in god’s name is it different? Because Mary is a girl? Because I'm fucking gay? You
think that makes it less of a wedding?”

“You’re always twisting my words, I don’t have a problem with Mary. I’ve known her just
about as long as you have.”

“You didn’t have a problem until I started dating her.”

Petunia didn’t have anything to say to this, simply sniffing unhappily over the phone. “You’re
always twisting things,” she said finally. “Fine, if you want to make me the bad guy and
yourself the poor victim, unsupported and hated by her prejudiced family, go ahead! A good
sister would be happy for me.”

“A good sister wouldn’t plan her wedding in the same month as her sister’s,” Lily snapped,
her voice hard, before promptly hanging up.



She stood there in silence for a long moment, hand over her mouth as she tried to keep at bay
the sobs that threatened to spill out.

“Petunia is getting married,” she told Mary that night.

“Oh,” Mary grimaced. “Wonderful.”

“The same month as us.”

“I- oh...”

“Yeah.”

“I’'m sorry.”

“Me too.”

James

James was feeling good.

He woke to silence. No alarm, no phone ringing, no Regulus making an absolute racket. As
he sat up in bed, glancing to the other side of the room, the man in question was fast asleep.
James watched the steady rise and fall of his chest, slow and deep. He’d begun to slowly
recognize when Regulus was actually asleep. When he was awake, his breaths tended to be
shallow, as if he didn’t want to allow himself to breathe.



Quietly, James stood, stretching with a small yawn. Regulus shifted in his bed and James
paused, looking over, but he didn’t move again so James crept towards the dresser. He
dressed quickly, throwing on some workout clothes. He grabbed his phone and tiptoed down
the stairs.

The kitchen was quiet as James started a pot of coffee before tugging on his running shoes
and heading outside. He hadn’t really gotten to know the area yet, but he knew they were
surrounded by a lot of wilderness and James was surging with energy. He didn’t mind taking
a little time to explore. James started some music, pausing to stretch before taking off into the
unknown.

It'd been a little while since he’d had time to run, and he winced at how quickly he found
himself getting out of breath, but he pushed forward anyway. There was a reason James had
always loved running. He loved the burn, the ache in his chest, the taste of blood at the back
of his throat when he pushed too hard. He liked to feel like he was real, alive.

Unfortunately, James hadn’t been allowed to work out for months following— well, the
accident. Then once he was allowed again, life didn’t feel like slowing down to allow him the
time in the mornings to run.

Time felt strangely stagnant as he pushed forward. Like maybe nothing had changed. Maybe
he was home near the English countryside, birds singing and the grey sky heavy above, a
lifelong comfort even with the threat of rain. Maybe James would return and his mum would
be waiting, with breakfast already made and a smile. A smile warm enough that James could
forget about the deep and all-consuming unhappiness that lurked in the marrow of his bones.
Maybe he would run until he fell right over the edge of the earth. Maybe no one would even
look for him.

James kept pushing. Even when he was gasping for breath, even when the world spun, he
didn’t stop running. His chest burned; he could feel it, the sickening crunch of metal slicing
across his ribs, blood dripping down his face and into his eyes. James stumbled and hit the
ground hard, hands falling out to catch himself.

Gasping, he sat back to examine his hands. There was a long cut across the palm from where
it’d caught on a sharp rock and he ignored it, pulling at his shirt to frantically look at the scar
across his ribs. It was pink and puckered, an ugly flaw across his torso. He expected gushing
blood, he expected the harsh threads pulling his skin together. James expected to see metal



sticking out of his chest, but there was nothing. Only the scar on its way to healing, even as it
marred his skin.

James dropped his shirt. He stood, wiping the blood from his palm off on his shorts.

He ran back to the house, still tasting the blood and swallowing it down, panting slightly as
he slowed to a walk on the front porch. He didn’t feel so good anymore.

“Morning, Prongs,” Remus greeted from the table as James entered the kitchen, pushing his
glasses onto his head and wiping sweat from his face.

“Morning,” James mumbled before heading to the sink and downing a glass of water.
Regulus was at the counter fixing himself a cup of tea and James watched as, without a word,
he grabbed another mug and poured a cup of coffee, grabbing the sugar and unceremoniously
dumping in an absurd amount. James couldn’t help but smile slightly as Regulus pushed it
towards him without a word.

“Thanks,” he said softly.

They stood there for a while, sipping their respective drinks in silence. The only sound was
that of Remus at the table occasionally flipping a page of his book.

Regulus had somehow managed to become even more confusing to James. At least before,
James knew the younger boy hated him and that was that. Except apparently, Regulus was
adamant that wasn’t true and it seemed the shallow dislike James had been sure of went far
deeper than that. Went all the way to Regulus and Sirius’s relationship, to Sirius leaving and
Regulus staying.

Now, that complicated things. See, Regulus and Sirius were a very delicate, very volatile
thing. They were close again, and in the past few years they’d become comfortable with one
another, but James knew there was still resentment and fear lingering in their relationship.
He’d never even realized Regulus felt as if James had “stolen” Sirius away, and the more he
thought about it, the more he realized how much sense that made. Of course a young Regulus
had decided to hate James before they even met; he was jealous, he was scared of being



abandoned, and then... then he had been. Then Sirius had left and gone running to James,
leaving Regulus for the Potters just as the young boy had most likely feared.

All of that made sense. What didn’t make sense was whatever was happening now.

James couldn’t describe the shock he still felt when he realized that he had hurt Regulus’s
feelings, that for all his attitude, Regulus could dish it out but not take it. The scrunch of his
face, the downturn of his mouth, it’d stopped James’s heart in his chest. Because what the
fuck? Regulus didn’t like James being mean to him. Cold, cruel, and uncaring Regulus Black
got upset when James was mean to him?

That opened a door James had never even considered existing before. A door to a place
where... where Regulus cared about James? Cared what he did, what he said, and what they
were. After half of his life thinking Regulus could not give two shits about him, James was
still reeling from the realization.

So now, they were something. Not quite friends, but not whatever they’d always been either.
Something where Regulus cared, and James... James cared, too. In fact, he was finding
himself unable to think of anything but Regulus over the past few days. James watched him
in every room, picking up little things he’d never noticed before. How Regulus sometimes
shrunk back when everyone was around, as if despite the cold confidence he exuded, a part of
him was still that scared little boy Sirius had left behind. How his fingers were always
tapping out a beat, playing some silent song. James knew he studied music, piano. Regulus
had been playing as long as James had known him, yet he realized he’d never heard Regulus
play before and now he dreamed about it. What it’d be like to watch his long fingers turn his
instrument into something magical. He had to be good, James knew he went to the best
school for music within a hundred miles. He remembered Sirius crying with happiness when
Regulus had been accepted, spinning his brother around the living room.

And James had been there, had known Regulus for so long that he felt suddenly incredibly
stupid for how little he really knew. He’d been sitting on Sirius’s floor the day he opened the
door to find Regulus standing there, seventeen, rain dripping down his face, a plastic hospital
bracelet hanging from his wrist. He’d made tea and helped Remus make up the guest room.
He’d sat in the living room while he listened to Sirius and Regulus’s voices in the other room,
rising until Sirius was yelling and then everything was silent.

It was late when Sirius had emerged, his eyes red from freshly shed tears.



“Reggie is gonna stay here for a little while,” was all he’d said, his voice cracking on the last
word and James and Remus had both stood instantly and wrapped Sirius in their arms until he
could breathe through his sobs again.

So, James had been there for what was probably one of the worst nights of Regulus’s life. Yet
somehow, there was such a disconnect between the two of them.

James watched Regulus sip his tea, his gaze fixed on the far wall, bottom lip caught between
his teeth. He wondered what Regulus was thinking, what went on in that mind of his. God,
James wished he could rip the younger man open with his own teeth, crack his skull open and
pick apart his brain. He wanted to know everything, every inch of Regulus. What sort of
things was he thinking? Did his internal monologue sound the same as the words that fell
from his mouth, or was he like James? Did he secretly keep things close, never letting people
see what he was really thinking?

Regulus turned and James didn’t even bother trying to look away, knowing he was already
spotted. They simply held each other’s gazes for a long moment and James really, really
wished he could ask what Regulus was thinking at that moment.

There was the unmistakable sound of Sirius bounding down the stairs (because no one else
ran down that fast) and James quickly looked away, downing the last few sips of his coftee
and leaving the mug in the sink.

“I’m gonna go shower,” he mumbled.

Regulus nodded in reply, wrinkling his nose. “Good, you stink.”

“Sorry, Princess,” James rolled his eyes, not missing the way Regulus’s pale cheeks colored
ever so slightly at the name. Huh, that was a piece of information he was going to tuck away
for later. For what purposes? James didn’t know yet, but it felt very important.

Remus



Look, Remus Lupin was not stupid. Far from it. Ask anyone who knew him. Even those who
might claim him to be the worst person to grace the earth still couldn’t say he was dumb.
Remus was smart, quite brilliant, really. And sure, he had a few moments he wasn’t proud
of... like the fact that it took him years to realize Sirius was in love with him. But in Remus’s
defense, Sirius was emotionally stunted and coped with his feelings for Remus by making out
with other people... so he couldn’t be entirely blamed for missing that.

But for the most part, Remus was observant, and right now, he knew something wasn’t right.
He couldn’t explain what it was, but something was sending alarm bells ringing through his
mind.

Sirius had said James was fine, or as fine as he could be considering the past year. It seemed
like Sirius was right. After all, who knew James better? Remus had been watching him,
seeing how he interacted with their friends, how he smiled and laughed. James did seem fine,
but Remus was not dumb and he could just feel that something wasn’t right.

“Do you ever feel like you’re just... missing something? Something big and important?”

Regulus blinked, looking up and pulling out an earbud to raise an eyebrow at Remus. “No, I
don’t miss things.”

“Ha,” Remus said dryly, because Regulus was smart too and incredibly sharp, but he did miss
things, especially when it came to emotions. The Black brothers had that in common.

“I don’t like your tone,” Regulus scoffed. “What is it you think you’re missing?”

“Well, I’'m missing it, aren’t I? How should I know?”

“I have no idea, Lupin...” Regulus sighed dramatically, dropping his other earbud on the
table as well. Despite his dramatics, it was clear Remus had his full attention. “What is this
about? Can you give me at least a general subject to go off of?”



Remus hesitated for a moment. “James...” he said slowly. He wasn’t so sure he should bring
up James to Regulus as the two of them had always had a rocky relationship, but it wasn’t
like Remus was airing anything personal. Really, all Remus had was a vague, unsubstantiated
feeling.

“What about him?”” There was something in Regulus’s voice, something careful and almost
closed off that gave Remus a pause.

“It’s probably nothing.”

“No, it’s enough of something for you to be bringing it up.” Still, Regulus’s voice was
careful. Remus didn’t understand and for a long moment, he simply studied his friend. This
felt like more than just Regulus’s dislike for James. It felt like he had something to hide.

“Well...” Remus frowned. “I can’t even place what it is, that’s the thing. He seems fine,
totally normal. In fact, I asked Sirius about it and he seemed to think there was nothing to
worry about. And then when I asked Marlene, she honest to god laughed in my face, I’'m not
even kidding. Like the idea is ludicrous.”

“Is it?”

“I don’t know. I mean, you know James. He’s never failed to bounce back a day in his life.
That’s the thing. Nothing is wrong, he seems perfectly fine. I feel like maybe he shouldn’t be.
But is that crazy? Shouldn’t I just be happy that James is doing well?”

“Well,” Regulus shrugged, “it’s not like you’re wishing for him to be unwell. I get it’s not
normal, but you know, everyone reacts differently to these things. If you’re concerned, maybe
you should just ask James about it.”

Still, something felt off. Something about Regulus’s demeanor. The entire damn situation felt
like a puzzle but one of the pieces had been swallowed by the dog six years earlier and



nobody had bothered to tell him until he’d nearly completed the entire thing except for one
piece. (Yes, that had happened, yes, Remus was still bitter about it.)

Remus couldn’t place it, he couldn’t find anything to back up his feeling. Regulus, despite the
odd stillness of his voice, was sitting back at the table, entirely casual, the faint sound of
classical music still coming from his earbuds. He met Remus’s gaze head-on, not a single
sign of a lie on his face.

With a sigh, Remus just shook his head. Regulus didn’t really lie after all, that wasn’t him.

“Yeah,” Remus said finally. “You’re probably right. I’ll just talk to him.”

“Good idea, I wonder who gave you that one. Probably someone young and hot and
brilliant.”

Remus rolled his eyes, pushing Regulus playfully before letting him turn back to whatever
song he’d been analyzing before Remus interrupted him.

Remus had barely even opened his book before there was the unmistakable sound of Sirius
bounding back down the stairs at superspeed, because he’d come down earlier for only two
seconds before deciding he had very pressing secret matters to attend to. Those matters
became clear a moment later as he was skidding to a halt in the kitchen, Marlene right behind
him.

Straightening, Remus shot the two of them an instant frown because he knew whatever plan
they’d come up with couldn’t be good. Marlene and Sirius were a dangerous pair.

'”

“Let’s go out tonight!” Sirius announced loudly, and Remus resisted the urge to groan.

God, he was exhausted, his legs had been aching all day, and he really didn’t want to go out.
In fact, Remus almost never wanted to go out, but he didn’t want to be the one to ruin
everyone’s fun. He didn’t want to be the one standing awkwardly on the outside either as



everyone else danced and got blackout drunk, but only one of those options included Sirius
pouting at him. Sirius loved going out, and he especially loved going out with Remus.
“Getting dressed up pretty” for him, as Sirius always put it. As if Remus didn’t think about
him day and night already. The outfits Sirius liked to wear did not help Remus’s resolve when
it came to denying a night out.

“Sure,” Regulus agreed quickly, and Remus pretended not to notice that he was clearly hiding
his enthusiasm. Sirius had no idea the kind of shit Regulus got up to on nights out and
frankly, as much as Remus believed in trust and openness in a relationship, he didn’t think it
was his place to out Regulus’s escapades to his older brother.

Regulus was an adult after all, plus James always had it covered when it came to watching
out for Regulus. Remus didn’t fear for his safety, in fact, he thought it was probably good for
the younger Black (to a certain extent). Regulus had been so repressed and stiff for so many
years, it was probably good to get out, to feel comfortable in his skin. There were probably
worse coping mechanisms.

As Marlene and Sirius started to recruit everyone else into their idea, Remus didn’t interject.
He let them come up with plans, even while he wanted nothing less than to leave the house
that night.

See, the thing was, Remus wasn’t like the rest of them. The rest of the boys had met at a very
young age. Peter and James had been neighbors since they were both four, and then James
met Sirius a bit later at school when they were both eleven. The three of them were good
friends, and Remus always saw them around town, generally making a racket and being
nuisances. He’d scoff and shake his head, but the truth was, Remus had wanted that.

He would watch all the other boys from behind the register of his parent's Kosher butcher and
pretend that he didn’t care about fitting in. He pretended he didn’t care that they made fun of
him for always smelling like meat or going to Jewish day school when everyone else went to
school together. But Remus did care, he cared deeply and intensely. It settled in his bones at
such a young age. That feeling of existing on the outside. Of being wrong, different.

Eventually, Remus’s parents had finally given in to his pleas and enrolled him in the
“normal” school. On his very first day, Sirius had sat next to him.



Sometimes it still felt like a fluke. What had Remus done? What could he possibly possess to
make Sirius Black, the brightest fucking star in the sky, sit down next to him and instantly
decide to make Remus one of the most important people in his life? It was a question that still
haunted Remus to this day.

The part of Remus that was very good at psychoanalyzing himself had decided that this was
probably why it’d taken him so long to realize Sirius was in love with him. Peter and James
lamented how it was the most obvious thing in the world. Obvious to the point that people
had been shocked to discover that Remus didn t know. His friends had apparently believed
Remus to simply be ignoring Sirius’s feelings for the sake of preserving their friendship...
but no, Remus didn’t have that kind of control.

That had always scared him. How willing he was to do absolutely anything for Sirius. How
much he wanted to swallow Sirius whole, to drown in him, to let him put a bullet through
Remus’s brain. It didn’t feel like the pretty kind of love his parents talked about. There wasn’t
much quiet or ease about them, and sometimes Remus was scared it could all still fall to
pieces.

“What are you gonna wear, Moony?” Sirius asked, leaning over his chair to hook his chin on
Remus’s shoulder.

“Dunno, whatever you pick for me, I suppose.” Remus raised an eyebrow, his book closed
and entirely given up on by now. He’d really thought he’d manage to have more time for
reading on this holiday, but apparently not.

“Moony!” Sirius exclaimed, pulling Remus up from his seat by his wrists. “Are you giving
me free rein?”

“Whatever you want.”

“Whatever?” Sirius repeated, his eyes glinting wickedly.

“Please, it has to be something comfortable though. I cannot go through an entire night of
chasing after you idiots in jeans so tight I can barely breathe.”



Sirius pouted at that, his eyes wide, but he was interrupted by Barty jumping up onto a chair.
“I am going to get so drunk and fuck the first Italian hottie I see.”

“No, you’re not,” Evan scoffed, and Regulus, still sitting quietly across the table, shot Remus
an amused glance.

“You’re hot, but you’re not Italian, Evan,” Barty frowned.

“I’'m going to kill you. You’re going to wake up bleeding out slowly, floating on your
mattress in the middle of the lake, and you’ll have no one to blame but yourself.” Evan said
calmly, barely even blinking.

Sirius just made a disgusted face. “Keep your weird shit out of the kitchen.”

“Says you,” Barty said, spinning with such contempt Remus knew it was time to end this
conversation.

“Great, wonderful. Everybody get up and get dressed because I refuse to deal with this right
now.” Remus clapped his hands, feeling like he was rounding up schoolchildren as they all
scattered.

God, Remus really didn’t understand how he’d ever wound up with this life.

James

“We’re going out.”



James sat up from his bed blinking at Regulus. It took him a moment to realize what was
different. “Are you wearing makeup?”

Regulus instantly frowned. “Have we not had this conversation?”

“Well, we talked about concealer but you’re wearing... makeup.”

“Yeah, as I just said...” Regulus said blankly. “We’ve had this conversation.”

“No, it’s different makeup,” James tried to explain. “Like the eyes and stuff... I like it.”

Regulus just continued to look at James with his mouth downturned and a crease between his
brow before he finally just sighed, shaking his head. “Thanks, Potter, now get dressed. We’re
going out."

James stood after a moment because that sounded like a wonderful idea. The first few days in
Italy had been strange, and James felt uptight and on edge. He needed to get incredibly drunk
and forget about everything for a little while. That was his original mission for the holiday,
but for some awful reason, his problems seemed to be very persistent and just as sickening in
Italy as they were in London.

James didn’t speak another word to Regulus as he started sorting through his clothes. He
didn’t even realize that Regulus was still standing there until he spoke suddenly, startling
James.

“Remus is worried about you.”

James froze, turning slowly to look at Regulus. “Why?” James choked out, trying not to
sound too unnatural. He didn’t think it was working by the look on Regulus’s face.



“I don’t think he knows,” Regulus began, which wasn’t what James expected him to say. “He
seems to think that you seem perfectly fine, he just has a feeling.”

“I don’t ‘seem’ fine, I am fine. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“You don’t need to do that.”

James’s heart stuttered, his breath catching before his blood started to pump again. “Huh?”

Regulus crossed his arms, looking up at James with his bottom lip caught between his teeth.
“Pretend.”

“I’'m not pretending,” James scoffed, clenching his jaw to stop himself from lashing out
further. “I’'m fine.”

“Okay, so am 1.”

“Huh?” James said again, and he hated to say he probably sounded a right idiot at the
moment.

“That was a lie, just like the bullshit you just tried to sell me,” Regulus said, his eyes
narrowing. “I’m not saying spill your guts to me. Lord knows I may be the least comforting
person on the planet, but don’t lie to me. I don’t believe in lying.”

“Really?” James couldn’t help the edge that crept into his voice at that. “Regulus Black is
suddenly morally against lying? Do you expect me to believe that?”

“When have I lied?” Regulus asked.



“You lie to Sirius about sleeping around—"

“Firstly, I have never lied about that. If he asked me, I’d tell him. In fact, while I don’t love
advertising it to my brother, I’ve never gone out of my way to keep it from him. It’s not a
crime if I simply prefer to keep it to myself, especially with how overprotective Sirius is. You
are the one who works hard to keep it from him.”

“It would only worry him—"

“Exactly. I’'m not saying start telling him everything I get up to, but I’'m not a liar, James.”

James. James.

Regulus never called him James. It was always “Potter” or something creative and mean-
spirited, but never James. Yet, recently, James was sure this had to be at least the second time
Regulus had called him that and it stopped the building anger dead in its tracks. Something
about the way Regulus said his name was so earnest, like it was bigger than it really was, like
it meant something. Slowly, and dizzyingly so, James felt like he was discovering layer by
layer of Regulus Black, and he was nothing like James had ever imagined.

“James?” Regulus questioned when he didn’t respond, and there it was again.

It was addicting, a head rush. James wanted to make Regulus say it again, to hear him
whisper James’s name, to beg.

He blinked.

“Okay, so you’re not a liar.”

Regulus looked like he’d expected more of a fight than that, and his eyebrows scrunched
together as looked at James, eyes dark and unreadable.



“So... we’re not going to finish this conversation, are we?”” Regulus said finally when James
didn’t add anything more.

“No. I don’t want to talk about this.”

“Fine, but don’t lie to me.”

James had no reason to agree. He didn’t owe Regulus anything. In fact, James didn’t even
think they were friends. Yet, there was something there. Something in the way Regulus said
his name, the way James couldn’t seem to get enough of him suddenly.

James was a curious person. He always had been, never one to leave a mystery unsolved,
especially a person. He delighted in befriending people, in trying to coax them out of their
shells, figure out who they were and what made them tick. James was never the best in
school, in fact, he’s sure he only graduated because Remus used to spend hours tutoring
James in maths. On his own, he may not have done it. Despite his academic shortcomings,
his mum had always insisted that James was clever.

“People smart,” she used to always tell him. “You get people, you know the right things to
say. You know how to read someone— that is, when you manage to get out of your own head.
You 're real-world smart and one day that will serve you well. Don t sell yourself short, my
love.”

James had never quite believed her. She was his mum, she was supposed to say that. But he
did understand what she meant. He wanted to know people, and often he succeeded in doing
so. Regulus Black, however, was not a person James had ever had the chance to truly dive
into, and he’d tried to make his peace with the fact that he never would. Except, now... now,
a door was open and James didn’t know how it’d happened or what it meant, but he knew he
couldn’t let this go. He couldn’t pass up a chance to know Regulus. James wanted everything,
he wanted to know what was going on in his mind. Was it loud like James’s, or was it as quiet
as Regulus always appeared? Or maybe, like James’s constant smile, always given easily,
Regulus was pretending to be something he wasn’t as well. Or maybe not. He seemed
adamant that he wasn’t a liar.



“Okay,” James agreed. Because he wanted to know Regulus, and Regulus didn’t want to be
lied to. He didn’t know if he meant it even as he replied, swallowing before adding, “But
don’t ask me things I can’t answer if you don’t want to be lied to.”

“Or maybe you could do this crazy thing where you admit how you really are.”

“Oh?” James raised his eyebrows. “So why don’t you tell me about why you don’t sleep?
Why you take home anyone who looks at you?” Regulus froze, eyes wide and James shook
his head when he didn’t respond. “See? That’s what I thought. Don’t expect something from
me you’re not willing to give yourself.”

Regulus opened his mouth before immediately clamping it shut, stopping himself from
speaking. God, James wanted to know what he was about to say. What was he thinking? Did
he want to rip James open with his teeth? Was it the same? Did Regulus find it dizzying in
the same way James found himself dreaming of putting his mouth to Regulus’s skin?

“Just get dressed,” was what Regulus said when James didn’t speak again, “or Sirius will be
upset. He’s raring to go.”

“I’11 bet,” James said, shaking his head and letting the subject drop, falling between the
cracks of the floorboard. If he didn’t, he was afraid he might ask for something, and he
couldn’t live with himself if Regulus didn’t say yes. If Regulus wasn’t filled with the same
indescribable want. So, James was sure it was better not to know, to pretend there was a
world out there where Regulus wanted into James’s soul as well. “You know how Sirius is,
he’ll wither and die without a night out every once in a while.”

“He’s an attention whore,” Regulus said. Even as James had turned his back, looking to the
wardrobe for something to wear, he could still practically sense the way Regulus rolled his
eyes at the mere mention of his brother.

“I was going to say enthusiastic,” James noted. “But that works.”

They didn’t talk much after that, and certainly not about anything that mattered, but for some
reason, Regulus stayed. Even though he was already dressed and ready to go, he waited for



James, lying on his bed while he scrolled through his phone. James wasn’t entirely sure that
Regulus was waiting for him until James reappeared from the bathroom ready to go and
Regulus sat up, following him downstairs.

It was loud in the kitchen. Sirius and Mary had already begun pregaming, and Marlene was
giggling loudly about something into Lily’s ear. Remus looked like he wanted to be literally
anywhere else, and James stopped next to him, squeezing his shoulder.

“Alright, Moony?” he asked quietly.

Remus looked over, blinking in surprise before nodding slowly. “Yeah, yeah I’m fine.”

“You feel alright?”

“Well enough.”

Remus would never admit when he was feeling ill until he was practically about to drop, but
as James studied him, he didn’t look too bad. A little tired, but otherwise, he still had color in
his cheeks and he stood steadily.

James went to turn, but Remus caught him by the arm before he could depart. “Hey, Prongs?”

“Hm?79

“You’re the best, you know that?”

James frowned slightly, unsure what had brought that on. “Course I am, Moony,” James said,
shaking off his momentary pause. He grinned widely, as he always did.



Remus’s brow furrowed and James didn’t like the way his friend looked at him, eyes
narrowing slightly like he was seeing something for the first time. Something James would
really rather he didn’t.

As James looked away, he caught Regulus’s eyes on him. James held the younger man’s gaze
in a challenge. Surprisingly, it was Regulus who broke first, spinning and quickly grabbing a
shot out of Barty’s hand and downing it before his friend could. Barty didn’t even look
surprised when his drink was stolen, he just pushed Regulus before grabbing the bottle and
pouring himself another.

To no one’s surprise, it took them forever to make it out of the house and the night was well
on its way by the time they stumbled into the club. The music was loud, the bass
reverberating through James’s chest and he quickly lost sight of most of his friends as
Marlene grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him to the bar.

James didn’t complain, even as they struggled through ordering from the Italian bartender.
Eventually, he had a drink in hand and it was too loud to think properly, just how James liked
it. Marlene dragged him to dance, packed in by the bodies around them. James laughed as she
threw her arms around his neck, colored lights reflecting off her blonde hair.

“I needed this!” Marlene leaned in to yell into James’s ear and fuzzily, James made a distant
note to ask her what was going on with her. He could tell something was off, but she hadn’t
said a word about it yet, and usually, James was the first person Marlene confided in.

Eventually, Marlene was pulled away by the girls, and James let her go, catching sight of
Regulus on the far side of the room. There was a man in his space, leaning forward, hands on
Regulus’s waist. James felt bile rising in his throat at the sight, and he wasn’t sure why. It
wasn’t the first time, nor would it be the last, that Regulus picked someone up on a night out.
James was about to look away, unable to stomach the sight when suddenly, he froze, alarm
bells ringing in his head. Regulus was leaning against the wall heavily, and something about
the sight wasn’t right.

James was moving, pushing through the crowd before he even registered deciding to do so.
As he came closer, his stomach flipped. Regulus was barely standing as the man put his
hands all over him, clearly incredibly drunk.



“Excuse me,” James interrupted coolly, and the man pulled back.

“Problem?” the man asked in an Irish accent, probably a tourist just like them.

“Yeah, get your fucking hands off.”

The man eyed James sharply, and as he stepped forward, Regulus swayed slightly without the
man’s weight keeping him up.

“What? You his keeper?”

“He’s drunk.”

“Soam 1.”

“Not that drunk.”

“James,” Regulus whispered, and he wasn’t yelling or telling James off for ruining his one-
night stand. Instead, it sounded desperate and sad and James’s stomach flipped at the sound.

James, James, James. Regulus said his name as if it mattered.

“Get the fuck away from him. Last chance,” James growled.

The man straightened. “No, piss off. If he’s not yours, then it’s not your business.”



James didn’t even realize he was throwing a punch until his fist was making contact and the
man hit the wall with the force of it. Regulus jumped back, looking confused, his eyes wide
with fear. There was a commotion as a bouncer was starting forward and James grabbed
Regulus as the man stumbled up, nose dripping blood.

“I’m going to fucking kill you—" James didn’t stay to let the asshole finish his threat,
holding Regulus up by the waist.

“I’m leaving, I’m leaving,” James said, putting his hand up in surrender as the bouncer turned
on him. He escorted James and Regulus out of the building anyway, but much to his surprise,
rather than simply pushing them outside, the bouncer stopped, frowning at Regulus who was
barely staying on his feet at that point.

“He is alright?” The man asked, gesturing to Regulus in heavily accented English.

“Yes,” James said, looking down at Regulus softly. “I’ve got him, I’ll get him home.”

The bouncer looked to Regulus, catching his eye. “You are alright with him?”

Regulus took a long moment to respond. “James,” he said simply, leaning heavily against
James.

“You’re James?” the bouncer frowned.

“Yes, we’re childhood friends. We’re living together, he’s okay with me. I’d never hurt him.”

The bouncer seemed convinced since Regulus didn’t seem distressed. He nodded and left
them there on the corner of the street.

James just stood there for a long moment. Regulus quietly pressed against his side, head
tucked into James’s shoulder.



Stretching out his fingers, James glanced down at his hand which was already bruising
slightly where it’d made contact with the man’s face. He didn’t understand why Regulus
seemed so comfortable being touched by him. They’d never really touched before, and James
had just punched a man, the evidence splashed across his knuckles. Regulus should be
running, he should be looking at James in horror. Instead, he seemed perfectly fine in James’s
space. The only conclusion that James could come to was that Regulus was too drunk to
understand what was happening.

James hailed a car, rubbing soothing circles on Regulus’s back once they were safely tucked
inside and on their way back to the house. He silently prayed that Regulus wouldn’t throw up
in the cab. By some miracle, they made it to the dark house without incident and Regulus
didn’t start gagging until they were out of the car. James kept a gentle hand on the back of his
neck as he threw up in the garden before getting them inside and safely shutting them into the
bathroom. He started the sink and quickly wiped down Regulus’s face, having him rinse his
mouth and spit into the sink.

“James?” His voice was clearer now, still heavy and slurred at the edges, but Regulus was
looking up at him. His eyes were filled with something dark and anguished. James reached
up and turned off the sink. The silence that followed was intense, drilling into James’s bones.

“Regulus?” James whispered back instead of don t look at me like that. Don t say my name
like it matters. Don t let anyone touch you ever again.

“I think there’s something fundamentally wrong with me,” Regulus slurred, his whisper
cutting through the quiet. “Like it’s in my bones and my DNA. I tried to cut it out, but it’s
stuck. I’m stuck. I can’t get her out of my head.”

“There’s nothing wrong with you,” James whispered, and Regulus reached for him. He’d
never done that before tonight, but now James couldn’t imagine never having this again.
Fingers finding James’s skin, pulling, begging, holding on. “Just because bad things
happened doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong with you.”

“Maybe I attract it.”



You attracted me, James wanted to say. What a sick, sick curse to be wanted by James Potter.
And god, James wanted. He wanted in an all-consuming, terrible, cursed way that he couldn’t
deny anymore. He didn’t understand what it was, but James knew he needed Regulus, needed
to hear his name fall from the other man’s lips, always, forever. If he never heard another
word again, he’d be okay with that.

“I hated you because you were everything I couldn’t be,” Regulus choked out when James
couldn’t force himself to speak. “I hated you not just because I thought you took my brother,
but because that was the kind of person Sirius wanted. He wanted a brother who was fun,
who laughed loudly and smiled easily. Who agreed to his stupid pranks and ran wild. But |
could never be that. I’ve always been too quiet, too scared, too heavy with all this shit. It’s in
my bones and I hated you because Sirius loved you, because he hated me. Because I’'m just
like our mother, under all of it I’'m just like her. And he’ll never forgive me for that, James.
He’ll always resent me a little bit. He’ll always look at me as if they’re in my blood. I can
feel it on my skin and I’ve tried to cut it out, but it never took the pity and the bitterness out
of Sirius’s eyes.” James wasn’t sure he’d ever heard Regulus say so much at one time as he
stopped suddenly, eyes downcast and voice quiet as he finished. “I want him to stop looking
at me like I’'m something I’m not. I’'m not them, I’m not.”

“I know.”

Regulus looked up. He swallowed and James watched the movement of his throat as he did.
“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, I do. You’re not anything like them, and you’ve never been.”

“I stayed. I let them do the terrible things they did. I never said a word, I never stopped them.
I was like them, Sirius thought I was like them. You didn’t even know me, so you must have
thought—"

“I thought you were a child.”

That shut Regulus up, cheeks still flushed from the alcohol, eyes wide in surprise.



“I was_”

“A child,” James repeated firmly. “I may not have really noticed or seen you before, but I
never thought you were a bad person. Sure, I thought you were mean, I thought you hated
me, but [ never thought you were anything like your parents. And Sirius... [ won’t lie to you
and say he’s never thought that, but he was angry and scared. He wanted you to come with
him, and it ruined him when you didn’t. I will never blame him for the things he did to cope,
but he doesn’t think that now. Sirius accepted you no questions asked as soon as you did
leave. But Regulus, I have never and could never think so terribly of you.”

Regulus didn’t seem to know what to say to that, and he just tucked his knees to his chest.
James knew the bathroom tile had to be uncomfortable, and he reached a hand out for
Regulus to take.

“C’mon,” James murmured gently, “why don’t you get some sleep?”” he suggested.

Regulus hesitated for a moment before taking James’s hand and letting himself be pulled up.
Regulus’s hand was small in James’s. It was cold, and James resisted the urge to clasp it
between his own and warm up his fingers. The bones of Regulus's hand were delicate under
James’s fingertips, and James wanted to examine Regulus’s long fingers, perfect for a pianist.

James didn’t, because he had some self-control, thank you very much.

He led Regulus to his bed, pulling off his socks and shoes but leaving on his outfit. Even with
the strange barrier that seemed to have dissolved between them, that felt too far.

Regulus collapsed on his bed and his eyes fluttered shut. For once, he seemed to fall asleep
almost instantly, his breathing evening out.

James sat there at the edge of his bed, pulling out his phone and texting Sirius.

James:



I took Regulus home he wasn’t feeling well.
He’s fine btw so don’t worry. Just sleeping it off.

Love u <33

He didn’t wait for Sirius to respond before switching his phone off. He didn’t want to know if
any of his friends had heard about the part where James punched a man. Hopefully not. He
thought if they had, his phone would have been blowing up.

James sat there watching Regulus sleep for a long time. He didn’t understand what the
feeling was that filled his chest every time he looked at the other man. James didn’t
understand what was happening or why he was suddenly obsessed with Regulus Black, but
that was a worry for another night.
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Regulus

“I think you’d like him.”

“I'dont know...”

“You would.”

1

“Mother and Father don 't approve.’

“Well, Mother and Father don 't know James. He's kind and funny, he s always laughing or
smiling about something. He loves telling stories, and he makes them so interesting. Every
time I just think that you’d love them! His parents are great, I got to meet them after school
one time and they were so nice and they hugged me! You'll see when you start school with us
this year, you’ll love him.”

“BOyS‘/ 2

Regulus instantly straightened up, spine going rigid. Sirius was slower to stand upright, but
as the clack of their mother s heels came closer, he collected himself as well, chin up,
shoulders back. After all, Blacks don 't slouch.



“Yes, Mother,” they chorused in unison as their mother rounded the corner, the lines of her
stern face hard.

“What are we doing out here? Sirius, I’'m certain you have homework, and Regulus, you must
prepare for your lesson.”

“I've finished my work,” Sirius insisted. “And Reggie has been practicing all morning.”

“Reg-u-lus,” their mother corrected. “Enough of the juvenile nicknames, I've told you this
multiple times. Do [ need to repeat myself?

“No, Maman,” Sirius said quickly even as he scowled.

3

“Regulus, go on and practice.’

Regulus nodded silently and Sirius s mouth turned downwards in a deep frown. “But Maman,
his fingers will bleed at this point—"

“Do you think that’s my problem? If Regulus didn 't want to practice any more today, he
should have done it yesterday.” She turned to Regulus, eyes sharp as if he were the one
protesting. “I will not stand you stumbling through the same measure for one more lesson.’

s

Regulus nodded quickly, eyes downcast and lips pressed tightly together.

He would get it right. If he did, maybe his mother would be proud. Maybe if he was perfect,
she would be able to love him.

’

“I wish you had come with me.’



Regulus blinked, looking up. His mother was gone, and so was young Sirius. Instead, he was
looking at an older version. His hair longer and fingernails painted as he picked at the
chipping paint.

“Sirius?”

“Yeah?”

“I don 't think you should dwell on that. I don t think there’s any universe out there where I

did.”

“Maybe there is, ” Sirius insisted.

Regulus thought about it, other lives, other Regulus Blacks. Maybe some things were the
same in all of them. Unchangeable, unstoppable events. The descent, the steady crack of the
Black brothers’ relationship. The shattering of glass as Regulus winced, eyes squeezing shut
against the pain of being abandoned. Sirius leaving their parents’ house at sixteen, and
Regulus staying. Maybe they’d always lose each other, maybe Regulus was lucky that this
was one of the universes where they found their way back.

Maybe this wasn 't even the best one. Somewhere out there Regulus Black probably had a
family. He probably had a warm house full of books where a fire was always burning,
someone always laughing, a husband to kiss him goodnight. He probably had a family, a kid.
This life probably wasn t the best one, but it couldn t be the worst either. Because if there
really were other versions of Regulus, some of them probably never even made it to twenty.

“Maybe,” was all Regulus said to his brother. Even as the scene was shattering around him.
Crumbling to ashes, the smoke choking him.

“Don 't leave me!” Regulus wanted to scream.

Love me, love me, love me.



“Do better,” his mother whispered, her voice tight in his ear, hand cold on the back of his
neck. “Do better.”

There was water rushing in his ears, he was choking, water filling his lungs.

Regulus sat upright with a gasp, immediately regretting it as consciousness returned to him
and he winced against a wave of nausea.

“Alright?”

Regulus squinted, his eyes finding James Potter in the doorway. He had a glass of water in his
hand and a bottle of painkillers in the other. Rather than properly answering, Regulus let out a
pitiful whine and James’s lips curled into a faint smile.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” he said, handing Regulus the water and pills. “For your
hangover.”

“Thanks,” Regulus croaked out, quickly taking the pills and downing the water with a wince.
Something was creeping at the edges of his mind as he looked to James, who was watching
him with an expression he couldn’t read.

Suddenly, Regulus straightened, a memory coming back to him.

“Oh my god, did you punch someone?”

James grimaced. “Ah, yeah... best not mention that to anyone, if you don’t mind?”

“I- okay... you punched someone.”



“Yeah, we’ve established that.”

“Why?” Regulus questioned.

James just tilted his head, looking down at Regulus in his bed. “How much do you
remember?”

“I- I dunno... not that much. I remember you going after some guy and then leaving... pretty
sure I trauma dumped on you in the bathroom.” Regulus winced at that, god he hoped he
hadn’t said anything too revealing.

“Yeah... that happened. It was just some asshole who wouldn’t keep his hands off you, and
you were way too drunk to consent, it wasn’t right. And I know you hate that [—”

“No,” Regulus cut him off. “No, this is different. You’re right, I- I don’t even remember that I
was so drunk. I would have felt like shit if I’d woken this morning and—" Regulus broke off
swallowing. “What I mean is... thank you.”

“Thank you?” James repeated incredulously. “God, Regulus, I’ve been preparing for you to
be pissed at me all morning.”

“Really?” Regulus asked, trying to imagine James stressing over Regulus being mad at him.

“Yeah.”

“Oh, it’s okay. Sorry.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” James told him quickly. “Sirius is definitely going to
barge up here in a moment though. I told him you weren’t feeling well last night so I took



you home, he’s been very worried. I didn’t say anything else though.”

“Okay... thank you, James.”

James, who had stepped back, clearly preparing to retrieve Sirius stopped suddenly, and
Regulus raised an eyebrow at him.

“What 1s it?”

James just shook his head as if he could shake out whatever had stopped him in his tracks.
“Nothing,” he muttered. “I just like that you call me James now.”

Regulus hadn’t even realized he’d been doing it, and he was left with that horrifying
realization as James turned, leaving the room. Regulus didn’t have time to dwell on it as a
moment later Sirius was in the doorway, knocking lightly.

“Can I come in? James told me you were up.”

“Yeah,” Regulus sighed, flopping back onto his bed and ignoring the way the movement
made his head hurt.

Sirius needed no other invitation and a moment later he was invading Regulus’s bed, laying
down next to him. “You’re alright?” he asked quietly, his voice tight with worry.

“I’m fine, Sirius. I just got a little too drunk, it happens. James was there and he took me
back to sleep it off, no harm done.”

Sirius was silent for a long moment, and Regulus knew he was holding back whatever
scolding or rant he wanted to give. They’d had a lot of conversations about trust, and Sirius
really tried his best not to be overbearing, even when he was worried. Regulus wasn’t a child,
and they’d had their fair share of fights over it.



“James is a good guy,” is what Sirius eventually seemed to settle on saying. “I know you
don’t like him, but he cares.”

“I know,” Regulus said quietly, and that seemed to be the last thing Sirius expected because
he sat up suddenly.

“Do you?”

“Yes, Sirius. I’ve never claimed otherwise. I think he has an insufferable personality, not that
he’s a bad person.”

Sirius sighed, loudly. “I still think if you really got to know him better, you’d like him.” It
was such a startling echo of the dream Regulus had that night that it was almost eerie.

“I don’t know,” Regulus said, even though Sirius was right. But Regulus was sure he didn’t
like James in the way his brother was hoping for, so he thought it best to... skip over the truth
a little. It wasn’t a lie, not really. Sirius wanted them to be friends, and Regulus didn’t think
that was in the cards.

“We were going to go get brunch,” Sirius said rather than arguing, which Regulus was
immensely grateful for.

“I think I’'m going to have to raincheck,” Regulus mumbled, and Sirius just sighed and leaned
down, placing a kiss on Regulus’s head.

“Fine, fine. Nurse your hangover, consequences of your own actions, mind you.”

“Stop,” Regulus complained. “You’re starting to sound like Remus.”



“Proximity and all that,” Sirius shrugged as he extracted himself from Regulus’s bed. “Plus,
we know all my common sense really just comes from him.”

“Oh no,” Regulus exclaimed, “he’s becoming self-aware!”

Sirius just scoffed, grabbing a pillow off of James’s bed and swatting at Regulus with it.
“Shut it.”

“Hey! You can’t do that, I’'m hungover.”

“Consequences...” Sirius singsonged, and Regulus rolled his eyes.

“I’'m going to teach you consequences,” Regulus muttered threateningly.

Sirius just laughed loudly as he skipped out of the room. “You come find me then, when you
can get out of bed without throwing up!” He called, and Regulus just flipped off his retreating
form. Even though Sirius couldn’t see it, Regulus was sure he caught the aura of it at least.

Regulus didn’t mean to fall asleep after that, but when he opened his eyes again, the sun was
even higher in the sky and the house was quiet. With a sigh, Regulus peeled himself out of
bed and into the bathroom, showering (without throwing up, thank you very much) and
getting dressed into something that wasn ¥ his outfit from the night before. By the time he
was done, Regulus felt remotely human again, and he headed downstairs hoping a cup of tea
might breathe a little more life back into him.

Regulus stopped dead in the kitchen when he realized James was sitting at the table, book in
his hand. He looked up when Regulus entered, raising an eyebrow. “Good afternoon.”

“I thought everyone had gone to brunch.” Regulus frowned.



“Yeah, but Sirius was worried about you and to tell the truth, I wasn’t feeling it, so I agreed to
stay.”

“Oh,” Regulus said, unsure if that meant something. Should he read into it? No, no surely
not. James had stayed for Sirius, he always did these things for Sirius.

“Anything you want to do today?” James asked, and Regulus turned to start the kettle just so
he had something to do.

“I don’t know... it seems nice out,” Regulus mumbled, wanting to scream at how awkwardly
the words came out.

“We could swim?” James suggested.

Regulus turned back to face him at that. “I thought you didn’t like swimming?”

“No, I do.”

“But you haven’t swam at all since we’ve been here,” Regulus noted, instantly flushing as he
realized he was accidentally revealing just how much attention he paid to James.

Thankfully, James didn’t seem to notice his blush, just shrugging awkwardly. “I- it’s not that I
don’t like it,” he said quietly. “It’s...” he seemed unable to express whatever if was in words
and instead gestured vaguely to his torso.

Regulus simply frowned for a moment before he suddenly remembered the scar across
James’s ribs... right, of course. He’d asked Regulus not to mention it, so clearly it was some
sort of secret from the others. That realization was quickly followed by another as he realized
that James was offering to go swimming with Regulus. James... trusted Regulus? At least to
some capacity, it seemed.



“There’s a lake,” Regulus said after a heavy moment.

“Right, Sirius mentioned that, but I don’t know where it is.”

‘CI dO.”

“You’ve been there?”” James asked, cocking his head in a question.

“Yeah, I stayed here for a little while some years back.”

“Oh, right,” James said, straightening as he seemed to remember that, and more specifically,
the circumstances of Regulus’s stay. “Well sure, let’s go then. I doubt the others will be back
for hours. You know how it is, brunch will most definitely turn into an all-day sort of event.”

James was quiet as they left the house. They walked together; the world seemed to be
sleeping around them, giving way only to the crunch of their footsteps.

Birds were singing in the distance, dancing through the trees above them. Two flew over their
heads, flapping their wings in tandem and Regulus wondered if to the birds, James and
Regulus looked the same. Walking side by side under the warmth of the summer sun.
Regulus remembered being here, laying in the sun, eyes to the sky, remembering how to
breathe again as he ran his fingers through the water.

He remembered drowning, the rush of water in his lungs, coughing it up, the concrete under
his shredded fingers.

It was an accident. It was an accident.

“Regulus?”



Regulus inhaled. It cleared his lungs easily and he held it there for a moment before exhaling.
“Sorry, what?”

“Are you alright?” James seemed to have sensed a shift and it amazed Regulus how easily he
seemed to read people, to pick up on the smallest things

“Yes, I’m just...” Regulus looked up to the sky, the trees dancing above them, leaves filtering
through the sun and sending shadows over the dirt. “Just remembering. I spent a lot of time
here.”

“It’s beautiful,” James remarked as they made it to the top of a small hill and a small lake
stretched out in front of them, still and dream-like in the gentleness of the afternoon. “Were
you remembering good or bad things?”

Regulus spun, letting his hands swing, tasting the air around him. “Both,” he said, and he
didn’t look at James, but James didn’t seem to need him to.

Finding a relatively grassy spot, Regulus laid out his towel, feeling James’s eyes on him for a
moment before he followed, doing the same. Regulus expected to feel self-conscious as he
stripped down to his swimming trunks, but much to his surprise, he didn’t feel uncomfortable
or scrutinized by James.

James took his shirt off as well and Regulus tried not to look, not just because he wasn’t sure
how he’d resist the urge to fucking lick James’s abs (god help him), but because James
seemed to have had much less time to grow comfortable with his own scar than Regulus.

“Come on,” Regulus said, not looking back as he headed towards the shore, stopping when
the water touched his toes. There was a rock stabbing into the sole of his foot, but he still
didn’t move. There was the crunch of James’s footsteps behind him, a pause, a breath, a
careful silence.

“Sometimes I dream of drowning,” Regulus said quietly. Not to James, who was standing
behind him, but to the still expanse of the lake as if he might be able to plead with it. Like an
offering. Look what has already been taken from me. Don 't take any more.



James didn’t speak at Regulus’s shoulder. He didn’t say sorry, he didn’t offer pity, dripping
sickly sweet through his fingers.

He didn’t ask Regulus what it was like to drown. Regulus wasn’t sure he could have
answered that.

What was it like? It wasn’t comparable to something else, Regulus was sure. Maybe James
would get that, maybe he would look to his ribs and remember whatever event that had
ripped jagged through his skin, and he would understand that some things can’t be condensed
down into bite-sized pieces.

Drowning was just drowning.

There was no difference between the during and after, he never really felt like it stopped.

“Do you want to go back?”

Regulus swallowed. There was no underlying question in James’s words, no pity or prying.
Ask me. Regulus wanted to scream. Ask. I’ve never told anyone, but [ would tell you.

“No,” was what Regulus said. “I’'m okay.” He took one step, and then another to prove it,
water rising up to his knees.

He stumbled over something in the water—maybe a branch or piece of debris, and then
James’s fingers were on him, catching him around the waist. Even once Regulus had regained
his footing, he didn’t immediately let go.

“Careful,” James murmured at Regulus’s back, and he was close. Close enough that Regulus
could feel his voice on his neck. It sent an involuntary shiver down his spine, and James



suddenly went very still at the movement, fingers tightening slightly where they were grasped
on the small of his waist.

I would tell you. Regulus wanted to scream. Touch me, claim me, I’ll give you whatever it is
you want.

Anything at all.

Sirius

Sirius felt dumb.

He was stuck in the swirling feeling, dizzy with his own stupidity. Marlene was telling a story
in front of him, grabbing Emmeline and Mary by the arm and shaking them to help make her
point. Sirius didn’t know what the point was because he was stuck in feeling dumb.

Remus, who had been walking next to Lily while Marlene’s voice rose, looked back,
frowning when he caught sight of Sirius lagging behind them. And because Remus was
perfect and wonderful and Sirius didn’t and could never deserve him, Remus instantly
squeezed Lily’s hand before falling back into step with Sirius.

He didn’t say a word as they walked, and Sirius was filled with another surge of affection.
Remus knew Sirius well, probably better than almost anyone except maybe Regulus, James,
and Peter, though things with James were... tricky lately. Sirius no longer felt as comfortable
dumping his trauma and moods on James. He didn’t want to somehow upset the balance
James seemed to have somehow regained far quicker than Sirius ever could have. On the
same note, Regulus was similar. To begin with, he was Sirius’s little brother and Sirius was
meant to take care of sim. Sirius didn’t feel right forcing Regulus to shoulder his issues when
he had his own, much more twisted and dark than whatever Sirius had to offer. Regulus had
been through everything Sirius had and then worse. And Pete... well as much as Sirius loved
Peter to death, he also wasn’t always the best person to dump your troubles on. He tended to
panic in high-stress situations which stressed 4im out, and then everyone else around him
even more so.



Remus Lupin, however, was the one person in the world Sirius still felt he could tell
anything. He got Sirius in a way nobody else did, and even when he didn %, he still knew how
to handle himself. Sure, they still fought often and butted heads, but that simply happened
when two people were so different. Remus knew when to keep his mouth shut and let Sirius
come to him, and when to push him.

Now, he just let his hand brush Sirius’s as they walked behind the rest of their friends. Brunch
had been nice despite most of them nursing a nasty hangover. Now feeling more refreshed,
Mary had insisted on a little exploring and shopping around the city.

“I think I sound like a broken record,” Sirius murmured, letting his shoulder knock into
Remus’s gently.

“Reg?’,

“Reg,” Sirius confirmed, swallowing around the dryness in his mouth. Remus waited for
Sirius to continue, a steady and quiet presence. “I- I don’t think I’ve ever been as scared as |
was that day. He came to me, Remus. He broke out of the fucking hospital and took off and
then came to me. He trusted me to take care of him even though the last time we’d spoken I
had basically cursed his name, even though I thought I’d never see him again. These past few
years... I know I’m overbearing, [ know [ worry constantly, I know it drives Regulus and
every other person around me absolutely nuts... but he trusted me to take care of him. I’'m
supposed to. I just wish, for once, he might /et me.”

“Yes, but you know what Regulus wants? You to trust him,” Remus said firmly. “I know you
try your best, but you still seem to forget that Regulus is an adult. You’re allowed to worry,
it’s natural to worry. But he isn’t a baby, even if in your eyes he will always be your baby.”

“But last night, I didn’t even realize anything was wrong,” Sirius insisted. “I feel so stupid.
How did James know and not me? Regulus barely even tolerates James, yet he was the one
who took Reg home when he was sick while I was in the room getting drunk off my ass.”

“I think that’s a little thing called a support system,” Remus said softly. “If anything, you
should feel glad, not stupid that you have such amazing friends who will take care of
Regulus. We love him too, Sirius. Maybe he’s not our brother, but there’s not a single person
here who would hesitate to take care of Regulus or do exactly what James did.”



“But it’s not James’s responsibility,” Sirius said, crossing his arms. “In fact, as much as
Prongs will never admit it, I don’t think he likes Regulus any more than Reggie likes Aim.
But James stayed today, James took him home last night, James is doing something / should
be doing. I don’t want to burden him—”

“Pads,” Remus cut him off swiftly, grabbing Sirius's arm to stop him in his steps. Ahead of
them, their friends got farther away, not realizing they were leaving the couple behind, but
Remus paid them no mind. “James may not /ike Regulus, but he does care about him. He
volunteered to stay behind today, so don’t feel guilty over it, okay? They may not click or get
along well, but James and Regulus have known each other as long as /’ve known you. Do you
get that, Pads? James has always wanted to help; he’s always been there, not just for you but
for Regulus too. It’s not your fault for not noticing anything was wrong yesterday because
Reg is fine. You saw him this morning. He’s not alone in the house, he’s perfectly safe. So 1
know I can’t wave my hand and say, ‘don’t feel dumb, Sirius’ because I’'m not magic, and
that will never work, but try not to blame yourself too hard. You can’t coddle Regulus
forever, and he doesn’t want to be.”

Sirius knew Remus was right, but he also knew he couldn’t shake off the guilt hanging over
his shoulders. He should have noticed, he should have paid better attention. Sirius didn’t say
that, even though he was sure Remus knew.

“What happened? Reggie, what happened?”

Regulus just blinked, holding himself tightly, arms tugged at his chest. Each breath seemed to
pain him, and his face was colorless.

“Regulus,” Sirius pleaded. He went to reach out but promptly stopped when his brother
shrank back. “I won 't hurt you,” he promised. “I’d never hurt you.”

Regulus didn t respond for a long moment, eyes blank, but after a few heavy breaths, he
shuffled forward just a few centimeters. Tentatively, Sirius reached out, hand slow and gentle
so Regulus could shake his head or move back if he wanted. He didn t. He let Sirius touch
him.



His skin was cold under Sirius s hand as he gently unfolded Regulus's arms so he could take
his brother's hand. There was a plastic hospital bracelet on Regulus’s wrist and Sirius
stopped dead, a wave of anguish rising in his throat. “Did Mother and Father do this?”

Regulus met Sirius s eyes this time, maybe for the first time since he’d showed up shivering at
Sirius s door. He shook his head, opening his mouth. It took him a long moment to force
words, lips trembling as his voice came out hoarse.

“No,” he choked out, and it was barely above a whisper. Regulus seemed to have lost his

voice, and it was raspy and raw when he spoke. “B- but they... they don t care. They don 't
care. Nobody cares.”

“I care, Reggie, I care,” Sirius said fiercely.

“You left.”

“I've regretted that every single day of my life.  won t do it again, Reggie. I’ll never leave
you again, just stay. Please, I care.” It was frantic and rambling. Sirius knew he sounded
pathetic pleading like that, but he didn t care. He just needed Regulus to stay, to never leave
his sights again, to never look up with such a dead look in his eyes, as if his life was already
over and he was a ghost among the living. Sirius had been angry for a long time, angry that
Regulus hadn't come and hadn t fought harder, but at that moment, it didn't even seem to
matter anymore.

Even though Regulus wouldn t explain, Sirius could feel it. Fear, terror, building from the
marrow of his bones to the back of his throat, pressing in behind his eyelids. Something had
happened, something terrible, and Sirius could feel the edges of loss. He could tell that
whatever had happened, Sirius had come close to having a dead brother, so he would never
let Regulus go again.

Regulus never would tell him what it was. It’d be their Uncle Alphard a few days later,
explaining an “accident” that despite a lot of very important figures’ best efforts to cover up,
Alphard still had enough connections to unbury the truth.



But still, even while Regulus knew that Sirius was aware, he still never said. Never explained
his own side of the story. Sirius had stopped waiting for him to, and eventually, a spark had
come back to Regulus's eyes. But still, Sirius could never quite shake the feeling of his baby
brother slipping through his fingers, never to be kept again.
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James

Regulus was warm.

That was the only thought going through his mind. Regulus was warm, his skin heated under
James’s hand and he was small. Smaller than James had realized. Regulus had always felt
taller than he was, with such an intense, cold confidence radiating off him. One look at
Regulus was all it took to know he’d been raised to be someone. Everything he did seemed
purposeful, his spine ridged, his chin raised. Yet now, looking out across the lake as if waiting
for it to answer some unasked question, nearly pressed against James’s chest... he seemed
small. Not as if he needed James to protect or save him, but rather like some of his armor had
come off and he was standing there unguarded.

James wasn’t sure how he forced himself to let go of Regulus’s waist, exhaling a tight breath,
but somehow he did. Somehow Regulus stepped further into the water and the moment
broke, giving way to the easy warmth of the day.

“Sirius used to call me a mermaid,” Regulus murmured, tilting his face up to the sun as he
descended into the cool of the lake, treading water slightly.

“I remember,” James said, smiling at that thought. Summer days spent in the Potter’s pool,
how Sirius always had to drag Regulus out when it was time to hurry home and avoid being
caught by their parents. “You loved to swim, loved the water. Though I think it was partly
because of the fact that you always insisted you were secretly a mermaid.”

Regulus turned to look at James at that, cheeks coloring slightly at the reminder. He huffed,
shaking his head. “That’s because you were always putting on that show with the mermaids.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Not my fault [ was influenced.”



James smirked at that. “Well, it didn’t have me or Sirius running around insisting we’d turn
into mermaids if we got wet, that was just you.”

“Please,” Regulus grimaced. “I will give you anything not to bring that up to my brother, I
don’t need him remembering that and using it to terrorize me.”

James laughed and it felt right to do so when the sun was shining and the birds were singing.
It felt right as Regulus’s face scrunched up at James’s laughter, and the younger boy let out a
heavy sigh.

James stepped further into the lake, a smile still on his lips. The world was quiet, and after a
moment Regulus took a deep breath before sinking under the water. James watched it
swallow him. He waited. Waited a moment that felt like a million years before Regulus broke
the surface, gasping and wiping water from his face. James just watched, admiring the pale
skin of his hands as Regulus pushed his hair back. It was quite nice like that, James thought.
Away from his face, letting James see the curve of his cheekbones and his jaw.

“Do you still like 1t?”” James asked.

Regulus blinked. There was a drop of water on his lashes and it freed itself at the movement,
dripping down his cheek.

“Like what?”

“The water.”

Regulus shrugged. “When I can make peace with it.”

James looked out across the lake, the only disruption coming from their bodies. Otherwise, it
was smooth and quiet. “I don’t think I understand that,” James muttered, watching the way



the water made Regulus’s hair even darker, shining in the sun.

Regulus looked purposefully away, not meeting James’s eyes. “I don’t reckon you’ve made
peace with many things.”

James scoffed at that. “What would you know?”

“I just would,” Regulus insisted stubbornly. “Because it’s not something a person just does.
Because you can’t get over something if you’re in denial. You keep things far too close to
your chest, and you never speak about them—"

“If that’s a cursor, then I wouldn’t say you’re over anything either. You’ve never talked about
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“Not to you,” Regulus cut him off, eyes flashing. “Do you think you’re the only person in the
world? Just because I never wanted to recount every gritty gruesome detail to Sirius or to
you, doesn’t mean I’ve never talked about it. I have friends, you know. I have a therapist. I
spent months in this house with Uncle Alphard trying to figure out how to be alive again. I'm
not trying to say that [’'m past everything that has ever happened to me. I’'m not saying I don’t
still have nightmares and days when I wake up and all I can do is fucking drown. But some
days, I can find peace, and you, James... you have not. You can’t be angry with me for seeing
that. You’ve let me see.”

James felt like it’d be wrong to yell. It’d make him look stupid, like he was somehow proving
Regulus right. But boy, even his pride was barely enough to stop himself from grabbing
Regulus by the shoulders and shaking him.

“I don’t think I meant to,” James forced out, voice strained.

Regulus’s jaw was clenched, mouth in a tight line and he paused at James’s reply. “But you
did. You did and we both know it. I bared my fucking soul to you last night, and I know I was
drunk and I wish I hadn’t because it’s embarrassing, but I did. So you can’t pretend as if |
have no idea what I’'m talking about. Clearly, you have some shit going on, and I’'m not
trying to make you talk about it, but don’t think me so stupid.”



“I don’t think you’re stupid,” James whispered, because of all the things he may have thought
about Regulus Black, his being stupid was not one of them.

“Then don’t treat me like [ am.”

James didn’t know what to say to that, so he just sank farther into the water, bringing his
hands up to wipe his face. The cool water was sharp as it dripped down his cheeks and he
blinked, exhaling.

“Let’s trade then,” James said finally, looking back to Regulus, who was still watching James
carefully.

“Trade?”

“Yes, tell me something and I'1l tell you something.”

Regulus bit his lip, tilting his head as he thought for a moment. “Barty and Evan are driving
me nuts,” he said finally, choosing a safe enough topic. “Everybody knows they’re in love
with each other; at this point, they’re basically in a long-term relationship, but neither will
admit it. Barty can be... well, that’s not my business to tell, but he’s complicated and Evan is
complicated. I’'m just waiting for the day it blows up in their faces. In all of our faces.
Sometimes, I get so angry with them, because they have everything right in front of them,
and they’re lucky. They have no idea how lucky they are.”

James swallowed. “Sirius and Remus make me angry sometimes,” he said, matching
Regulus’s admission with something similar of his own. “Like they’re so in love with each
other, and I know it wasn’t exactly easy for them to get there, but they did. They’re basically
perfect, the center of each other’s worlds. And I don’t think they even know it, how rare it is
to get that.”

“Yeah,” Regulus whispered, and what had started as a safe topic had already devolved from
that, as things so often seemed between James and Regulus. “Most of our friends. Mary and



Lily, Marlene and Dorcas, Pandora and her strange husband.” James couldn’t help but smile
at Regulus’s unwillingness to name Xenophilius, even after all the years he and Pandora had
been together. “They all have something so special, and I don’t know what makes them
different, what makes them deserving of that when 'm—"

Regulus broke off, but James knew what he’d been about to say. When I’'m not.

“You are.”

Regulus just shook his head, face twisting before he instantly paddled forward, pushing past
James until he could stand properly. James watched him walk to the shore laying down on his
towel and covering his face with his arm to block out the sun. Only waiting a minute,
watching Regulus from the water, James frowned before following him, stopping to stand
over Regulus.

James didn’t say anything, but Regulus seemed to know he was there even without
uncovering his eyes. “I’m not saying I’'m unlovable or something,” he mumbled and James
didn’t point out that he hadn’t said Regulus was.
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“I’m probably just... not built for that. I- I’ve never even been in a relationship.”

James sat down next to Regulus, huffing out a laugh. “I’ve been in a lot.”

“I know,” Regulus said, and there was something under his words, a tinge of bitterness that
James didn’t understand. Was Regulus jealous that James had dated people before and he
hadn’t?

“It’s not all 1t’s cut out to be,” James hurried to assure him. “Most girls don’t seem to like me
that much.”



Regulus uncovered his eyes at that, squinting up at James. “Well, do you like them?”

James stiffened, heart freezing in his throat. “What?”” he snapped.

Regulus sat up at that, a frown twisting his face. “What?”” he asked in confusion.

“I like girls.”

Regulus’s eyebrows shot up at that. “I- James...” he said slowly as if he was chewing on
some realization. “There’s nothing wrong if you don’t—"
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“—but that’s not what I meant,” Regulus continued. “I mean... you expect them to give you
their heart and soul, but do you like them that much? Do you love them, or do you just want
them to want you?”

James stood suddenly. “Stop psychoanalyzing me. Mind your fucking business,” he scoffed,
grabbing his towel and T-shirt before leaving Regulus sitting there on the grass in a state of
shock.

“Wait, James!” James didn’t respond and Regulus let out a groan so patronizing that James
didn’t know how anyone could sound so mean. “Are you fucking kidding me, Potter?”

Ah, so Potter was back. Wonderful.

James wanted to take it back. He wanted to run back to Regulus and wipe the twisted
expression off his face as he scrambled to follow James.



He wanted to take it back, make Regulus unsee him. Stop looking through me. Stop, stop,
Stop.

“This is your problem, you don’t need to react like this—"

James spun on Regulus, eyes sharp. “Oh? Tell me my problems, Regulus. Tell me what’s
wrong with me, that I’'m crazy—"

“I don’t think you’re crazy—"

“—it seems you have plenty of your own problems. So maybe worry about the fact that you
don’t sleep, how you’re unlovable, or the peace you may or may not have made with
drowning and stop trying to get in my fucking head!”

Regulus froze at that, and James knew he’d hurt him, but he didn’t wait long enough to feel
regret. Instead, he started back towards the house, ignoring the sound of Regulus’s footsteps
behind him.

When James made it up the front porch, there was the sound of laughter from inside, and he
paused to pull his shirt on before stepping into the living room. That gave Regulus enough
time to push past him.

“I hope you fucking rot, Potter,” he said, his voice filled with enough venom that all their
friends, who seemed to have returned from brunch in the time James and Regulus were out,
suddenly fell silent. “You’re a piece of shit.”

Sirius’s eyes were wide as Regulus stomped through the crowded living room, up the stairs,
and slammed the door to their room. There was a heavy silence that followed, and Sirius
turned on James. “What happened?”



James just shrugged. “Pissed him off, I reckon,” he said as if that weren’t obvious. His voice
sounded hollow in his own ears and next to Sirius on the sofa, Remus was looking at James
with narrowed eyes as if he were trying to put something together.

Stop looking at me.

James wanted to scream, he wanted to flip the coffee table, tear the wallpaper from the walls
and watch his friends flinch. He wanted them to look at him in horror. Yeah, that’s James
Potter, a fucking monster.

Instead, he turned and headed towards the kitchen.

James wondered why no one had ever taught him how to breathe.

Regulus

It was pathetic and disgusting to admit, but Regulus cried.

He stomped to his room, slammed the door, collapsed on his bed, and cried into his pillow as
if he was fourteen years old.

God, how stupid it was.

He only had a few minutes of wallowing before his phone began to buzz on the bed where
he’d thrown it. Pushing his damp towel onto the floor and pulling his phone out from the pile,
Regulus stood, realizing he was still in his swim trunks and had gotten his sheets wet. He
groaned, lashes still wet with tears, and in an undignified swirl of motion, he pulled off his
wet swimsuit and answered his phone, balancing it between his ear and shoulder.



“Hello?” Regulus said, trying to conceal his sniffle as he opened the dresser, hunting for fresh
clothes.

There was a long moment of silence on the other side of the line, and Regulus paused in the
process of struggling into his pants. “What?”” he snapped, and there was a long sigh.

“Regulus,” Alphard said, quietly.

“Yes?” Regulus asked again unhappily, his voice rising.

“What s wrong? " his uncle asked, his voice as calm and patient as it always was. Regulus
didn’t know where he found the ability; it certainly didn’t come from the Blacks.

“Nothing’s wrong,” Regulus mumbled, finally succeeding in getting his pants and trousers on
with a sigh. He straightened, adjusting the phone in his hand and sitting at the edge of his
bed.

“You’ve been crying.”

Regulus frowned deeply, crossing his arms as if Alphard could see that. ““You can’t know
that.”

Alphard didn’t bother responding to that. “Do you want to tell me about it?”’

Regulus was quiet for a long minute, but Alphard didn’t speak, letting Regulus decide.

The thing was, Regulus was nothing like his uncle. In fact, it’d always been Sirius who found
a sort of kindred spirit in him. Regulus, on the other hand, was the complete opposite in every



way. Yet, Regulus did like to think that they had a special sort of relationship, and maybe he
liked the fact that it was special in a way that Sirius wasn’t a part of.

“Do you think I’'m unlovable?” Regulus whispered.

’

Alphard responded instantly. “Can t be, I love you.’

And then Regulus was bursting into a fresh round of tears, leaning over on the edge of his
bed until his knees touched his chest.

“Hey, hey,” Alphard said softly in his ear as Regulus sobbed. “I can think of many, many
people who love you. You're not unlovable. Sirius for one, would burn down the whole world
for you, Regulus. Thats evidence enough, isn't it?”

“James said I’'m unlovable,” Regulus whispered.

“James? Potter?”

“Do you know another James?”
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“Yes, Regulus, I know quite a few actually. It's a common name.’

Despite his tears, Regulus managed to roll his eyes. “Well, James said so. Maybe he’s right. I-
I’m afraid that maybe he sees me too much. I’m afraid...” Regulus’s voice dropped to a
whisper. “I think I offer him up too much.”

Alphard knew about Regulus’s long-time crush on James, even though he’s never said
anything. He was quiet for a second, which left Regulus’s heart beating overtime, unsure
what his uncle would say. “Probably, ” he began softly. “But honestly, Regulus, as much as
you'd like to pretend otherwise, when it comes to the people you love, you re a very giving
person. You just need to remember that making yourself smaller for him isn 't good for



anyone. I know how hugely you feel things, I know how long youve... cared for James. But |
never want you to give for someone who doesn t feel the same.” He didn’t say anything about
this strange and sudden shift in James and Regulus’s relationship, much to Regulus’s relief.
He didn’t think he could explain it.

“I- I don’t know what he feels. I’ve never understood him, but I thought I knew who he was,
and I think I was wrong. I think we’re a/l wrong, and... and lately it’s almost like he wants to
give too. He keeps offering up all these bits I’ve never seen before, and then he turns around
and tries to take it back.”

“And he hurts you in the process,” Uncle Alphard said simply. “You 're worth more than
that.”

“I don’t know... I feel like he’s right. I feel like he sees me, and if he thinks I’m unlovable...
Maybe you love me and Sirius loves me, but that’s different, you’re family.”

His uncle laughed at that. “Oh, Regulus, my dear. You of all people know that family does not
automatically equal love. Stop trying to fit things into your boxes so you can properly pity
yourself. Take a second to examine the situation and the facts. What are they?”

Regulus paused, taking a shaky breath. “You love me, Sirius loves me...” he began slowly.

“Yes, who else?”

“Remus?” Regulus suggested tentatively.

“Most definitely.”

“And um... probably my friends. Pandora says so a lot. The others don’t say it, but they must
like me at least to have stuck around this long.”



“Of course they do, not everyone expresses their love with words. I'm absolutely certain all
of your friends love you deeply,” Alphard said sternly. “Now, what other facts do you know?
What brought you to this situation.”

“I- okay. Fact one, James said I’'m unlovable.”

“And...” Alphard prompted.

“And...” Regulus said, taking a deep breath. “And last night... James said that there’s
nothing wrong with me... he said that it wasn’t my fault, everything that happened with my
parents and Sirius. He insisted he never thought badly of me for it.”

“Okay, any other facts?”

“Yes... maybe? [ don’t know if it’s a fact, because I’m not entirely sure of it. But I suppose
there’s something going on with James. He doesn’t seem to be doing well, and I don’t think
anyone else knows. Today, | was pushing him. We talked about drowning—"" Regulus broke
off, swallowing and wondered what sort of expression his uncle was wearing on the other
side of the phone. Regulus rarely talked about what had happened to anyone. “I was pushing
him... I said something about his dating life, and he reacted really badly. I think... maybe
he's in denial about some things, and when I pushed, he snapped. That’s when he said that
I’m unlovable, but right before that... he did say I’'m deserving of love.”

“There you are,” Alphard said softly. “Now, I'm not saying it was alright, or that you aren't
allowed to be upset. That’s a terrible, shitty thing to say, especially if James seemed to be
aware that this is a fear you struggle with. But maybe he said it because he knew it’d hurt
you, not because it’s true. None of the facts point to it being true.”

Regulus sighed, falling back to lay on his bed, staring up at the ceiling. The sun was
beginning to set, and it filtered through the drapes, painting the bedroom a warm hue.

“Tell me how your renovations are coming,” Regulus said after a quiet minute, and he heard
Alphard chuckle lightly.



“I’'m warning you, Regulus, you 're about to get me started on the custom bookshelves ['m
having made for the study. You’ll never get me off the phone.”

“That’s okay,” Regulus told him, and he listened to his uncle talk about his house and
landscaping updates until the sun had fallen behind the horizon and the room was dark.

He knew he’d missed dinner, but he couldn’t find it in himself to get up. So, Regulus just laid
there, phone to his ear, wet swimsuit still on the floor, his hair curling and frizzy in the
summer heat. Normally, he would have cared that it was going to be dry and probably
smushed in the back from where he was laying on it, but for once he couldn’t bring himself to
bother.

When a knock on the door interrupted Alphard mid-sentence fifteen minutes into his heated
discussion of stained glass, Regulus raised his head. A few years ago, Regulus wouldn’t have
assumed it to be Sirius because he never knocked, but he’d slowly learned that even siblings
have to respect each other’s boundaries (after a very stern scolding from Alphard.)

“Hold on,” Regulus told Alphard before sitting up and looking towards the door. “Yeah?” he
called.

Sure enough, when the door opened, Sirius was standing there in the doorway, eyes dark and
almost unreadable in its stillness. Regulus’s stomach flipped. People often considered
Regulus to be the “scary” one, but the truth was Sirius was just as scary when he wanted to
be. Especially when Sirius— usually an open book when it came to those closest to him,
became closed off. He had a certain skill most Blacks did: the ability to hide himself away
behind a mask, to close off his eyes, to stand tall and unreadable.

Now, Sirius didn’t look like he was trying to appear imposing, but he was hiding something
behind his expression and it left Regulus uneasy.

“What 1s it?”



Sirius stepped into the room. “Is that Uncle Alphard?” he asked, even though they both knew
Alphard was the only person who’d call Regulus that wasn’t already in the house.

“Yeah, hold on.” He pressed the phone firmly back to his ear. “Sorry I should go,” Regulus
told his uncle quickly.

“No worries. I love you, and tell Sirius I love him as well.”

“Will do, and I love you too.”

“Okay, I'll call to talk again soon.”

“Bye,” Regulus said softly before hanging up his phone. “Alphard says he loves you,”
Regulus relayed.

Sirius’s expression had softened slightly at the interaction, and Regulus knew how important
it was to Sirius that Regulus had a relationship with their uncle. Apart from Sirius, Alphard
was probably the only person in the world Regulus knew how to say “I love you” to.

“Everything alright?”” Regulus asked as Sirius still hadn’t said a word.

“I feel I should be asking you that,” Sirius said and there was a tightness in his voice as he
moved further into the room.

“Didn’t we have this conversation this morning?”

“Yes, and you mostly deflected and insisted you were fine, but here we are and you’re clearly
not fine.”



“You don’t need to be on my ass—"

“No, no,” Sirius said fiercely, instantly shutting Regulus up. The truth was he didn’t lose his
temper often with Regulus these days, and it was almost surprising. Like they were teenagers
again and Sirius was pushing while Regulus pulled, tumbling headfirst into each other, a
tangle of limbs, nails, and blood. “You don’t get to do that. I try to stay back. I try to let you
work things out for yourself and come to me, but you don t. I let so much of it go, I try to
trust you and you fucking weaponize it, Regulus! It’s always that ’'m overbearing or butting
into your life, and maybe I do, maybe that’s a problem, but I try to be aware of it. You have a
problem, too! You never tell me anything and then get mad when I’m worried and scared!
I’m sorry I love you and care about you, there are worse things! I can’t be the only one
trying. A compromise takes two people, but I’'m always the one who’s backing oft and you
never give anything!”

Regulus blinked. “You make me sound like a terrible person,” he said numbly, mouth
twisting into a scowl. “Weaponizing? Not everything is about you, Sirius. I’'m not purposely
trying to manipulate you—"

“That’s exactly what you’re doing! Even right now, you’re twisting my words and making me
sound absurd so you can scoff and brush it off as if I’'m crazy and overdramatic. You’re not a
terrible person, but you can be a manipulative bitch, Regulus.”

Regulus didn’t even know what to say to that; his tongue felt heavy in his mouth, and he
swallowed around it. Sirius was rigid, a ball of righteous anger, his eyes darker than usual in
the dim light. It reminded him scarily of his own. There was water rising in his throat,
Regulus was choking on it, his lungs were screaming.

“Do you understand the shame you 've brought upon this family?”

“Regulus.” As quickly and intensely as Sirius’s anger had come, it dissipated, and he just
stood there helplessly for a moment before closing his eyes and taking a deep breath. “Fuck,”
Sirius sighed. “Remus is going to be mad at me for yelling at you. I’'m sorry... I shouldn’t
have done that.”

“It’s okay,” Regulus whispered. “I’m sorry, too.”



Sirius held Regulus’s gaze for a moment before his shoulders drooped and he shook his head,
starting forward and sitting at the edge of Regulus’s bed.

“I think... there has to be a balance,” Sirius began slowly. “Between me being overbearing
and you never giving me anything. I don’t know if it’s trust or—"

“I trust you,” Regulus said quickly. “I do.”

“Then what is it? Why can’t you tell me things? I’m not asking for every gritty detail, I just
want you to tell me something other than ‘I’m fine’ for once.”

“It’s... I don’t want to put shit on you, Sirius,” Regulus said quietly, looking down at his
hands so he didn’t have to meet his brother’s eyes. “Do you understand how much you’ve
done for me? Do you get just how much you’ve given? Sirius, I had no money, not a single
thing to my name when you took me in. You helped Uncle Alphard pay for my school, you
gave me a place to live, bought me clothes, and put a piano in your flat just for me. Even
before that, you always looked out for me. You got in trouble so I wouldn’t, you advocated
for me when I’d never open my mouth. You’ve given me everything, and you have your own
life and your own things to worry about. You don’t need to take on more of mine.”

Regulus dared a glance at his brother, and Sirius was sitting there open-mouthed in shock,
eyes wide.

“Regulus...” Regulus quickly tried to look away, but Sirius reached out to grab his jaw,
forcing Regulus to look him in the eye. “Regulus,” Sirius said again, his voice quiet but
fierce. “You do not owe me anything. I’m your brother—"

"’

“Yeah, you’re my brother! Not my parent, not my keeper. I shouldn’t be your responsibility

“It’s not about responsibility, it’s about the fact that I love you more than almost anyone. I’ve
never done anything for you out of a sense of duty,” Sirius scoffed. “Yes, I acted as a parent
to you, because no one else would. But that’s not because I felt like I had to, I did it because /



love you, Regulus, and you didn’t get a proper parent. I wanted you to have someone who
took care of you. Are you telling me that if the situation was reversed and I came to you with
nowhere to live and nothing to my name, you wouldn’t have done the same thing? Even
though you were never the one who had to act as the parent for me?”

“I- I mean, I would. But you don’t get it, Sirtus, we’re different. I would have hesitated. You
didn’t. You didn’t even pause, just brought me into your life when I didn’t deserve it.”

“Yeah, we are different. We’re not the same person. Maybe you would have hesitated, but
you always have in most things. You’re always one to think things over carefully and stay in
your head. I’ve never thought something through a day in my life, that’s who 7 am. You’re
not somehow worse because you hesitate. You’re not a bad person just because you aren’t
me.”

Regulus blinked, and he didn’t know what was wrong with him today, but suddenly he felt

like crying again. He swallowed down the urge but Sirius seemed to know anyway, pulling

Regulus into a tight hug. Regulus exhaled as Sirius held him tight, nudging his face into his
brother’s shoulder. They sat like that for a long time.

“James said something to me, it... it hurt my feelings a bit,” Regulus whispered, feeling
stupid even as he admitted it. “So, [ wasn’t fine, but I talked to Uncle Alphard and I don’t
think James really meant it.”

Regulus could practically see Sirius’s frown even without lifting his head.

“Sometimes Prongs does lack tact,” Sirius said slowly. “Not that I’'m really one to speak, or
so I’m told, but if you want me to talk to him—"

“No, no.” Regulus shook his head, pulling away from Sirius to frown up at him.
“Boundaries,” Regulus reminded his brother. “I’m being honest with you, okay, but I don’t
need you to fight my battles. It’s fine, I’1l talk to him.”

“I know things have always been rocky with you two...”



“I know,” Regulus sighed. “It’s okay, I can handle myself. Really, I think I’'m being very
nice.”

Sirius snorted at that, hitting Regulus (really, much harder than was necessary) on the
shoulder. “Sure you are,” Sirius said rolling his eyes disbelievingly, and suddenly Regulus
felt very guilty in a way he couldn’t quite explain.

Regulus wasn’t doing anything wrong... but god, Sirius really had no idea.
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Barty

Barty had made a lifelong career for himself in being entirely unbothered. Not in a cool and
collected “I’m above it” way, but rather in the “I’ve been as low as you could possibly go™”
way. In the “fuck it, nothing matters anyway” sort of way.

Barty had lived with this philosophy since he was seven years old and he realized his father
would never love him and his mother would never speak up, never love him enough .

So what if he barreled through life jumping from one hedonistic, reckless bender to another?
Nothing mattered anyway!

Nothing had mattered most of his life. He looked at all the things normal people cared about,
and he couldn’t figure out why they would. School, careers, dreams... Barty didn’t have any
dreams aside from bringing as much shame upon his father as possible.

Everything he did, he did out of spite. Barty started playing violin because his father said he
wouldn’t be able to, that his fingers weren’t swift or delicate enough. So, he’d gone to his
mother, begged for lessons, and become the best he could possibly be. He wasn’t sure he
even liked playing, but he liked the look in his father’s eyes when he had to live with being
wrong. Barty liked knowing his name was plastered over posters and programs, not so easily
erased.



When he went to study music, it was because his father wanted him to go into law or
business.

“You’ve had your fun,” he’d said harshly, “but music isn 't a real career. You'll never make
anything out of yourself. I've allowed you to run wild for far too long, that’s going to
change.”

Barty, of course, on his lifelong mission to spite his father, had then gotten into the best music
program London had to offer and laughed in his father’s face.

He was used to things not mattering, and Barty didn’t care much for school aside from
proving his father wrong. Sure, sometimes he wanted to play, but even so, he hated most of
the stiff age-old pieces they were forced to practice. He hated playing the same measure a
million times when he already knew he had it perfectly.

Then, one day in rehearsal after some stupid girl had messed up the tempo again , Barty had
scowled, and in the middle of the room he met the pianist’s eye. The boy had rolled his eyes,
looking entirely disgusted by the lack of talent and Barty’s life had probably been altered
forever.

“I don’t even know how she got into this program,” Barty had muttered as he passed the
pianist after rehearsal.

The boy had spun, raising an eyebrow. “Daddy’s money, I’d wager,” he said dryly.

“Hm,” Barty agreed, cocking his head. “What’s your name?”

“I’m not looking to make friends.”

“Good,” Barty scoffed. “Me either. I’'m Barty.”



The pianist scrutinized him for a second before sighing. “Regulus.”

“You’re good, Regulus.”

“I know.”

And really, that was it. That was the first thing that mattered: Regulus Black.

Along with Regulus came the second thing, the biggest thing: Evan Rosier .

Truthfully, Barty had probably been in love with him since the first time Regulus had brought
him along to lunch. He was quiet, but a little mean, and very protective of Regulus. Barty
liked that, he wanted to crack Evan open and find out what was going on behind his stoic
demeanor.

Regulus was Barty’s first best friend, but Evan was different. There was always something
special between them, from the first time Evan had opened up a little, offering up more than
his usual ten words. They existed in a quiet understanding of each other that nobody else ever
really got. Yet, at the same time, Barty didn’t think a person had ever confused him more than
Evan Rosier.

“ Evan ,” Barty crossed his arms. “I don’t get what your problem is.”

Evan didn’t even bother replying to that, turning away to rummage through the closet, pulling
out a jumper.

“Evan .’

“I don’t want to talk to you right now, please get out,” Evan said tonelessly, his back still to
Barty.



‘GWhy?’D

“You know why.”

“You’re being unreasonable, you know I didn’t mean anything by it—"

“Get out ,” Evan snapped, and Barty scoffed, mouth twisting into a bitter scowl.

“Fine, fuck you.”

Barty slammed the door on the way out, hoping it made Evan flinch. He didn’t want to talk to
people and thankfully, despite hearing voices, he didn’t encounter anyone as he stomped
through the house and out onto the front porch. Barty stopped dead as he registered James
Potter standing there, hands gripping the railing.

James turned at the sound of the door, scrutinizing Barty for a moment. “What are you
doing?”

“Going to kill myself,” Barty snapped.

The thing was, Barty had learned that for many people, suicide jokes were not well-received.
It was usually a certain type of person, a James Potter type of person. Warm, bubbly,
sheltered, bleeding hearts. Except, James didn’t do anything but raise his eyebrows. “Have
fun.”

Barty narrowed his eyes at the other man. “Go inside, I'm trying to brood.”

“I was here first. You’re in a mood.”



“Yeah, shut up, I have a personality disorder. Go fuck yourself.”

James froze and Barty resisted the urge to groan or bash his head against the porch railing.
He had no shame about it, in fact, Barty usually liked to see how uncomfortable it made
people. At the moment, however, he wasn’t in the mood to deal with perfect James Potter and
his stupid wide eyes.

“Yeah, yeah,” Barty muttered when Potter still didn’t speak. “I’m clinically unstable, go cry
about it.”

“What 1s it?”

Barty blinked. “What?”

“Your disorder.”

Barty’s eyes narrowed. “That’s a little tactless, even for you, Potter.”

“You’re the one who brought it up,” James snapped, and Barty was honestly a little surprised
by James’s response. Barty was not stupid enough to believe that James never lost his temper,
but if he did, he never seemed to take it out on other people. But then again, they’d never
really had a proper conversation. Barty did have a way of bringing the worst out of people.

“Fine,” Barty huffed but somehow restrained himself from arguing back. Despite whatever
people might say about Barty Crouch Jr., he was not a psycho or deranged and he did care
about the people around him (some of them). In fact, Barty had a therapist . He’d been
working the past few years, away from his father.

So, he evaluated the situation just as his therapist had taught him. He considered whether he
needed to remove himself and decided, what the hell, Potter was asking, and Barty had



nothing to hide.

“BPD,” Barty shrugged. “Borderline—"

“Personality Disorder,” James finished for him, mouth twisting like he was going to be sick.
“Yeah, I know what it is.”

Barty sighed. “Let me guess, you had some crazy ex with BPD or a friend of a friend, and
now you think you know all about it. Now you think we’re all just batshit crazy—"

“I don’t think anyone is crazy ,” James said, spinning on Barty with a blazing expression.
“Don’t fucking say that.”

“Don’t worry,” Barty rolled his eyes. “I’m not about to out you, perfect James Potter as a
hater of people with mental disorders. Your reputation is safe.”

“That’s not what it is,” James protested sharply.

“Really ?”

James didn’t seem to know how to counter that and he just swallowed, his mouth clamped
shut.

“Whatever,” Barty sighed, because he had met more than a few people in his lifetime who
thought badly of him for his diagnosis. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

James let out a small unhappy sound at that but didn’t say anything more, and Barty just
leaned over the railing, resting his head on his arms.



“So, what’d you say to Reg to piss him off so bad?” Barty asked after a long stretch of
silence.

James sighed, eyes fixed on the trees in the distance. “Told him he was unlovable,” James
muttered bitterly.

Barty shot up straight, eyes wide. “You what? Jesus fucking Christ, Potter, why would you
say that? What’s wrong with you?”

“A lot...” James scoffed, still not facing Barty. Studying his side profile, Barty could see the
self-hatred leaking through James’s words, and suddenly his mind was spinning, trying to put
the pieces together. “And he pissed me off.”

“You can’t just tear down the world and hurt people when something pisses you off,” Barty
told him sharply, and Potter rolled his eyes at that.

“I feel like you’re the last person to be telling me that.”

“No, I’'m exactly who should be telling you that. I’d know, I’ve learned how to take some
fucking responsibility.”

“Good for you. It’s not like that, I don’t go around blowing up on every person who looks at
me wrong. I’m not like that .”

“Like what , me? You’re really not helping my view of you as an insensitive prick.” Barty
crossed his arms over his chest. He was two seconds away from pushing Potter over the
porch railing. “I don’t know what you’re trying to imply, but that’s not what BPD is. Not
everyone who has it is violent or lashes outward. You know, like quiet BPD. And anyway,
even for the people that do, it isn’t like that. You can learn to control it, avoid triggers, and
whatever. We’re not monsters...”



“What do you mean?” James turned to face him, some of the anger gone from his expression.
Instead, he seemed confused, his brow furrowed.

“We’re not monsters?” Barty questioned in confusion. “I thought that was pretty self-
explanatory.”

“No, the quiet BPD thing.”

“Oh,” Barty frowned. “I mean, from what I understand it’s not like an official subtype... but
when Pandora found out I was diagnosed, she insisted on doing a shit ton of research on BPD
and then relaying it all to me... it’s like... instead of lashing outwards, quiet BPD is more
likely to turn inwards. I—" he broke off. “I don’t know why the fuck I’m telling you this,
google it.”

James didn’t say a word, frowning as if this was the worst thing he’d ever heard and Barty
exhaled, squeezing his eyes shut. He had a budding suspicion when it came to this topic
seeming of particular interest (and equal parts anger) to James, but whatever he had going on,
that wasn’t Barty’s problem.

“You should apologize to Reg,” Barty said after a long moment of silence. “He’s more
sensitive than he seems.”

James winced. “I know,” he whispered. “I didn’t even mean it... I- I just...” he shook his
head. “I don’t know. I shouldn’t have said it.”

“You shouldn’t have,” Barty agreed.

They didn’t speak anymore after that, but neither moved. Barty had the horrifying realization
that maybe they got each other.

Barty knew the feeling. He knew he was the kind of person who said things they shouldn’t.
Who aimed to hurt. He knew that eventually, he’d manage to scare Evan off. He’d get tired of



Barty and the constant push and pull, never settling down, never knowing peace.

“It’s not so straightforward...” Barty mumbled into the evening. He didn’t look over at
James, but the man seemed to still next to him and Barty knew he was listening.

“What isn’t?” James asked, clearly confused since he couldn’t exactly follow Barty’s silent
train of thought.

“Being easy to love... it’s not easy .”

“Yeah,” James muttered. “It’s not.” And shit, Barty must have been right in his suspicions,
because James sounded heavy with the notion, as if he really did get it.

“I’m a lot,” Barty continued. “I’m not so easy to love.”

“Me either, it’s hard, it's... work .”

Yes, they understood each other. Shit .

“For what it’s worth, I don’t think Reg would mind. He takes a little work, too.”

James straightened sharply, and Barty turned his head to raise an eyebrow.

“What are you talking about?” James demanded. “I don’t see what that has to do with this...
Regulus doesn’t love me, and he doesn’t want to, I don’t want him to.”

“Who knows what Regulus wants, he’s an enigma,” Barty said, entirely unruffled. “Though, I
do know he’ll probably be having a little heartbroken tantrum right now. You should go talk
to him. Between you and me... he cares a lot more than he lets on. He cares what you think,



do you get that? Lord knows why. Your opinion isn’t worth shit, but...” Barty trailed off with
a shrug. “Yeah, go apologize.” A pause. “Fuck, I need to apologize, too.” He squeezed his
eyes shut with a sigh.

“What did you do?” James said instead of addressing whatever Barty knew had been growing
between him and Regulus.

“Oh, you know, terrorized Evan... loving me is work.”

“Maybe Evan doesn’t mind,” James said quietly, and Barty turned a glare on him.

“You don’t know anything about me and Evan,” Barty snapped.

“No, I don’t. But how long have you two been together? A year? Longer than that? If he
didn’t want to put in the work, I don’t think he would have stuck around.”

“Maybe he didn’t realize how much work it would be until now.”

“No offense, Crouch,” James snorted, “but I doubt that. You tend to come on strong from the
get-go.”

“Oh, shut up,” Barty muttered, but really, Potter was right. Barty wasn’t good at pretending to
be someone he wasn’t.

The sun had begun to set in the time they were outside. Barty had never imagined that
standing on the porch with bugs singing in the purple dusk with James Potter would be
comforting, but somehow it was.

Eventually, he straightened, swallowing. “Well, Potter,” Barty began and it came out a bit
stilted. “Uh, you know where to find me.”



It was an offer, an olive branch. Not quite addressing Barty’s suspicions or forcing James to
confirm them, but putting it out there. They did get each other, and Barty knew James could
tell that too.

“Yeah,” James muttered in response, not an acceptance but not a dismissal either.

James

Sirius was coming down the stairs when James was going up. They paused before they
passed each other. The hall light was off, and it was hard to make out the shadows of Sirius’s
face.

“Whatever it was you said to Regulus...” Sirius said, his voice scarily smooth.

“Uh, yeah?” James prompted, feeling nervous under Sirius’s cool words.

“Don’t do it again.”

GCOkay.”

“I’m serious.”

A pause. A beat. “I know you are.”

There was a moment there, sitting heavy between them and then Sirius’s coldness cracked, a
smile working its way over his face at the old joke. “Don’t let Moony hear you say that.”
They had been firmly and permanently banned from making that joke when they were fifteen
and Remus decided he’d had enough.



“Never,” James grinned faintly. The ban did not stop them from breaking it out whenever
Remus wasn’t around. At heart, they were still fifteen, and maybe a part of them would
always be. James was always that person somewhere, maybe everyone was. Maybe the whole
world walked around with their fifteen-year-old bleeding, begging hearts beating in their
chests. It would explain a lot about the state of the world.

“You eat?” Sirius asked.

“Nabh, not yet... I’'m not really hungry.”

“Yeah, okay,” Sirius nodded. He accepted it easily before he stopped suddenly, frowning.
“Did you eat earlier while we were out? I know Reggie told me he had a sandwich, but you
don’t like the kind of bread we have—"

“I didn’t, but I’m fine, Sirius, I told you I’'m not really hungry.”

And James saw it in the flicker of Sirius’s eyes, the way he shifted on the staircase. For the
first time ever, Sirius didn’t simply take the excuse, instead, he only frowned. “You should
eat.”

“Yeah, I will.”

“Prongs...” Sirius began, his eyes narrowed.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. Stop seeing me. Stop looking .

“I' will, I just need to apologize to Regulus. Then I’ll get something.”

“Are you feeling il1? It’s not like you—"



“Sirius, I’'m fine ,” James cut him off, but there was something there between Sirius’s eyes,
some recognition that James wanted to stamp out. “It’s just been a busy day, and I felt a bit
sick from drinking last night. I know that you care so deeply for everyone around you, but
I’m not one you have to worry about. I’ll eat later. Missing one meal isn’t the end of the
world.”

There was a heavy pause, tension building between them before finally, Sirius nodded, his
shoulders relaxing. “Ugh, I don’t know how I became the mom friend ,” he grimaced. “Sorry,
I don’t mean to interrogate you, I’'m just so used to worrying with Reggie, and then Remus
said—" he broke off suddenly, seeming to think better of continuing that train of thought.
“Never mind, go talk to Reg. He’ll probably bite your head off, though. You really upset
him.”

“I know,” James took a deep breath.

“Okay. I love you, Prongs, you know that?”

“Yeah, Pads. I do. I love you too.”

“Good,” Sirius grinned, reaching forward to grab James’s head and plant a dramatic kiss on
his cheek. James couldn’t help but laugh as Sirius let him go, the tension between them gone.
“Now, go talk to Reggie,” he raised his hand in a mock salute. “Good luck, soldier.”

James started back up the stairs, hesitating for only a moment before pushing open their
bedroom door.

Regulus was lying on his side with his phone in his hand, and he looked up at the sound of
the door.

James shut the door, enclosing them in the quiet stillness. Even though James’s heart was
beating in his throat and he couldn’t read the way Regulus was watching him, something
about the room felt safe. The bedroom was the only thing in the world that had ever been



theirs . James and Regulus’s, Regulus and James’s. It felt sacred and as James stepped
forward, Regulus sat up. His hair was frizzy, curling wildly and James wanted to put his
hands in it.

“I’'m sorry,” James said suddenly because he didn’t know any other way to start it. “I- I didn’t
mean what I said. I don’t think you’re unlovable. I said it because I knew it’d hurt you, and
because no matter what you say, it’s clear you think that. But I don’t think that, Regulus.
God... you- you’re like this incredibly intense, beautiful, wild person, and I don’t think
there’s anyone in the world who could meet you and not be infatuated with you. Getting to
know you is a privilege, and being torn apart by you is a blessing. I don’t think you’re
unlovable, I think you don’t let people know you because you’re probably the easiest person
in the world to love.”

Regulus didn’t speak. James didn’t know if the other man was about to punch him or cry.
After a moment, he shook his head, doing neither. “Jesus, you give me whiplash,” Regulus
muttered, and there was something brittle in his tone.

“I’m sorry,” James said again. He took a step forward and then another. He was at Regulus’s
knees now, looking down at him. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, ’m sorry.” Regulus’s mouth parted
and he sucked in a breath as he tilted his face up to look at James. “Will you forgive me?”’
James asked tentatively.

Regulus swallowed, and they were close enough that James could hear it. He watched the
bob of Regulus’s throat, entranced.

“Earn it. What would you do?” It was a challenge. James accepted.

“Anything.”

Regulus blinked slowly; his breath was shallow. James closed the last bit of space between
himself and the bed. His legs touched Regulus's knees. He was warm and the moment
seemed to last an eternity.

“What do you want?” James asked him.



Regulus opened his mouth, then shut it again like he was tamping down whatever words were
itching on his tongue.

“Regulus,” James whispered.

“I want you to be close,” Regulus said, his voice ragged. He licked his lips and James wanted
to bite them. He wanted to take Regulus between his teeth until he tasted blood.

Instantly, Regulus seemed to regret his words, and he scrunched his face painfully. He tucked
his legs, scooting back on his bed away from James.

James didn’t know what possessed him, but suddenly he was climbing onto Regulus’s bed,
grabbing him by the waist forcefully and stopping his movement. They froze like that, James
hovering over Regulus, pinning him down by the waist. As Regulus went pliant under
James’s fingers, breath catching, James had the horrifying, tantalizing realization that for all
the things James wanted to do... Regulus might let him.

“Close enough?” James whispered and Regulus, who seemed to have lost his voice, just
nodded. James had the strangest feeling that was a lie. And Regulus insisted he wasn’t a liar.
What a load of bullshit.

James wasn’t sure how long they stayed like that, toeing a careful line. A line that James
didn’t know how to read. Eventually, James squeezed his eyes shut and rolled over to lie next
to Regulus.

“Your bed is comfier than mine.”

“Is that why you can’t sleep?” Regulus asked quietly.

“Partly.”



“We can trade if you want.”

James opened his eyes at the offer, turning his head to frown at Regulus who was watching
him, eyes dark and intense. “No, you can’t sleep either.”

Regulus gave a halfhearted shrug and James shook his head.

“No, it’s fine.” James yawned, letting his eyes fall shut again. Regulus’s bed was comfy, and
he could feel the other man’s warmth, the gentle sound of his breathing near James’s ear. The
room was dark, and James didn’t mean to fall asleep, but being next to Regulus felt so...
right.

As sleep claimed him, James swore he heard Regulus speak, but maybe he’d dreamed it.
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“I do forgive you. God help me.’

Sirius

“[’mﬁne' 2

The sentence turned Sirius’s stomach even as James had smiled, even as the tension had
melted and his friend headed up the stairs.

I’'m fine, I'm fine, I'm fine.

In Sirius’s experience, people who were fine didn’t tell you that they were fine.



Remus was on the sofa chatting with Peter, and Sirius made a beeline for him, grabbing his
arm and interrupting their conversation.

“Moony.”

Remus was up in an instant, frown painting his lips, brown eyes concerned as he let Sirius
drag him to the empty kitchen.

“Sirius, what is it?”” Remus asked once they were out of earshot.

“Something is wrong. Something is going on with James, I think you’re right.”

“Did something happen?”

“Yes. No—* Sirius broke off frustratedly. “I mean, I talked to him after I went to see Reg and
I realized James hadn’t eaten dinner. He said he was fine, but then I realized he must not have
eaten lunch, either. He’s almost always the first one down here, and he makes breakfast for
everyone but he rarely eats. ’'m not sure he’s sleeping, and half the time he doesn’t want to
go out with us or do anything. It’s not like him. And you’re right. He never really took a
break after everything, he didn’t even really grieve. ’'m afraid it’s all catching up to him and
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“Sirius,” Remus’s voice was gentle but firm enough to cut through his hysteria. “Breathe.
You’re probably right. But you know James, I’ve never even seen him cry . He might be
scared to lean on someone. Don’t jump the gun and lose your head. Grief is normal, and as
terrible as it is, most people have to live through it at least once. We’ll just keep an eye on
him, make sure he’s eating and taking care of himself. We’ll just be here for him if he does
need someone. Don’t freak out on him, because I don’t think that will help anyone.”

Sirius took a deep breath, trying to tamp down the rising panic. “He said he was fine,” Sirius
said, his voice small. “ Fine. That’s what Regulus always said, and he wasn’t. I almost lost
him. I can’t lose James, Moony. He’s everything to me.”



“I know,” Remus said gently, reaching out to cup Sirius’s jaw in his hands. He was warm and
steady, a sharp contrast to Sirius’s bitter, always-raging storm. “I don’t think it’ll come to
that.”
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Regulus

Regulus was warm.

That was the first thing he registered when he woke up. The second was that it was bright
out. The sun was shining through the drapes which meant it was morning. Which meant
Regulus had slept through the entirenight?

The third thing Regulus registered was that there was a hand on his hip.

Oh shit.

Regulus’s eyes jerked open fully, and he was suddenly met with the terrifying, unmistakable
fact that he was pressed up against James Potter’s chest. James was lying on his back, one
arm over his eyes and the other around Regulus, hand resting near his hip. Regulus had
somehow tucked his head into James’s shoulder in the middle of the night, and James must
have instinctively pulled him in.

Shit, shit, shit.



Regulus resisted the urge to throw himself out of bed for fear of waking James. Carefully,
barely daring to breathe, Regulus tried to shift out from under James.

“Change your mind?”

Regulus froze. “I- what?” He stuttered out, barely above a whisper, hoping that maybe he’d
imagined it.

“About being close...” James mumbled. He removed his arm from over his eyes, turning his
head to blink sleepily at Regulus. Regulus, who’d only half extracted himself, was still under
James’s fingers and he held his breath as they made eye contact.

When Regulus didn’t respond, James yawned before frowning. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to put
my hands on you,” he muttered. “Don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

“I’'m not. I- [ mean, it’s okay.”

“It’s okay,” James repeated.

“Yeah.”

James inhaled. The easy warmth of the morning heated between them. James removed his
hand and Regulus lifted his hips so James could retract his arm. Regulus thought surely, that
was that.

Except suddenly, James was moving his arm only to use both hands to grab Regulus by the
waist, swinging himself so he was hovering over him. Regulus knew there was no hiding his
gasp, James felt it.



Shit, shit, shit.

“You don’t like to be touched,” James whispered, and Regulus hated that. Not two weeks
ago, Regulus wouldn’t have expected James to know that. But now, all his childhood dreams
were coming true, and he almost wanted to take it back. James was noticing him and it was
addicting, it couldn’t last.

But god, a door had been opened. Because Regulus wasn’t delusional enough to ever believe
James would love him, but suddenly the thought that maybe he could get James to fuck
him... didn’t seem so farfetched.

“I don’t mind,” Regulus breathed, instead of agreeing and pushing James away as a smart
person would do.

“You don’t mind,” James repeated, and the pads of his fingers were pressing in firmer on
Regulus’s bare waist. He moved his thumbs, hands brushing over Regulus’s sides. Over the
ridges of his ribs and then back down again, stopping at the jut of Regulus’s hip bones.

Regulus exhaled sharply when James’s fingers stopped far too close to his waistband. James
was just watching him, drinking in every stutter of Regulus’s breath.

“This 1s okay?”

And instead of saying no. Instead of asking what the fuck James was doing or pointing out
that he clearly had some unresolved sexuality issues. Regulus (like a complete idiot), nodded.
“It’s okay.”

“It’s okay...” James repeated because he seemed to have lost the ability to do anything but
parrot Regulus’s words back at him. And then: “Where’s the line?”

There had been one. For a long time, it was clear, undeniable. Then the stupid room-sharing
had left things blurry and muddled. Suddenly, James wasn’t Regulus’s unattainable, golden,



(and painfully straight) childhood crush, he was human and flawed. James was messy and
real and his hands were hot on Regulus’s bare skin. He was burning blindingly, his eyes
flicked down to Regulus’s lips and the moment was undeniable. James wanted him. Oh, holy
fucking shit, god above, James wanted Regulus?

They were sharing the same breath. James was leaning closer, and the air was heated between
them.

“I don’t think I have one,” Regulus choked out. “The line depends on where yours is.”

“I dunno, I dunno,” James breathed. Oh god, Regulus was pretty sure James was going to
kiss him.

The thing was, Regulus wasn’t sure that James understood he wanted Regulus.

“Regulus, James, wake up! We’re going to the lake today! It’s nearly fuckin noon!”

James jerked back so suddenly that he tumbled off the bed just as their bedroom door swung
open.

Sirius blinked, pausing as he registered James lying on the floor. “Uh, good morning? Prongs,
what are you doing down there?”

“I pushed him,” Regulus said, hoping it didn’t come out too breathless.

It was a mark of how prickly their history was that Sirius accepted the explanation without
question. “Oh, okay. Are you guys alright?”

Regulus knew Sirius was probably referring to Regulus’s little tantrum the day before, and he
just nodded.



“We’re cool,” James said quickly, picking himself up off the floor. “No hard feelings.”

“Speak for yourself, I have plenty of hard feelings,” Regulus muttered, and why did James
Potter blush at the word ‘hard’? For fucks sake, he blushed, and Regulus barely managed not
to choke on his own spit.

“Well, good,” Sirius said, completely unaware. “I know this is supposed to be a holiday for
all of us and it isn’t really fair that you two are forced to share a room when you didn’t really
want to—"

“Sirius,” James interrupted, and he seemed to have steadied himself. No one would have
guessed that two minutes before he’d practically been in Regulus’s pants. “It’s fine, we’re
fine,” James said gently, but firmly.

“I don’t know when you became such an anal worrier,” Regulus scoffed, to combat James’s
soft understanding.

“Oh, shut up,” James rolled his eyes. “You’re not helping.”

“I’m not trying to help,” Regulus crossed his arms. “I’m pointing out how stupid he’s being.”

“Well stop, you’re just—"

“You two are not inspiring confidence at this moment,” Sirius cut them off.

James winced and Regulus just sighed.

“We’re fine sharing a room, Sirius,” Regulus insisted. “Nobody's holiday is being ruined over
this, and if James keeps being a dick to me, I’ll cut off all his hair in his sleep.”



“I’d prefer you not,” James said, his voice rising shrilly, and Sirius put a hand on his hips,
looking down on them both like an unimpressed mother.

“Dear god,” Sirius complained. “Why do you make me feel o/d? I used to be stupid and wild
and fun, and now half the time I feel like I’'m six#y or something. I am leaving before either of
you triggers a midlife crisis. We’re going to the lake, get dressed, goodbye.” With that, Sirius
turned, slamming their door shut.

They were left in a sudden and painful silence as the sound of Sirius’s footsteps receded
down the stairs. Regulus didn’t look at James, only stumbled out of bed, coughing
awkwardly.

“I- I’'m gonna shower,” he muttered pushing past James.

Regulus didn’t ask what the hell they were doing. He didn’t turn back. Even though he
wanted to, even though he wanted to get on his knees and beg. Even though he was terrified
James would snap out of it as soon as Regulus turned his back and never look him in the eye
again.

Regulus showered.

He felt a little like he was drowning.

When he got downstairs, James was leaning against the counter engaged in some whispered
little conversation with Sirius, because that was Sirius and James, even now. Like a pair of
giggling schoolgirls, always caught in this little world that only existed between them. God,
Regulus had been jealous for so long. The feeling was different now. Not like he wanted to be
in Sirius’s or James’s spot instead of the other, but rather that he wanted to dropkick James
off a bridge or maybe kiss him hard enough that he’d bleed. It was different. Regulus wanted
James’s attention. Look at me. Notice me. Know me.

James looked.



Regulus almost flinched back in surprise. Because over Sirius’s shoulder, James met
Regulus’s eye. His gaze was sharp, prickling as it sent a shiver down Regulus’s spine.

Regulus tore his eyes away, swallowing as he quickened his steps. He joined Barty and Evan
at the table. They were sitting in complete silence, which told Regulus they’d probably been
fighting.

“You two need marriage counseling,” Regulus muttered as he took a seat.

“I have a therapist,” Barty rolled his eyes. “I’m not the one who can never let go of a grudge
a day in my life.”

“Excuse me?” Evan snapped, his eyes flashing. “You’re kidding, right? As if every moment
of your miserable life is not one long, bitter grudge?”

Regulus instantly stood, despite only being seated for a second. “Okay, goodbye. You two
deal with this.”

He left them there to continue bickering, finding Remus instead who was leaning against the
kitchen counter, simply watching everyone around them in silence.

Lily, Marlene, and Emmeline were crowded over Marlene’s phone, no doubt gossiping about
someone they knew because Marlene was a terrible gossip. Dorcas was with Peter, packing
snacks into a cooler to take to the lake with them. Sirius and James were still having some
secret conversation just for them. James wasn’t looking anymore.

“Do you ever get jealous?” Regulus asked softly, the words almost drowned out by the noise
around them. Remus heard, tilting his head and following Regulus’s gaze.



“Of Sirius and James?” Remus asked. Regulus just nodded, and Remus watched them for a
moment, clearly thinking before turning to look at Regulus. “I suppose. I used to, more so
when we were kids and I knew that as a friend, I was second to James... but then I realized I
wasn’t interested in being Sirius’s friend.” The corner of his mouth turned up in a faint
reminiscent smile. “Well, let’s just say that helped me get over it. As for James... well, he
and Sirius have something special between them, but that doesn’t mean every other person
isn’t just as important to him. It’s just different. But he still has a way of making every person
he knows feel seen and important.”

Feel seen.

It sent Regulus’s stomach twisting bitterly.

Maybe Regulus was delusional. There was nothing special about him, there was nothing
different. Maybe James made every person he came into contact with feel as if he wasn’t
looking at anyone else. Maybe James just happened to want to sleep with Regulus as well.
That meant nothing. Sex was nothing.

“Why are you asking?” Remus asked gently when Regulus didn’t speak again.

“No reason, just curious,” Regulus told him.

James didn’t look over again.

Peter

Peter was a very normal, no-nonsense, no-drama kind of person surrounded by a load of
absolute maniacs.

Seriously, he didn’t know how he had wound up with the most absurdly complicated people
on earth. Peter liked life easy. Nothing at the moment seemed like it was going to be easy,
and he was starting to get incredibly stressed.



“I don’t think we’re going to make it through this holiday without bloodshed,” Peter muttered
as Emmeline fell into step next to him. Barty and Evan weren’t talking; Dorcas had to
forcibly separate them before they left the house, and now Evan was walking unhappily
ahead and Barty had his arm around Regulus’s shoulder. Peter was fairly certain that this was
the only reason Regulus was even walking straight, because his gaze was fixed on the
ground, brow furrowed. He was clearly very deep in thought. Peter caught Sirius glancing
over at Regulus every few seconds and then to James. Remus was watching Sirius do this,
eyes full of something heavy, the kind of looking he only let himself do when Sirius wasn’t
watching. But Peter... he was a watcher. He didn’t like getting involved, and he rarely told
anyone the things he saw, but he still saw them.

See, here’s the thing. Peter loved his friends. He really truly did, but he’d always known he
was a little different from most of them. He and Remus had always had a special kinship
when it came to being the quieter of the four boys, but even so, despite being introverted,
Remus Lupin had a secret wild streak. Peter wasn’t introverted, even though he was quieter
than James and Sirius, and as exhilarating as running wild in school had been... he’d never
craved it the way the others did. Peter had fun, he went along with their pranks and
outlandish plans, but most of the time, it just made him nervous. He’d always been the first to
back out. He would have rather owned up and dealt with detention than worse consequences
while the other boys... well, let’s just say they’d take a dead horse and beat it until it was
nothing but dust, decomposing into the dirt.

They all just saw the world a little differently. Peter didn’t want to be anyone. He’d started
his mundane office job, as soon as he graduated. It’d been the same place he’d interned at.
People he already knew, a place where he was already comfortable. The work was easy
enough and often boring, but Peter liked it that way. He liked being home by six every night
to feed his two rats and having enough time to do a little reading or watch some telly. Peter
Pettigrew had never had any desire to be somebody, and he liked to think that was perfectly
fine. He told himself it was fine, in his life surrounded by the brightest, most passionate
people. He was sure his friends would all do big things, at least one of the girls was certainly
destined to take over the world, and he’d support them through their endeavors, but it wasn’t
something he dreamed of.

Emmeline slipped her hand into his, following his gaze to Remus and tilting her head.
“Why?” she asked softly. “Because of Barty and Evan? Or something else?”’

“Among other things,” Peter murmured. “I don’t even know what’s going on, but I feel like
we’re not far away from a full-blown crisis.”



Emmeline hummed, leaning into him slightly, and she didn’t ask Peter to air anyone’s dirty
laundry (not that he had much more than suspicions). They were all surprisingly private when
it came to the things that mattered most, and really, he thought someone ought to throw them
all in therapy.

So yes, Peter loved his friends, but they were also incredibly stupid.

However, it was not Peter’s business, and he wouldn’t say anything to anyone unless it came
to that. He didn’t pry or try to dig into whatever was going on, so really all he ever caught
was tension and hidden looks.

Like right now, Regulus was still looking at the ground, but James was looking at Regulus.
Glancing back every so often at the younger man. Peter wondered if he was still a little
obsessed with the fact that Regulus didn’t like him. He always brushed it off, but Peter knew
it upset James. Regulus was so important to Sirius, he was a vital part of all of their lives, yet
he didn’t like James. And secretly, Peter suspected that James probably hated Regulus just as
much. He wasn’t really an angry or volatile person, but if their little spat yesterday showed
anything it was that James definitely wasn’t Regulus’s biggest fan and Peter didn’t think the
forced proximity was helping.

When they got to the lake, Peter pretty instantly forgot about anyone else's drama when faced
with the sight of the beautiful expanse of water (and Emmeline in her bikini, but that wasn’t
anyone’s business). The lake was peaceful and smooth, disturbed only by the occasional bug
skimming the surface. The trees seemed to bend their branches towards the water and for
Peter, who had known nothing but the city streets for the past four years, the scene was
breathtaking.

Peter dropped his stuff and stripped off his shirt carelessly. He didn’t even think about it these
days. Not that his friends had ever made him feel self-conscious, in fact, they’d been
incredibly supportive and loving through every step of his transition, and even long before
that. Still, it didn’t matter how supportive other people were when he’