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Wade (monzi)



Summary:


The breach between worlds causes some unexpected side effects. Some people deal with it better than others.
Or,
Soulmates exist, but only in Hellsalem's Lot.






Notes:


yeah yeah yeah okay alright, why am i posting another wip when its been like 2 months since my last update on Such A Heavenly View? Because i fucking can, mostly, but also to tide over the peeps who are waiting on ch3 of SAHV.
Two things:
1. the chapter count is tentative. there are currently four chapters written. there might be three or four more by the time im done with this damm thing. god knows how long thats gonna take because KL seems to be synonymous with slow burn for some fucking reason.
2. i dont actually??? like?? soulmate aus??? why am i writing this? your guess is as good as mine, my dude
As always feel free to hit me up on tumblr, i'm la-nay-ru over there!

















Chapter 1: and we thought them a sign of our meeting on earth
    




Chapter Text


i.

Some three days into his stay at Hellsalem's Lot -penniless, alone and missing his sister already- a mark grows on his skin.
He feels justified in his initial panic then. The skin of his forearm burns like someone poured hot oil on him and it ate right through his clothes and down to his bones. It comes with the strangest sensation in his chest, this pressure-pull that has him stumbling in a daze and he thinks oh God, this is it, this city is going to kill me and it hasn't been a week, I'm sorry Michella-
It doesn't kill him. It doesn't even have much of an effect beyond making him have a freak out right there on the sidewalk while humans and beyondians alike step around him. He feels pretty stupid after that, embarrassed even, but mostly he just tries to catch his breath. Checking himself over finds nothing really wrong or broken in any way; his breath comes easy after a few minutes even if he's still a little dazed from fear and shock. What he finds under his sleeve gives him pause: there's a mark gaining color, it spreads like ink on paper in a red so deep and vibrant Leonardo has to wonder if he isn't bleeding after all until it settles into a shape he can't quite make out. It could be a flame, maybe, if he looked at it from the right angle, but he doesn't do that. Instead he thinks,

Figures I'd get a magical rash.


ii.

"Coffee again?" Vivian asks him, though she's already moving to fill a mug for him.
"Please," he says maybe a bit too eagerly. That's fair, though. He's hungry, the coffee is cheap, the refills come free.
The little diner he found a week ago is only marginally less bizarre than the rest of the city. It still has a cast of colorful regulars from both worlds, which means things are certainly never boring in here. Even so the atmosphere is relaxed. He can come here to think, to write letters he never finishes, to ignore the worrisome amount of weight he has lost in the past few weeks, to pretend for a few hours that the streets outside aren't covered in fog at all hours of the day. The mundane is soothing, even more so now, though he'd always found the quiet moments say the most. Those are the reason he never goes anywhere without a camera.
The usual banter between him and his nosy waitress comes and goes whenever she finds a moment to rest, and he'd like to offer a helping hand when the orders get too plentiful but never finds the words. Somehow, she seems happiest when she's busy.
He pays for his coffee. On the way out, Vivian calls out to him, "Order some real food next time, yeah?"

iii.

The memorial for the Collapse ends up becoming one of his favorite spots to visit whenever he finds the time.
Someone might call that a bit strange. Or maybe morbid is the better word? It could go either way. Even to him it seems a little odd that the place he finds most interesting is where countless deaths are remembered. He takes several pictures, on different days, in different lighting, never when someone gets there before him. When he grows frustrated with his fruitless search he reads the names on the polished stone and thinks about the fact that so many people had to lose their lives for this city to rise.
And here he is, witness to the ones left behind.

iv.

"I just get tired of waiting, you know? It was kind of exciting at first, but now... Eh."
He's only half listening to what Vivian is saying, though he makes it a point to hum where it seems appropriate. Other things hold his attention, like figuring out where the hell rent money is going to come from. He already cut down on food expenses, and even someone with eating habits are horrible as he knows that limiting his diet even more is going to bite him in the ass eventually.
"It's like -When you think about it, it sounds so romantic, right?" she says, well into her rant of the day. "And I thought that, too, I'm not gonna say I didn't! But then a whole lot of nothing happened and I thought, okay, maybe I just need to be patient a little longer."
"Mmm." He very briefly considers calling home for help, before he dashes that thought.
"And, like, everyone says the excitement is in the mystery or- or absence makes the heart grow fonder or whatever, but I just don't see it."
"Right." He works two jobs already. He could maybe fit in a third if he just resigned himself to going crazy from lack of sleep?
"And - Are you even listening, Leo?"
"Yeah..." No, maybe not. He'd be of no use to Michella if he lost his last frayed thread of sanity.
"You're chewing on a fork, you know," Vivian says, a little wry.
So he is.
"Er, sorry." He places it back down on his plate. No wonder his mouth tasted funny. "What were we talking about again?"
"What was I talking about, you mean."
He mumbles another apology. Vivian, graciously, ignores it.
"It's this whole thing with the marks. They show up out of nowhere and people suddenly think life is a novel, you know?"
"I... I don't, sorry?"

v.

She tells him.
It's hard to believe, at first, even when he finds himself surrounded by the impossible at every corner. It is an entirely different kind of unbelievable, beyond monsters and otherworldly gates and the thick, white mist that hides it all.
"Do you think it's a star?" She asks him when he shows her his mark. It spans across his arm from wrist to elbow in flowing curves and sharp points.
He tells her, your guess is as good as mine, because he hasn't given it as much thought as it probably deserves. He's had more pressing matters in his mind, running from library to library whenever he can in a so far fruitless search.
All he knows for sure, when he lets himself think about such things, is that the pressure in his chest - a hair-thin string pulling at his ribs - tries to lead his feet somewhere he isn't sure he can reach.

vi.

His apartment is cramped and mostly empty of furniture besides the bare essentials, but there is a window just by his bed he likes to sit at on nights like this one.
Almost unconsciously, his fingers trace the lines of the mark.
It's an odd thought, one that he can't or won't allow himself to linger on for too long, but Vivian's voice keeps echoing in his head. Teasing and nagging, she leads him back to that same thought the more he tries to bury it. Whether it's true or just a rumor inflated into overly romantic proportions doesn't really factor in.
The matter of the fact is that Leonardo can't wrap his mind around the idea that someone, out there in the city, is waiting for him.

vii. 

Less than a week after that conversation, and the following revelation, a Mach monkey steals his camera and Zapp Renfro rests his sole on Leonardo's face.
He never finds out who Johnny Landis was.

viii. 

The Eyes, closed or open, miss nothing. His body can hardly keep up with the constant, merciless stream of information that comes pouring in at all hours of the day. For the most part he finds it a nuisance and a burden.
Today he is almost glad for them.
Even when he can't react he sees all too well how the giant arm reaches out from beyond the portal that opened just before him. It tears into reality just above the little monkey's head with the sound of something unnatural. Between horror and awe, Leonardo watches it swing its blade at him.
Not a second later, the large man by the window moves.
It takes a single, smooth step - frightening power hiding in grace - and Leonardo finds himself all but smothered under warmth and the fine fabric of the man's vest. Suddenly horizontal, he sees the ceiling crumble and turn to sky.

ix.

There is blood. Hot and thick and red as the color on his skin. It isn't his.
The man rolls off him with a pained grunt, clutching his side as the blood seeps between his fingers. One half of Leonardo's brain thinks, his vest is ruined.
The other, only barely more composed, keeps crying out the same word over and over: why?
He asks.
The woman in black, Chain, answers him: because you were there.

x.

He can barely breathe through the pressure in his chest, that string tight around his heart like a vice, but he can hear just fine.
Klaus Von Reinherz tells him he is not a coward. Leonardo doesn't believe him for a second, but the man says it with such conviction that he doesn't reject it, either.














Chapter 2: in midnight quiet
    


Summary:


When in doubt, just repress it.






Notes:

if the next chapter of either this or my other fic never gets posted just assume i melted into a puddle of goo because this heatwave is really out for my life



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text


i.

Vivian's own mark is a tiny little thing, a blue ladybug creeping up the back of her neck. It almost glimmers in certain lighting. More often than not he stares, and always with an odd sort of guilt. It makes feel a little flushed for reasons he can't quite name.
Maybe that's why she keeps her hair short, he thinks. She's still waiting.
He doesn't think she notices, because she wouldn't miss a chance to mess with him like that. He drinks his coffee in silence and tries not to stare at his own brand.

ii.

It feels odd to call it an office, but it is what it is.
Nothing in this city works the way he expects it to: strange creatures mingle with the crowds, and vigilante organizations not only exist, but also deal with a lot more paperwork than he would have thought.
The whole thing is the strangest example of domesticity he has ever seen. When he puts pen to paper that night, as he always starts and never finishes, he dedicates a whole paragraph to how one Klaus Von Reinherz stumbled through lunchtime small talk.

iii.

He meets her in a graveyard and it becomes their hangout spot.
White, at least, admits to being just as fascinated with the memorial as he is. She asks for a copy of one of the pictures of it in his camera and he brings it to her the next day to pin on her wall, next to her own faded snapshots.
(An older man and woman smile at them from the wrinkled paper, though White has never made any mention of or even acknowledged them. He knows instinctively that the conversation is off limits.)
As the days pass, more and more of his shots join the first.
"You have a good eye for these things," she says.
He flushes at the praise and misses the other half of her message.

iv.


There was a demon.

"I'm sorry - here, let me - I'm so sorry."
There was. Only, there isn't anymore. The past tense is important.
Klaus offers apology after apology as he dithers between helping Leonardo up and giving him space. For his part, Leonardo sits huddled against the wall and tries to find his breath again. He doesn't quite get there but he thinks he'll hold his lunch down, if nothing else.
From his seat at the desk, Steven sighs.
"Sorry about that," he waves Klaus off. "He didn't come with an off switch, you see."
Soon after gaining the Eyes Leonardo learned that everything living has an aura; an energy signature of sorts. Humans and alter world creatures, plants and animals, they're all covered in their own glittering mist. He has seen something like ghosts, even, as the lingering traces of energy left behind. The color says a lot. The density and pressure too.
Klaus', he doesn't know what it is. It's not the common gold or magenta, or even Blood Breed crimson. It's a deep, deep red that, along with the now familiar tightness around his ribs, leaves his words trapped in his throat.
Perhaps it was something Steven said that made Klaus react like that, his aura pressing and expanding until it sent Leonardo into the wall in one clean sweep as soon as he set foot in the room. He can’t even remember what he came in for, he’s –afraid, actually, but then he fears a lot of things. Leonardo keeps his eyes set stubbornly on the floor.
When Klaus steps closer, Leonardo tries not to flinch. He saved my life, he saved my life, he saved my life, echoes in his head like a mantra, but the fact is this man just put all of Femt’s monsters to shame, made them look no more dangerous than a yappy lapdog, and he did it on accident.
Klaus leads him to the couch with shaking hands. He is afraid, too.

v.

“Issat ink?” Zapp’s words mesh in an indistinct mess. His aim is a few inches off to the right, but he points in the general direction of Leonardo’s ruined sleeve.
“Er, no. That’s your blood, I think,” Leonardo says.
There is the clear distinction, though, of the stains on fabric and the deep red of the inside of his forearm.
White hair sticky with blood and the rest of him looking not much better, Zapp says, “Ssshit, you don’t say? Meant your arm, dipshit.”
Ah.
The shirt is beyond salvage, but Leonardo grimaces a little as he tears off the strips of singed fabric to give Zapp a closer look.
“Huh,” Zapp says when his eyes focus again. “Coul’ be a flow’r, maybe…”

vi.

On most days, White meets him at the hospital lobby. On bad days, he has to track her down through the maze of graves.
Usually she will be hiding up a tree, or lounging on the tall tombstone where she has the best vantage point to spook hapless nurses, or wandering restlessly around the chapel. He has never seen  her step inside the ruined old building.
"I'll go back when I feel like it," she grumbles when he finally catches up to her.
"Is that going to be sooner or later?"
He can't figure out the cause of her sour mood this time either.
"Oh, you'll find out."

vii.

Crosses and chains in the same rich color of Klaus' unique aura burst out of the ground, just it time to catch the worst of a hail of flying debris aiming for Leonardo.
He's dizzy and sluggish, but mostly unharmed. The enemies are almost shapeless creatures no one has a name for, and they just keep coming. Their own aura - just the one spread out over multiple bodies - claws at his Eyes. He can feel his skin starting to itch and burn from the effort of just loking at them.
Klaus' panting is a harsh reminder. Leonardo isn't the only one running on fumes. Even with his spine curved with some invisible weight Klaus doesn't surrender his place in front of Leonardo, his knuckles bleeding freely.
Doesn't surrender at all, really, and Leonardo is starting to learn that maybe he never has.
Without thinking, his arm reaches out to clutch Klaus' torn sleeve. Suddenly the other man's back looks so much broader, much more solid. A straight line of strength and sheer force of will.

viii.

The pressure never really abates. It wanes and flares and at times it feels like it's all he can do not to let it drive him mad. Something wants to lead him somewhere, but he keeps his feet rooted where he stands.
Leonardo is tired of divine intervention.
He learns to breathe through it, to treat it the same way deals with the constant low grade headaches that come with the Eyes. A fact of life. A minor inconvenience, except on the lonely nights with nothing to distract him.

ix.

On the other side of the office, Klaus is wrapping his hands.
Leonardo would be hard pressed to admit, if he ever had to, that he watches Klaus a lot. In most situations the man just draws his eyes without even trying. He thinks he isn't alone in his strange habit, but an uncomfortable gut feeling tells him that most people stare in apprehension, rather than admiration.
Not... That that is what he does, anyway.
In easy, practiced movements Klaus finishes one hand and starts on the other. Even without opening his eyes the near-faded scar tissue under fresh scabs is clear as day. In much the same way that Leonardo keeps his eyelids closed, the harshest parts of Klaus' life are out in the open.
When Klaus notices his staring Leonardo can't pretend to be looking elsewhere, and turning away at the last moment would have been even more incriminating. He settles for an awkward wave and a wobbly smile. Klaus seems just as bewildered to have caught him in the act, but he only returns the greeting - just as clumsy - and goes back to his work.
Leonardo keeps his eyes firmly on the table from then on, a guilty tint to this cheeks.

x.

"It's like this, see," Steven rambles between mouthing at a fresh paper cut on his fingertip. "Not all of is blood. Just enough to spark the magic, so to speak."
"So, what, just that little bit is enough to make those huge ice walls?" Leonardo asks. He's not sure he gets any of this blood magic stuff.
"Hah, no. The amount is always proportional to the result, young man." The cut is an insignificant thing, but Steven keeps pressure on it. "Think of it as an exchange if that makes things easier to understand."
Leonardo's face says clearly that it doesn't. Steven hums. Then, he drags a mug of lukewarm coffee close to let a single drop of blood drip down into it.
"With this much I can pull this off," Steven says, and his smile is not unkind as he watches Leonardo lean closer. The mug is frozen stiff, stuck to the surface of the desk by a thin layer of ice. "But it wouldn't do much in a fight, would it?"
"Maybe on a hot day..."
"I'll pretend I haven't heard that one before. Anyway, it makes things easier, and more effective, to keep a weapon handy." He knocks his shoes together with a lazy smile. "Again, so to speak."
Leonardo considers this. Then-
"Wait, so what about Zed?" He wonders aloud. He has never seen the merman fight with any weapon he didn't summon himself.
"Well, he is a special case. But the principles are the same. A blood offering for a blood technique."
Leonardo thinks of Zapp's lighter, and how it's always attached to a blood cord acting as a fuse. How K.K's rifle is too intricate to pass for a normal gun. Of Steven's own shoes, and frowns in sympathy when he imagines every step with needles sharp and cold stabbing his soles.
Of knuckles painted the color of rust, dry blood over old scars.
"That sounds... Painful."
Steven's smile thins out into something distant.




Notes:


the "there was a demon" bit is a scene from the manga chapter "ghost wagon" something something that didn't make it into the anime adaptation of that chapter and i am forever smad about it. also its like midnight and i oughta sleep but! chances are i won't.
as always, hit me up on tumblr as la-nay-ru.
















Chapter 3: gift of the living
    


Summary:


The plot moves forward, as it should.






Notes:


          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          






Chapter Text


i.

He almost, almost, asks Steven if the lines crawling down his neck have anything to do with the so-called soulmarks (he blames Vivian entirely for getting the term into his head). He comes to his senses before he actually does it, with the feeling that he's just dodged a bullet he didn't even see coming.
But curiosity eats away at him. He can confirm, with both great authority and great despair, that Zapp doesn't have one. Zed says as much when Leonardo brings it up, but seems almost upset by the idea. Chain doesn't even grace him with an answer before she fades away.
K.K is absolutely delighted when the topic comes up between them. She wastes no time in showing him her own mark one night he spends in her guest room, and her husband gives him a sheepish smile at her overwhelming enthusiasm. On each of their wrists a simple nest is drawn. It shimmers in the light, so he can't pinpoint what color it is.
He feels both more and less alone after that. For the rest of the night, he tugs at his sleeve to keep it from slipping up.

ii.

"You believe in that sappy stuff?" White blurts out. Incredulous, but thankfully not accusing.
"I'm just telling you what I've heard!" He still feels the need to defend himself, though. "I asked around - apparently they're not that uncommon in the Beyond..."
He'd asked Nej, at least, whose cheers of "Good omen for you! Great things will happen if you let them,"  hadn't been particularly helpful until Leonardo bribed him with extra fries on his next lunch. The rest of his story had only been a step above the gossip Leonardo got out of Vivian: some kind of fated meeting, all very dramatic.
He called it a promise. A sort of togetherness, a sense of completion. A very you'll know it when you see it type of deal, except Leonardo still feels just as out of his depth in this as he does in most things.
"Well, you can't just say that and not show me!"
He sighs, but rolls up his sleeve obediently.
"So?" He asks when she has spent some time looking at it. "Everyone's got a different idea of what it is."
She hums for a few seconds, and then,
"Fire, maybe?"
He can't not laugh at that. That had been his first guess, too. Before the conversation can taper off, he asks if she has one of her own.
An expression he can't name flashes by her face.
"I don't need one, dummy."

iii.

He has his own scars now. Most of them small, all of them hidden. Even the stitches on his head healed over nicely, any hint of his last hospital visit covered by unruly curls.
The strangest thing was, that experience had been a lot less harrowing than it probably should have. He had been confused, of course, and shock can't quite describe what he'd felt at losing almost a month's worth of memories. But through it all, what really kept him up at night was a sense of longing he couldn't place at all.
He'd been hungry a lot, too.
Every member of the core team had stopped by his room at least once - and it is his by now, after so many nights spent there - as well as an uncharacteristically fussy White.
During that time, Klaus was a welcome fixture on the chair next to his bed. For Leonardo, getting past his initial awkwardness was at least a decent distraction from the last date he remembered and the one he woke up in.
For Klaus, it became routine.
He hovered. He talked. He asked Leonardo what he needed from home, and had Gilbert deliver it in record time. He brought books to read when Leonardo dozed. Klaus spent what seemed like every free moment he could hold on to in that room with the high windows.
When Leonardo couldn't sleep, he read aloud.

iv.

"It's just-" Leonardo pauses, and considers how much he should admit. "You'd think I'd be over it by now, right? It was over a year ago, and-"
He huffs a strained, nervous laugh that Klaus doesn't return. Not even one of his rare, subtle smiles makes an appearance. There's nothing to laugh about, except Leonardo himself.
He does feel like the world's biggest joke most of the time, why not go with it?
"You, uh, you said something once. When we met?" He waits to see recognition in Klaus' face, or at least for him to ask for clarification.
It's possible, Leonardo thinks with sudden embarrassment, that that day meant a lot more to him than anyone else.
But Klaus curls one of his hands into a loose fist. He's been on the verge of something for most of this talk, if Leonardo had to explain the tension in his shoulders and the occasional flicker of red-gold aura. He straightens his back - even more - and,
"You are not a coward, Leonardo Watch."
There's that same conviction, that surety that what he says is nothing short of gospel. It's sweet, it - it brings back that ever present pressure, makes Leonardo's ribs curl in on themselves, it feels like. It makes him laugh again. 
"I'm just, heh- I'm sorry, Mr. Klaus. I really don't think I believe that."
And there is that almost imperceptible uptick of his lips, that look of pure warmth.
"That is fine," he says, and wraps a hand around Leonardo's branded wrist. "It does not make it any less true."

v.

Black has an ever present nervous energy surrounding him that Leonardo find all too familiar.
He trips. He breaks things without trying. His laughter is often ill timed, in silences that don't need to be filled. His glasses are too big for his face and they tend to hide his brilliant blue eyes.
It's not like White is particularly smooth in any sense of the word, but she has a certain confidence that her brother clearly lacks. She tends to say what's on her mind, only to later realize it might not have been the smartest or most sensitive thing to say at the time, and she isn't particularly graceful with the subsequent apologies. Inversely, Black apologizes more times than any given conversation would require, and usually about things he had no fault on.
When Leonardo's and Black's visits to the hospital coincide, Leonardo gets the chance to see the twins bicker in the way that most siblings do, and every time he goes back to his apartment thinking of his own sister. He'd like her to meet them some day, even if he already has the thought that the city might not survive White and Michella in the same room.
In not so many words, Leonardo thinks that, apart, Black and White are purely chaotic.

vi.

He thinks he hears whistling sometimes.
Always distantly ringing off behind him, when he turns lonely corners and dregs through deserted alleys. He even hears it, if he really focuses, over the background noise of subway commuters.
He looks behind when he feels brave enough, and keeps his eyes firmly to the front when he feels a prickling at the back of his neck.

vii.

They never actually get lunch. It becomes more of an early dinner, when what was left of the Thousand Regioka Brothers - now three - is rounded up and carted off by the HLPD.
Their last destination is inevitably the hospital.
Zed's goodbye isn't meaningful in any way, at the time. A simple see you later  before the merman goes to see Zapp that has Leonardo thinking they might yet get along, in so far as Zapp can get along with anybody.
Later, though, he sees it as the event horizon.
White takes him for a walk around the hospital grounds, and this, on its own, isn't out of the ordinary. White is almost always restless in some way or another. One thing that puts her at ease most of the time is taking in the too familiar sights and finding new angles from which to capture them with Leonardo's camera.
"It's unnatural for me to be here," White tells him when they're both sitting on old rotted pews. This is the first sign, and he misses it.
The second is the whistling that echoes through the chapel, and only then does he start to think that something beyond his understanding is happening.
The panic only starts when White walks to him, and he can't breathe, he can't move, every muscle is locked and tense, and when her hand leaves his face something cold and metallic stays behind.

viii.

When his family left Liberty Island - Michella without her eyes, Leonardo seeing too much - they were taken directly to a hospital, where no doctor could do anything for either of them.
The next days were a haze, if Leonardo had to describe them at all. He can't remember much beyond the pain, the migraines, the vomiting, and the general sense that he was on the way to losing his mind. His body adjusted to the Eyes, eventually, and he learned to keep them closed and, for the most part, inactive.
When he finally felt lucid enough to understand what Michella had done, and what he hadn't done, all he could give her was a long string of sorries that she never accepted.
Not because she resented him, but simply because she felt there was nothing to blame him for. That hurt more than anything else, and at the time the only thing he was certain of was pain.

ix.

"I think I know where this story is going," says the person dragging Leonardo by the collar. He isn't Black, even if he wears his face.
Leonardo only realizes they are walking down a set of stone stairs because the steps hit him, over and over, on the way down. For the first time in almost a year he can't make out what sees at all.
It is something startlingly familiar to those first few days after receiving the Eyes. Everything is too bright, too sharp, too out of focus, simply too much for him to bear.
"I've seen this movie before, you know. The great collapse, the calamity, the good old fashioned doomsday. There's always a bit of truth to the classics, but they never quite get it right."
His voice is the same as Black's, but all wrong and twisted and cruel. Too far off, almost dream-like, on the wrong side of joy.
"No. You don't know real tragedy until you see it with your own eyes," he whispers, with the worst kind of hope.

x.

The floor is cold, hard stone. He has no idea where he has been taken beyond the fact that it smells rotten and stale. He tries to focus on the sound of chalk scraping on stone, and it does nothing to distract him from the blur of color and shapes and the feeling of cold metal on his face.
The Eyes aren't his anymore, even less than they were from the start.
The King sits on a tomb, and Leonardo knows where they are. It's a mass grave, crumbling skulls and dark, winding roots pressing in from all sides.
He makes his speech, and through Leonardo takes the first steps to breaking the world.




Notes:


oh lizzo we're really in it now
















Chapter 4: daylight breaks for you
    


Summary:


The first grand finale.






Notes:

i have. a lot of thoughts and feelings about the season 1 finale. its the one episode i never casually rewatch. i gotta make A Night of it. i need The Buildup of the rest of the season. i always cry like a baby when white dies, and when klaus says he's proud of leo, who just breaks the fuck down right there from the unexpected kindness on top of everything that happened that night and his own chronic self loathing. im crying as we speak.
ive also exhausted the amount of friends-who-havent-seen-the-show-but-let-me-rave-about-this-specific-episode-for-three-hours-straight. so obviously i had to make a whole chapter about it
this is the longest chapter so far! it's also the last of the ones i had completed. ive started on five, but im working on no less than four KL wips including this one, so uh. no guesses as to when it'll be up.
EDIT: one of the scenes was doubled, because ao3's formating the bane of my existence. i swear, ive had to fix this exact problem IN EVERY CHAPTER, when i know very well i copied every section just fine. good god.



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text


i.

Not for the first time, he finds himself between two choices.
"You can die in here, or you can die out there," comes the voice again.
He can't place it, and he swallows down his panic at the I can't see, I can't see that rings so loudly in his head. But it is familiar, just like the cane coming down hard on his ribs. He can't help the strangest feeling of déjà vu that comes over him.
It's not much of a choice. That, too, is painfully familiar. Once more, he can't bring himself to pick one. He isn't made for this; not the chaos of the city, not the duty of the Witness, not even realizing what White was going through before it was too late--
"First of all," the voice drawls, and now Leonardo finds himself pushed back, slowly and deliberately, until his neck twinges, "you have to break the world."
And-
No. That isn't how the line goes, not at all.

ii.

He makes the climb, despite everything. He trips more times than he can count, and with every fall that strange metal contraption digs deeper. It feels like a drill going through his eyes, en route to his brain, looking to pull something out he didn't even know he had.
He doesn't need his sight to move forward, however, and the further he climbs the more it feels like rote.
It's something like instinct, almost, that takes him away from that forgotten mass grave, dead casters and victims of the Collapse all humming underground where no one can hear them.
He knows that if he stopped to think he wouldn't find the strength to get up again.

iii.

His hands come loose from the rope all on their own. None of his struggling and tugging worked before, so he had focused instead on the motion of placing one foot in front of the next. When he finds both his hands free again, he almost falls on his face.
He isn't the least bit sorry about breaking the odd glasses that finally fall off, seemingly by magic.
With his first steady breath, he grits his teeth and climbs up, up, up.

iv.

There is light up ahead.
Shining weakly through the mist, thick and white and wholly unnatural, it drives him on at the same time as it terrifies him.
He has no idea where it will lead him, and already he is so tired. Every ache throbs under his skin, dragging him down, until he thinks he may very well fall over and not find his feet again.
This isn't who he is. Leonardo knows himself well enough to understand that he is no hero, and he'd very much like to avoid becoming a martyr.
But, really, stopping isn't an option.
There is light. He just has to follow it.

v.

Zed is brutally honest, and Chain is never quite on Leonardo's side, but they push him forward when his knees shake. He might not be all of what Zed says, but he can do this, at least. Curl up and endure, isn't that what tortoises do?
Michella would laugh at that, maybe, or just give him one of those looks that says she thinks he's being overly clever. She is good at that: talking without saying anything, learning things about people that they don't realize about themselves.
If nothing else, he wants to live up to her high opinion of him, he wants to be what Klaus seems to think he is.

vi.

He slips on the ice, and a shock of electricity jolts through him when he hits the ground. It's a winter wonderland from hell - all the introduction Steven and K.K could possibly need.
If they're nearby he can't see them at all, but he doesn't bother sticking around to check, either.
The city is falling again, and falling apart in great blocks of concrete, metal and glass. The air is charged, and under that is the scent of blood and smoke that makes his throat dry.
He doesn't think about any of that. All he sees is the nightmarish playground the King made, that tall, daunting tower and the buildings rearranging themselves by the block.

vii.

Zapp damm near sets him on fire along with the ghouls closing in on him. This doesn't surprise him, exactly, but with the night he's had he doesn't hesitate to throw a blind punch and hope it lands.
It does. The recoil hits him all the way up to the elbow and he couldn't care less. It doesn't faze Zapp for long, of course, nor does it make Leonardo feel much better about the cataclysm going on around them, but at this point he doesn't have much more than instinct to fall back on. Something about Zapp has the tendency to make him think to hell with it, and more often than not it lands in him trouble. He can't sink much lower than he has tonight, though, and while that's not a particularly inspiring thought it does bring him back to the matter at hand.
The barrier, barely hanging on. The city, uprooted again. His Eye, broken and bleeding and throbbing in his skull. Black and White, lost and trapped. And Leonardo--
"Don't just stand there, you little shit." Zapp picks himself up the ground. Behind him, the front lights of Gilbert's car lengthen his shadow. "Klaus is waiting."
Leonardo stands, too.

viii.

It hurts like nothing else, to do this with only one Eye. He figures it would not be much easier with both of them functional either. But some things just need to be done, even if he has to break himself in the process.
He can't leave White to fade away like she never existed and take the rest of the world down with her. He can't let Black be consumed by something alien and so cruel when all he has ever shown is kindness and an almost desperate love.
Klaus is waiting, broken and bleeding. If anyone is going to do something now, there's no one else but Leonardo to get it done. It's a terrifying thought.
Maybe he doesn't quite understand what the King was trying to say just yet, and it scares him to consider that some day he might. Here is someone who has seen the best and worst of humanity in all its stumbling steps and without a single shred of hate still decided to tear it all down.
He opens his eyes. White takes his hand. The sun rose only minutes ago, and the city --crumbled and barely standing-- looks brighter than Leonardo has ever seen it.

ix.

If he could take a moment to stop crying he might give Klaus a proper response. All things considered, it's rather anticlimactic. He missed the big fight, and most of the action, but that's mostly fine by him. The fewer explosions he has to run away from, the better.
Klaus, of of course, ran headfirst into the fray and didn't so much come out singing as he burst out of it, miraculously still in one piece, and proceeded to do something so uniquely Klaus that it only served to make Leonardo cry louder and messier. It's downright embarrassing, but he wipes his face and hobbles over to where Klaus landed after his fight with the King.
"Leonardo," Klaus says when Leonardo stops to crouch in front of him. "Are you injured? Your eye-"
"You're asking me? Mr. Klaus, you can't even stand!" For that matter, how is he still conscious!?
Klaus looks... Sheepish, actually, at that, like he only just noticed how he's covered in his own blood or how one of his arms is practically buried under rubble while the other lies limp at his side. Just barely out of reach are his knuckle dusters, somehow still whole. Leonardo has no idea what he can possibly do to help --certainly not carry Klaus-- but now that he's here, closer, he feels... Not okay, but a whole lot more at ease. There's something about Klaus, the same thing that makes him so terrifying only makes Leonardo's nerves settle.
"You think you can move? Wait, no, don't actually-"
Klaus leans forward the few inches he can manage. His eyes are unfocused and he looks like he might faint at any moment. Catching him wouldn't be the smartest thing Leonardo could do, but he's ready to try it anyway. Klaus says his name again, all soft and quiet, and Leonardo wonders if he actually will pass out.
"Then-" He inhales sharply- "You are well? Leonardo, are you-"

Of course I'm not"well". I just helped my friend die and it's still raining bits of buildings and my head hurts like hell and God where the hell did Sonic end up--

"I'm, you know, I will be." Leonardo says in a rush. Better to give Klaus the abridged version than to have the whole ugly mess spilling out while the man is barely conscious. "Later. But right now, you're not, so Mr. Klaus, you have to stay still. Please?"
Klaus digs his arm out of the rubble like it was that easy all along, not paying attention to Leonardo's sputtering and fretting. He moves his newly freed hand to tenderly hold his side, though Leonardo can't find any visible injuries on his torso. Then again, he must be sore all over. 
"Good. Good, I had worried..."
Leonardo feels like he's doing all the worrying right now, really. For a second he's afraid he said that aloud when Klaus looks at him with narrowed eyes, but no, he's just squinting. His glasses are... Who knows where, and he probably can't see all that well through the blood still dripping from his temple. Leonardo raises an arm --if he were any less exhausted and Klaus more lucid he might realize this is a boundary he would not otherwise cross-- and with the branded wrist he wipes off what he can.
Maybe it's just him, but he thinks Klaus leans into it with a sigh.
"Sorry I kept you waiting."

x.

While Steven deals with Klaus, K.K. all but tackles Leonardo to the ground. She smacks one big kiss on his cheek --all loud and wet and gross, specifically engineered to be as embarrassing as possible. The harder he tries to wiggle out of her hold the tighter she holds on. When he hears Zapp laughing at him from somewhere behind them he just accepts his fate. K.K. usually does what she wants, anyway.
"You had us all worried!" She says, making her point by holding his face firmly with both her hands.
"Yesh," is all he gets to say with his cheeks squished together like that.
"We were all over the city looking for you!"
"Sho shorry."
"Don't do that again! And you were amazing out there!" She lets go of his face, only to bring him into a bone crushing hug.
"Yes'm."
And just like that she's gone, leaving him to find a clear patch of ground to sit on before his knees buckle.
He takes a deep breath and then several more. His face is tear stained where it isn't sticky with blood, he can't see very well out of his left eye, his hair is a singed mess and the less said about the state of his clothes the better.
But here in the ruins of the old cemetery the air is clear and the people he's come to care about the most all made it through the night. He's alive, if bruised and heartsore. Off in the sidelines Black is pulling himself together, with an odd but familiar smile. Leonardo will talk to him later, and hopefully by then he'll find some proper words and not just break down crying again, if he doesn't just do both. There's a lot to celebrate, and even more to mourn, but they'll get to that when they get to that.




Notes:


as always, i'm la-nay-ru on tumblr! if you'd like to see my art as well, head on over to @glucoserabbit on instagram.
thanks so much to everyone who's read, silently as well as those who commented. ya'll make my day every time.
















Chapter 5: don't face the world in tears
    


Summary:


In the aftermath.






Notes:

this chapter is just a little bit different in tone and style (to me, obsessive fucker that i am, at least) but it felt necessary to portray the aftermath of something as stupidly cataclysmic as episode 12. we'll be back to our irregularly scheduled disjointed weirdness next chapter - whenever the fuck that will be.
also: i continue to not proof read, edit or beta anything i write before i recklessly throw it online. ye be warned.
also also: this is the chapter that made two of my friends go "oh my god leo just go see your fucking boyfriend". ye be warned 2: electric boogaloo







Chapter Text


i.

Black takes down the photos from the wall one by one, and gently packs them into a small cardboard box he brought. The tacks go in a different box, along with the things he doesn't plan on keeping. That one is practically empty.
Leonardo came along with him in an awkward show of solidarity. He can't bring himself to do much more than stand by the door and watch as Black sorts through his sister's remaining personal effects. There's really not much to go through, even though White spent the better part of the last three years watching the mist swirl from her tall windows.
Black folds an old, worn blanket that always smelled like dust to Leonardo but White loved to curl herself up in and breath in deeply. It goes into the same box as her clothes; mostly dresses and loose shirts similar to the dress she favored, all in pale but lively colors he never saw her in. An even older and more beat up looking camera makes Black choke out a wet laugh, and that one goes directly into his bag. The magazines he looks over once, and sets them next to the box with the tacks. There are enough that they would fill it up to the rim, and in subjects varied enough to hold White's chronic boredom at bay for the most part, along with a few books. It still isn't so much that he could say yes, that is a person's whole life.
And it isn't. White had an entirely different life before this, before hospitals and secret graveyards and the cracks shining gold where her heart used to be. Black saw all of it along with her, while Leonardo only knew her for a scant few months. What is he doing here?
There was no funeral, or even a body to bury in the first place.
"Leo."
He looks up and loosens his fists.
Black stands by the windows, against the light. Leonardo can make out his face just fine. White liked watching the sunset from there, even if she preferred to sneak out to the graveyard to find a tall tree, and Leonardo had switched between watching the clouds fly by and the melancholy on her face.
"Can you help me carry all this?" Black smiles.
Leonardo doesn't say anything, but he picks up the nearest box.
Black had said he'd be going back home after this. With the man and woman from the pictures long gone and his sister dead twice, will he be going back to an empty house?
"I'll call." He says without thinking. "Or write. Whatever works."
Black's smile says something like please. 

ii.

In everything he does, Gilbert works quickly, silently and efficiently. He sits at the couch in the office, sewing a row of neat and even stitches on Leonardo's sweatshirt, while Leonardo himself watches him work.
The shirt he got not long after arriving in the city. He lost a lot of luggage and personal items in those first few weeks before he learned how to squirrel around shortcuts and avoid the usual muggers. Never has he been so familiar with dark alleyways, though the poor lighting means nothing to him anymore. It has served him well enough, and he knows he wears it more than anyone should, but it's comfortable. What can he say? It keeps him warm through the chill of the mist. He likes the comfort and familiarity it brings. The tall collar is perfect for Sonic to nap in when he gets tired of begging for snacks. It's also a near unsalvageable mess after the Second Collapse, as people are already calling it.
He'd tried his hand at fixing it, and made the very intelligent choice not to try it again after pulling on a seam and making a tear wider. Gilbert, of course, noticed the change when he showed up that day in a simple hoodie and asked about it. Leonardo had all the need and none of the intention to ask the butler for help, and awkwardly handed it over when Gilbert offered it.
It will probably look good as new by the time it's mended and washed. He has learned not to question Gilbert's methods or results. The older man does the impossible every day, it seems, much like his employer.
Leonardo looks at Klaus' desk while Gilbert mends a spot he hadn't even noticed. It's solid wood and suspiciously clear of any paperwork for once. The desk has sat empty for the last week or so.
Leonardo puts his hands on his lap for lack of anything better to do with them. His trip to the hospital was mercifully brief this time: nothing that required hospitalization, as there was nothing anyone could do for his cracked lenses. They're still healing, actually, and the bouts of nausea have become manageable, while the headaches come and go. That, at least, is familiar. He is as healthy as he can be, all things considered.
Klaus, however, is under strict bed rest. Strict in the sense that Steven hasn't left his side since he was admitted, to make sure he does as he's told. Leonardo has to wonder just how restful that can actually be.
He bites his lip and takes a deep breath, hoping Gilbert won't notice his discomfort. It's... Hard to think of Klaus as someone who can fall. Leonardo has seen him bleed before, of course. He knows, objectively, that Klaus is just as human as anyone else. The job puts all of them at risk in some way or another, and he knows more than anyone else that you can't prepare for everything.
But Klaus wasn't able to even stand when Leonardo found him. The occasional cut or bruise is one thing. Being drenched in his own blood and halfway to unconscious is something else entirely. The only reason Klaus was awake until Steven got to him, Leonardo knows, is that the man was simply too stubborn to pass out until he could confirm his team was safe and the mission complete. It's admirable and maddening all in one.
He inhales again. He knows this, by now: the pressure, the pulling, the feeling of his chest making room for something. If he just focuses, he can breathe through it.
"The young master is making a fast recovery, as master Steven tells it," Gilbert says. Of course he noticed.
"That's good. I'm- I'm glad." He goes to hide his face in his collar, only to remember Gilbert is still working on it.
"There is nothing to worry about, young Leonardo. If you wish to see for yourself, might I suggest a visit?" He says it casually, like he's talking about nothing more important than the weather.
Leonardo... Certainly could do that. If he could think about that hospital without panicking. He hasn't stepped foot in there since Black left all the walls in her room bare.
But it would be fair, if nothing else. Klaus always makes sure to stop by his room when Hellsalem's Lot gets the better of him.

iii.

He knows the steps leading up to the hospital entrance. Knows them well enough to notice a few are missing. The building landed in an entirely different sector after the Collapse, mostly whole, and simply opened its doors again. Hospitals in this city have no shortage of work.
Leonardo feels too small and too big for his own skin all at once.
He stares down at the steps. Counts them over and over. People walk around him and he doesn't move. Hasn't for several minutes now. Sonic sits on his shoulder, cooing worriedly now and then.
St. Araniad's hospital is more or less the same as it was a week ago, only there is no chapel, no cemetery, no faded, old pictures taking up a wall in White's room.
Leonardo tells himself that he can breathe. Tells his legs that they can and should move. Nobody inside is waiting for him, but he promised Gilbert he'd stop by Klaus' room if only to say hello. It's the least he can do. He can't imagine what else he'd do. Thank him, maybe, though it feels as though that's all he ever does. Thank Klaus for saving him. Thank Klaus for being a good listener. Thank Klaus for putting up with him.
It would be nice to see him. Leonardo wants to see him, to confirm for himself that Klaus is whole and healing and awake, not stumbling over himself, slipping on his own blood as Steven and Abrams half dragged him to the car because neither of them could carry his weight. Leonardo surprises himself with how much he really cares. He takes just one step forward, sets his foot on the first (formerly third) step, but-
But.
He whirls around, makes for his bike at a trot. If he's lucky, he'll run into Nej at the park and they can share lunch.

iv.

Zed... Can't blink, exactly, but his expression makes it clear that he would. Was the flash too bright?
Zed clears his throat. "What was that for?"
Leonardo moves the camera away from his face. "Nothing, really?"
The digital snap sound of his little camera is background noise to him by now. It's second nature to capture the moments that stand out to him, and the rest of Libra has become accustomed to his habit. Zed is the odd one out here, if only because he hasn't had the time to stop questioning it. Leonardo has a collection of snapshots captured in the office alone: some candid, some staged, a few silly ones and even the occasional blurry shot by Sonic.
It's something of a relief to see the world just as flat and plain as everyone else sees it, mostly. The rest of the time, he wishes his camera could catch what he sees, to save him the trouble of having to explain something he doesn't have the words for. He could use the Eyes for that, if he really wanted to, but not without a great deal of pain.
He shows the picture to Zed, who can't seem to wrap his head around the friendly gesture. Leonardo considers him a friend, of course, and isn't particularly offended by the idea that Zed might not, just yet. The merman is puzzled by a lot of things, but he'll figure it out in time.
Leonardo scratches his face. Of the damage he took - little more than scrapes compared to the others - there's only a small patch of scabby, rough skin left below his still healing eye that his doctor promised him would not even leave a mark.
Zed asks him in that stiff, polite way of his - he isn't much more socially graceful than Zapp, but he has manners to fall back on - if it hurts. Leonardo can say with all honesty that it doesn't bother him any more than the Eyes usually do when fully functional. It earns him a strange look, as best as he can read Zed's face.
For all intents and purposes, one week after the world nearly ended everything is as it should be.
Only, Steven has been noticeably absent from the office, when Leonardo had become used to finding him dead asleep at his desk after one too many one nighters. Zapp burst in through the doors earlier that morning, and stomped out huffing when he found nobody to spar with. Chain's visits have been even more irregular than usual, dropping in with a handful of files for Gilbert that she would usually leave at either of the two desks. Leonardo hasn't seen K.K in days, though he has a good idea of where to find her.
Klaus' desk is always bare and spotless when Leonardo catches himself staring that way for a beat too long. He misses the clinking of tea cup on saucer, of all things.

v.

The kitchen at Dianne's is working again, even without a roof or walls over it. This isn't even the first time Vivian and her father have had to rebuild, nor the last.
A few tables set up around the surprisingly still standing bar is all they need to open up business again while several volunteers - most of them the diner's regulars - work to clear out the rubble. Leonardo thought he owed it to her, somehow, to lend a hand. Manual labor might not be where his strength lies, but it settles something in him to help both of them get back on their feet.
Something in the motions keeps his head on straight. He feels more at ease than he has all week, even if his hands are a mess by the end of the day.
They made good progress. He breathes a long sigh, half content and half exhausted. Vivian sits next to him at a dusty table and hands him a cup of coffee.
"On the house," she says with a wink.
"Is it still free if I worked for it?" He gets a playful smack on the back of the head for that.
"That just makes it taste better." Vivian huffs.
They sip from their mugs in silence, watching the mist float by, apparently aimless and undisturbed by the people passing through it. For a rare once, Vivian is as out of uniform as Leonardo has ever seen her. Her green apron was carelessly draped over the back of a chair, and her hair falls messily around her face without the cap to hold it back.
Vivian gives him a once over - he's covered head to toe in dust and sweating even in the perpetual chill of the city - then nods down at his arm.
"I still can't figure out what that's supposed to be."
He follows her eyes to his brand. The shape isn't any more familiar now than it was months ago. Now that he looks at it though, really looks at it, he thinks the lines might be crisper, and the red impossibly more vibrant. He did a good job of not thinking too deeply on it for a while.
He shrugs, noncommittal. She sighs, irritated.
"I appreciate the help, don't think I don't. Even dad had something good to say about you today." He actually looks up at that, surprised. He's never heard the man speak before. "But Leo-"
He grips his mug tighter, lets the warmth seep in through his fingers. Leonardo likes it here, walls or no, free coffee or no. He doesn't even mind having his arm on full display, because nobody much cares. Being here is easy.
Vivian... Softens. Her eyes are never unkind, but now she is making an active effort.
"We all lost a lot. Don't you have something to take care of, too?"

vi.

That night, he throws another unfinished letter at his waste basket. It bounces off the rim to fall on the floor. The paper is pretty and expensive for his budget. He feels guilty at wasting so much of it when there are easier ways to do this.
But it feels natural to write it down, even if none of the letters get sent out. He knows what he'd do, if he ever actually managed to finish one, to make sure Michella gets the message and still keep his words between the two of them. He just never has the right words.
Sonic dozes on a cushion Leonardo got specifically for him at a thrift shop. The city is as quiet as it can be. Leonardo draws lines and lines on his arm without looking; he might not have a name for it, but he knows the shape.
He sighs, looks down at the red of his wrist. Tomorrow, then.

vii.

Some of the nurses know him by name. Some give him sad looks when they greet him as he walks down the hallways. He does his best to meet their eyes. But he isn't going where they think he is.
It's so much easier than he thought. All he does is let his feet take him to Klaus' room. A voice in his head berates him for delaying this for so long - it could be Michella's, or White's, or even his own. Doesn't really matter which, just that it's right.
Why did he drag his heels on this? Why did his legs shake and his breath go shallow at the entrance? He wants to see Klaus, that was never up for debate. The problem, he guesses, were all the reasons he kept finding that told him not to. Some of them made sense at the time and still do - this place terrifies him, now - and some were just his own anxieties dragging him down. He tries to keep those at bay as he turns the corner to find the room Gilbert told him Klaus is staying in.
Now he just has to find a good reason to knock.

viii. 

He expected... Something. He's not sure what. Something profound, maybe, some deep realization to hit him as soon as he stepped foot inside the room.
Klaus is a dressed down as Leonardo has ever seen him: no tie, no vest, even his glasses are set on the beside table as he dozes, and while it can't be said his hair is ever neat it's still out of its usual style.
Klaus beaten down is an image Leonardo can't seem to get out of his mind. This is a much better sight.
Steven perks up when he sees him. His face cycles through different expressions like he's too tired to decide which one would require the least effort to maintain. From genuine surprise to a faux welcoming smile and then, finally, the one that implies a no won't be a suitable answer. With quick hand gestures and even quicker words he breezes past Leonardo, saying something about needing to stretch his legs. Or perhaps he's simply desperate to see anything other than the same four walls. There's a nice view out the window, but Leonardo figures Steven never bothered to look away from his phone when he wasn't dealing with Klaus.
That's fine. It saves him the trouble of finding a way to get Steven out of the room for a while.
He'd thought... Well, he'd thought of nothing at all that he could say to Klaus. Leonardo finds himself equal parts disappointed and relieved that Klaus isn't awake watch him stumble over his words, polite and patient as always.
He lets his eyes open just a crack, enough for the blue light to pour over Klaus' face. In his sleep, that blazing red aura is more subdued than Leonardo has ever seen it, but still so much more than any common human or creature from the beyond has ever shown him. It pulses with the rise and fall of Klaus' chest, an even rhythm that puts Leonardo at ease for the first time since he set foot in that chapel. It's no lazy slouch that makes his shoulders sag. It's the pure relief of seeing all his midnight fears fade away.
He sets his bag down next to the bed, just as he used to in a different room just weeks ago. It's rote, by now. The view from the window here is different, but only in the sense that he it shows him the same chaos from a new angle. Hands on the windowsill, his lungs expand and draw in air almost greedily. His eyes are open.
Klaus is here and alive and an unmistakable presence at his back. Leonardo is here and breathing and, he thinks, close to crying. Steven must be somewhere in the hospital pestering someone for a half decent cup of coffee. The office is empty save for Gilbert, K.K and Chain, all dutifully waiting. Zapp and Zed? Arguing, no doubt, somewhere in the city.
He can see Dianne's from here, though he knows no one else could. The walls are coming along nicely, and it's packed with regulars already.
An as of yet unknown number of names will be added to the memorial, to join those carved into the stone three years ago. Everyone is mourning someone while they bring the pieces of their own lives back together.
Behind him, Klaus opens his eyes. Leonardo doesn't hesitate to turn around and face him, for once.

ix.

There's no spring in his step or dopey smile on his face after that. But there is a weight off his shoulders, and he feels more himself than he has in weeks. Months? Time is a hard thing to keep track of in a city that moves so fast.
Sonic meets him at the entrance as is their habit. Something in those big golden eyes tells Leonardo that he always knows when change has happened.
Leonardo finds it in himself to smile - a real one, not that dull, polite thing that comes to him just as naturally. There's a reason Steven's expressions look so transparent to him, and it has nothing to do with godly eyes.
He offers his shoulder to Sonic and makes his way home. There's still one thing he needs to do.

x.

Another crumpled wad of paper bounces off the edge of the waste basket. The rest of them surround it in a ring of words all wrong and empty and not enough, not right. None of them paint the right picture, the right details.
He can see the world through his sister's eyes, and yet he can't find a way to share what she has shown him.
But maybe - he raises his head off the cheap, wobbly desk - maybe there's no use aiming for perfection here. His fingers itch to write, and it occurs to him only now that anything is fine, so long as it's something.
He has seen more than he can understand and knows less than half of what he came here to learn. He wasn't given instructions so much as a vague command to see: everything horrible and wonderful and pulsing with life and-
It's still more than he can wrap his head around, let alone explain. But that, he's coming to realize now, is as good a start as any.














Chapter 6: roses don't mean a thing
    


Summary:


In the nights, we are wild eyed.
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Chapter Text


i.

Stolen uniform torn and dirty, hair singed, and still half manic with leftover adrenaline - it's not a great look for him.
In the half light of the evening, the office looks empty, lonely. Sleepy, much like Leo. He feels simultaneously drained and jumpy, a state he can't seem to get used to no matter how often it happens. He drops on the nearest couch, as gracefully as one can with shaking hands and legs. The feeling of putty replacing his muscles isn't new, either. It's just that much harder to ignore each time.
He lost... Well, nothing he can't replace - hard earned console aside - and maybe that's just what he gets for favoring frivolous purchases over sending money to his family. He can hear Michella in his head already, calling him an idiot for thinking that. Ah, but he wishes he could hear her say that, right now. Leonardo being an idiot is nothing novel, an old song and dance by now. He's good at that.
The cushion is soft and cool on his cheek. He's so much more at home in this small area, couches and ever cluttered table, than he has in any of the apartments he has managed to get kicked out of since coming to the city. Or, as the case may be, watching it explode and making a run for it.
It's been one of those days.
K.K made her offer, and he halfheartedly declined. The couch is as good as her spare room, and the office much quieter without two rowdy, growing boys.
It's nice, it's quiet, it's...
Leo clutches at his arm. The arm, just a little, such a light grip he barely feels it through the sleeve.
Klaus stopped by, earlier. To check in on Leo, he didn't say, but he didn't need to. He's a born worrier, at heart, and Leo has a tendency to give people cause for concern. It's... Not bad, that kind of attention, outside of work and immediately life threatening situations. It's a lot, too, and Leo never takes those exchanges with grace.
There are rooms upstairs, he said, for what counts as upstairs in an inter dimensional maze. Leo knows, he just quite likes the couch.
Gilbert can find spare clothes for you, if you need them, he said. Leo knows he needs them, and a shower on top, he'll just get around to it when he gets to it. For now he's fine smelling like burnt garbage.
Dinner will be ready soon, he said. Despite everything, Leonardo isn't all that hungry.
Klaus had dithered, then, and Leonardo stared nervously, waiting for... Something.
...I only wish to say, it does my heart well to see you safe. Today was extenuating, I know, he said, like that's not their day-to-day. He said other things, much in the same vein, and Leo, well.
Didn't say much of anything really.
At some point, a blanket and pillow appeared on the couch on the other side of the coffee table. Leo doesn't bother looking for Gilbert, he won't find any trace of the man even if he opens his eyes. He curls up tight, luxuriating in the give of the cushions, and...
Ah. He's smiling.

ii.

The months are turning cold, and the tips of his fingers are numb. It's hard to tell how Riel stays warm, in his skin tight suit. It doesn't seem to offer much protection against the elements, or anything at all, but he hasn't complained so far.
Sonic is still skittish around him, though that is probably due to his own nature rather than any fault of Riel's. Riel is nice, he has to remind the little guy, we like him. Nice enough he's not out for Leo's money, or blood, or Eyes, or just senseless violence. It is possible Leo's standards for nice have lowered considerably in recent months. Riel is also, in the kindest possible way, a bit of a wimp. Fragile bones and more flight than fight, that Leonardo can relate to.
It's just comforting, having someone to talk to that is completely unrelated to what feels like a different life altogether. Nej as well, when he isn't so lost in his head that it makes conversation impossible. Or... Not entirely separate, no. Definitely less explosive.
It's a question he thinks about often: how much of that driving force that set him on this path still steers him around today? How involved is the Witness in the affairs of gods and deities? Is he not just the faceless man behind the camera?
How much divine intervention can one person take?
Maybe it doesn't matter, the answers or the questions. He feels aimless enough with or without them.
He takes Riel to Diane's. It seems the easiest thing to do.

iii.

It's always a party when Hummer and Deldro are involved. They sure act like it, at least. Hummer has the amazing (?) ability to feel at ease in any situation, so much so that Leonardo has to wonder if he even knows what's happening most of the time. He knows for a fact the man isn't dim, just... Well, affable sounds nice enough. Hummer is nice enough, it's just hard to keep up with someone so completely and blissfully disconnected from reality. His partner, on the other hand...
Leonardo finds it difficult not to stare, even with the advantage of no one being able to tell with his eyes closed.
Hummer is almost always bleeding at the wrists. It doesn't seem to bother or hurt him, perhaps the sensation is so common now that he hardly pays it any mind. Leo would know something of that, the headaches all but background noise now. Adaptability in the face of the uncommon is an all too human trait they both share, though perhaps it isn't fair to call it an inherently human thing, when Deldro had to adjust just as much as Hummer to their current arrangement. It also doesn't seem to bother Hummer that his blood is both sentient and, in Leonardo's firsthand experience, a right bastard.
Here, in the midst of chaos, Hummer whistles cheerfully. Smoke and dust is in the air, kicked up by the fight below, and Leonardo knows that he'll have laundry to do at the end of the day. He turns away from the edge of the building - nothing interesting about the fight when they don't need him - to look at Hummer, who gives him a smile and a little wave like he has every other time.
It's not so much unsettling as compelling, the way Deldro writhes up Hummer's forearm. He doesn't even look like blood, exactly; more a gelatinous substance with a face and tendency to call Leo a shithead whenever the chance arises, or just because. That's alright, though. No one hurls abuse as expertly as Zapp, and Leonardo has become very skilled at countering. The banter just isn't quite as entertaining when Hummer gives them both a sad look and light scolding just as the quips are picking up speed. Hummer is just too gentle for the kind of man he shares his life with.
And, well, to put it like that... It makes him think, is all, perhaps more than he should, about things that are simply not his business. Because, really, neither of them chose to become a two-for-one, and it's hard to say if even Deldro deserved what he got, when Hummer decidedly didn't.
(He doesn't know a lot about that, no more than the basic rundown that neither of them shared with him. Whenever the topic of the one eyed queen comes up Deldro gets his hackles up, while Hummer simply fades away, expression blank and a fog over his eyes. When Deldro grounds him back down, he seems even more airy than usual.)
He might be making some wild assumptions here, but.
"Say, Hummer?" he asks, and he's opening himself up to some amount of ridicule here, he knows.
Hummer whistles an inquisitive note - a quick and wordless I'm listening - and Deldro hums along with him. He's quiet for once, perhaps more enthralled by the violence going on not too far from the roof they sit at than the chance to pick on Leo. Steven sidelined all three of them early on, with the pretext that they watch Leonardo while the rest of them finish up, though not before Bloodhammer got to topple a few buildings. Neither of them particularly cared, there's enough charges to their names, shared and otherwise, as it is.
Neither of them can carry a tune. It's only blood and music, the spot where their individual auras overlap into a single hue that Leonardo has to squint to tell apart, the ease with which two minds carry one body and still make it work. Deldro isn't so much controlled as tempered, unless he takes over, and Bloodhammer loses some of his threatening presence when it's Hummer poking his head out and cluelessly asking what they're fighting today.
But.
Wild assumptions, despite his pressing curiosity, and that other thing. The squeezing of his ribs and the feeling that his hands are reaching for something he's not quite sure he wants.
"...Never mind."
It's fine. The scars at Hummer's wrists - they probably don't count.

iv.

Leonardo picks a single feather out of his hair. Little red and blue birds chirp from any perch they can find. He's not quite sure whether they flock around Klaus, or the doctor.
He was informed earlier by doctor Estevez that they would have Zapp fixed up in no time, though she wasn't really aiming for reassuring when they talked. He'd tried to guess whether he talked to the same one that greeted him initially on the helipad, before quickly giving up. No point in guessing when they're all the same person. He decides he likes her quickly enough, questionable bedside manners and all, if only because she meets one of Klaus' awkward smiles with an honest one.
That said, he feels a little out of place. He's not sure where he stands, here, with the birdsong and the broken glass. Repairs happen at light speed in Hellsalem's Lot, and the hospital will be back up and running in now time, he knows. The dust has settled, mostly, and the story that was cut short three years ago can resume its pace. It's a happy ending and beginning all in one.
He shuffles his feet, leaning on the wall with the ticking clock and the nest of little birds all crying for their mother. Steven had given him a friendly tap on the shoulder before he walked off to see Klaus, and the spot still feels cold.
One of the doctor's doubles catches his eye as she passes by, carrying a tray.
"What are you doing there?" She asks innocently enough, but her tone gives away that he looks just a little more pathetic than usual.
"Er," he stammers, unsure of what's making him so tongue-tied all of a sudden. "Zapp fell asleep, so..."
Though, it may be more accurate to say he blacked out, put under from the sheer amount of painkillers. Not even spite could keep him awake this time, raring for a fight as he was. The doctor hums, noncommittal, and just stands there watching him until he squirms.
He asks about her patients, the ones from three years ago, out of a need to break the silence that falls over them. Her smile is small but true, and her aura flickers just so. They'll be fine, is what she tells him, and he doesn't bother asking what her plans for that strange dog are. She doesn't strike him as a cruel person, but he can't imagine she doesn't bear some animosity towards the creature that cost her her humanity.
But that's a silly idea, isn't it? She's human enough.
Maybe he says that out loud, or maybe she's just that good at reading his face, because she thanks him. He accepts it with about as much grace as he can take such open gratitude, and now there's more mischief than melancholy in her smile.
"You kind of had it handled, though. Before, uh." He winces.
"I know what Blood Breeds are." She doesn't say silly, but it's there at the end of her sentence. She squints at him behind her glasses. "But I don't know how you kill an immortal."
He winces. Steven had told him to keep his eyes shut, like he needed the reminder. The Eyes aren't exactly a well kept secret, but the older man tends to insist anyway. He's almost tempted to say fuck it and blink. He has questions, still, and people like doctor Estevez or the hospital director are the most likely to have concrete answers.
"Well, it doesn't really matter." She says it in a tone that says it very much does, but she's choosing to let it go. For now. If she decides to keep in contact with Libra after this he might not even have to keep his mouth shut for long.
But he's distracted by her voice echoing from across the room, where he had been staring before she approached him. The doctor turns, and it surprises him that she knows exactly where to look for the two seconds it takes him to remember she's also talking to Klaus, on the other side of the hospital lobby.
"Well, all's well that ends well, right?" She hands him two steaming mugs from her tray, one coffee and one tea. "The big guy will be fine, too."
With that she walks off and beckons him over from where she stands with Klaus and Steven. When he gets there, her other double taps him on the shoulder that isn't still chilled.
"What was that about?" Steven tilts his head to watch the doctor walk away.
Leonardo can only shrug. He really has no idea.
The strangest thing is being in a hospital when, for once, he's not the one that needs a doctor. Klaus looks... Like shit, really, but the tight ball of anxiety unfurls in Leo's chest. He looks better now that he's wiped the blood off his face, though there's nothing to be done for his clothes unless Gilbert decides to pop out of thin air with a fresh set. Even deeper in his bones is the relief that Klaus looks not nearly as bad as he did after the Second Collapse. He hands Klaus the mug with the tea, hoping the gesture will communicate at least part of that without him having to say it.
Klaus makes a face. It's quite the face, and Klaus may wear his heart on his sleeve, but there's a lot happening there for someone who takes such care to keep his expressions in check. He looks like a little kid who's been told we have food at home one too many times, and the food turns out to be asparagus.
"Eh?" Leo moves the offending mug away from him.
Steven coughs none too delicately and takes it in Klaus' stead. He seems to think better of it after a second, and takes the other mug too.
"Good luck getting him to drink anything if Gilbert didn't make it, young man."
Leo stares for a few seconds, and then-
"Really, mister Klaus?" He says in much the same way he would look Zapp in the eye and say what's your fucking problem, man. Klaus, unlike Zapp, looks properly chastised.

v.

Zapp might actually fight a couple of kids tonight. Leonardo isn't entirely surprised by this, but it has been a long night after a long day, and his face is turning all sorts of funny colors. He'd much rather go home. Instead he sits on his bike, waiting for Zapp to finish wrestling a fussy looking cat out of a literal child's arms. The kids' mother tries to reason with him, bless her, but there's not much one can do to get through to Zapp even on a good day.
Today has certainly not been one of those days.
Watching Zapp make a fool of himself lets him pretend he isn't under Steven's careful scrutiny, while Steven gets to act like his meticulously constructed expressions aren't far more obvious than whatever he tries to hide. Maybe that's part of the game: the obvious pretense, a man like Steven perfectly comfortable in the knowledge that no one will call him out without exposing something of their own. The thing is, though, Leo hasn't got much to hold on to. He's not playing the game at all. Does that give him an edge? Who knows. Maybe it just puts him in Steven's shit list. What all of that amounts to is a whopping zilch, though. It just puts him in the familiar and uncomfortable position of seeing more than he should.
Tonight, Steven has a funny look on his face. With the persistent throbbing of his head, Leo recognizes it as one he hasn't seen before. A droopy and tired sort of thing, one that Leo might for once describe as a smile and nothing else.
It should put him on edge, maybe, the honest ease with which Steven introduces Leo and Zapp as his coworkers to Vedded, the implication that they all stand on equal footing. It only prickles a bit to stand within the wide range of Steven's aura. The cold is still there, but it chills him no more than the fog.
It's still embarrassing when Steven asks, "Should I see the other guy?"

vi.

The eyes in the dark - it's only Sonic, he knows.
With his heart racing and the nightmare looming just behind his eyelids, it's a deliberate thing, that knowledge. Sonic  peers at him from the corner of his room, and the thud, thud, thud between his ears is only adrenaline taking his heart rate for a joyride. What he sees when the fog is thick is only the result of misplaced anxiety and too late dinners. Thinking of Dr. Estevez grilling him over his messy sleeping schedule is easy, way easier, than imagining his sister saying the exact same thing. He's got the whole spiel memorized by now, it's just harder to breathe at night than it probably should be.
There's no need to turn on the lights. He finds his sneakers and clothes easily, and welcomes Sonic to nuzzle into his collar. He might find it within himself to be more worried about stepping out this late at night, if only it were any safer when it's bright. Hellsalem's Lot isn't quiet at night. The city only gets darker past sunset, with neon bright lights and headlights flowing down the pavement. Just as crowded, too, and Leo finds his place as just another face.
He steers clear of his usual haunts: the diner is closed, the park all too empty without Nej or Riel, and the graveyard full of butterflies.
If he really wanted to, he could call Zapp (little chance of the man sleeping like a normal person), or swing by the office to bug Zed until they both fall back asleep, talking well into the morning. If he really wanted to.
Where he finds himself next is a bridge over a crevice he's sure wasn't there last week, the great gaping maw tinting the fog red. He makes it a point not to look down, not all that enthused to make eye contact with whatever's down there. Back to the railing, Leo digs into his pocket for his phone. Scrolling through his contacts list down to K, he considers.
If he really wanted to...

vii.

Turns out, Klaus doesn't sleep all that much either. He replies within minutes of Leo sending out a text.

viii.

The outdoor cinema is perhaps not a much better choice than the graveyard or the remains of the old chapel, but he finds the familiarity more comforting than smothering. It was his spot before it was hers, and though that might be a callous way to think it gets him through the moments where his breath catches in his chest.
He hasn't got a clue what those red flowers are called, the ones on the other side of the terrace, wilting and blooming and falling like snow. Klaus might know, Leo is sure he saw them in his office just before Femt's monster nearly cut them all in half.
There is another place where he knows he saw them, and that, well, that's the problem. He'd much prefer to stay ignorant, for now.
Klaus brought him a midnight snack, of all things, and there again comes the sense of deja vu he just can't shake (he adds "sweet tooth" to the list of little things he squirrels away into the back of his mind). The pastries are sweet and crumbly and fill a hunger he hadn't even noticed. Maybe it's just his sleep deprived brain desperate for any sort of energy, or it's the simple nature of the gesture that sets him somewhat at ease for the first time tonight, since he woke up in a cold sweat. Klaus is just the type of person to do that kind of thoughtful thing at any time, for anyone, but hey. There's that fluttery feeling again that makes Leo want to ease into his company.
He'll call it nice and leave it at that.
Settled and full, he belatedly realizes he ate through the whole bag in a daze. He has a few moments to fidget guiltily before a nod from Klaus reminds him it was a, err, hmm, gift. Kind of. Definitely?
Klaus isn't watching the screen. Leo doesn't even know the name of the movie, and can only hazard a guess at the plot. Hard to pinpoint when they stopped paying attention, or if they even tried at all. He says the first thing that comes to mind.
"...Sorry."
Ouch.
"I don't believe there is anything to apologize for." Klaus speaks barely above the volume of the movie. Facing away from the screen, his eyes are very green, Leo can't help but notice.
"Dragging you out here, I guess," he mumbles into his collar, Sonic now curled up on his lap. At this hour, too. "And then not really... Saying anything."
When they met up at the bridge, Klaus hadn't been at all fazed by the odd request, or how tightly coiled Leo had been. Even his stubborn silence, unbroken until now, went by without a comment or much of an attempt at conversation on Klaus' part. When Leo started his aimless walking again, Klaus simply followed and only paused to enter a fancy looking bakery Leo is pretty sure he can't afford to breathe in. He didn't pry, or push, or even asked where they were going. It would have made Leo feel bad if he hadn't been so lost in his head. It felt a little less lonely, at least, with someone else's footsteps echoing his. That much he noticed.
Klaus hums. Without saying anything he offers out his hand. Leo can only stare until a strangely soothing clarity pushes him to place his own in Klaus' much bigger, warmer palm.
"Then, perhaps," a gentle squeeze and the hint of a smile, "this can be enough until you are ready."

ix.

Klaus walks him home.
It shouldn't be any different than all the walking they've done this whole night, but there's a persistent warmth creeping up Leo's arm from the tips of his fingers. He isn't any more talkative now than he was an hour ago, but Klaus doesn't seem to mind.
The movie ended, and Leo didn't even care enough to ask about the tittle. If he were to go so far he might even assume Klaus didn't pay attention, either, but that might be a bit much. Klaus relies on complete awareness of his surroundings to do his job. It's kind of the thing that keeps his head on his shoulders, literally, when some people might very much prefer the opposite. But, see, despite the conversation tapering off as easily as it started, Leo feels oddly calm about the whole thing. The nightmare, the fog, his hand in Klaus', the string pulling at something deep and fragile inside.
In his dreams, there's a choice that isn't really a choice, and the dark takes him as well as Michella's eyes. Here, now, the night isn't so absolute.
Klaus sees him off with a bow, hand to the heart.

x.

It's one thing to stare from afar and wonder, isn't it.
It's a whole new feeling altogether to know. 




Notes:
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Chapter 7: i will come to you blind
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i do nothing but win
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Chapter Text


i.

He's only a  little  red faced, and only because Zapp is too much of a baby to drink alone. Never mind the party going on around them.
Chain looks good, as far as Leo can tell when she deigns them worthy of her presence. It's hard to tell she was kind of dead just a few days ago, and harder still to swallow that she might have been lost forever without anyone even noticing. He doesn't know how it works, or even how it happened, but he heard Steven had a hand in bringing her back. That still doesn't explain why she beat the ever loving shit out of him, but Leo is sure it was deserved somehow. He's glad she's back. Leo should tell her that - has  tried , actually, a couple times tonight. It's just a little difficult to hold a conversation with someone who slips out of tangibility when things get a little too real.
That's fine. He'll get her later. Head just a bit hazy, he figures it's not that bad to use the Eyes for personal gain now and then. What's anyone going to do about it, take them back? He would be glad to be rid of them - or, well. Hmm. Maybe, maybe not.
He grimaces, slipping around a couple of overly cheerful Libra agents. He's not so shitfaced that he can pretend rational thought is beyond him right now, that he can pretend he would have met any of these people without having lost something first. Suddenly the music is overbearing, the bass reverberates in his chest.
Maybe - maybe Zapp has the right idea. He doubles back, dodging elbows and toasts and friendly faces.

ii.

Barring the occassional rain of actual cats and dogs and some creatures best not mentioned, the weather in Hellsalem is actually fairly normal. He'd expected something a lot more dramatic before coming to the city, like acid rain or weird colored clouds. Instead the clouds are barely visible on most days, hidden beyond the fog that the Hollow keeps puffing out. That doesn't make regular rain any less cold, though, and Leonardo is aware he looks like a wet chihuahua right now.
Shaking like one, too. The rain threatens to make him slip down the slick hood of the patrol car he's sitting on, but he doesn't move to get off. Whatever happens, happens.
Far ahead enough to be out of earshot, Klaus and Steven talk with lieutenant Law.
Leonardo finds some comfort in knowing that Law has that same highly caffeinated, wet dog air about him, though that might be more the sleep deprivation and chronic poor attitude than the rain. Steven does most of the talking; even with his hair sopping wet he manages to look perfectly composed, his  I know more than you smile plastered right on and no doubt driving Law up the wall. Klaus might have to do some damage control at the end of this conversation, with the way Law is furiously chewing at his unlit cigarette. He towers over the both of them - and the lieutenant might not be a short man, but he is faced with two exceedingly tall ones at the moment - with the flashing lights of the sirens bouncing off his glasses.  He says something Leonardo can't hear, with some placating hand gestures thrown in for good meassure, and Law looks a little less like he's on the verge of assaulting someone. His clothes are drenched, the outline of the mechanism that keeps his knuckleduster in place peeking through the sleeve.
Leonardo has taken to wearing long sleeves under his sweatshirt. Cheek resting on his hand, he's painfully aware of what the burning brand on his skin means now. It should make some amount of sense, in hindsight, but Leo can't say it does. He thinks about Nej's happy stories of -  eurgh  - soulmates and first meetings, Vivian's wistful sighs, K.K's absolute delight. In hindsight, it just makes him look like a dummy. In the  present , it means he's sitting in the rain like an idiot about to slip and fall on his face, staring at two hundred pounds of unattainable superhero material.
A heavy sigh sends him tumbling off the car. A nearby group of poli-suits don't do a great job of holding back their snickering. Leo huffs, readjusting his goggles and heaves another sigh as he does. Every collaboration Libra has with the police -  technically illegal and putting Law's job on the line - Steven doubles down on breathing down his neck about goggles and secrecy and, almost as an afterthought, his own personal safety. Leo got pretty good at tuning him out pretty quickly. It's not like anyone is going to pay any mind to the one scrub hiding around the corner with his phone in hand.
Either the three men are done talking or the lieutenant exhausted his short supply of patience, because Law drags his feet in Leo's direction uncaring of any puddles in his way.
"Smoking kills, y'know," he calls out as Law passes him by. Spending any amount of time around Steven taught him the inherent value of taking shots at the lieutenant. 
Law's only response is to take his chewed up cigarette and flick it at Leo's shoulder.

iii.

He rolls up his pants and dips his bare feet into the water. It's warmer than he expected, he notes with a soft breath. 
Zed holds his breath to poke his head out from the tank. No amount of coaxing will get Sonic anywhere near the rim, though he still tries to bribe the monkey with bits of chopped fruit from the bowl Leo set out. Leo already found out the hard way that Sonic hates baths, it should be fun to watch someone  else  fuss with a high-speed baby for once. Really, if nothing else, rooming with a Mach monkey has ensured he gets plenty of fruit in his diet, something Michella always nagged him about. Or in his  fridge , at least.
It's hot in Zed's room, enough that he considers for a moment taking off his shirt. Zed shouldn't have the monopoly on swimming around in teeny weeny shorts, even though Leo doesn't have much to show off save for the one thing he'd rather keep to himself. Which he hasn't; half his friends have seen it and half of those don't care, and the person who would bully him the most for it doesn't even know. He's not sure Michella knows about the whole thing, really, or how much about life in HL leaks out to the rest of the world beyond conspiracy theories for that matter, and he  definitely  doesn't know how he would even go about explaining something he doesn't understand and has spent several months deliberately ignoring.
Was ignoring. Past tense. As in, the matter has become unignorable, the thought rattling around in his brain without his permission and bouncing between everyday concerns such as  what's for lunch today  and  oh god I'm going to die . Self reflection, Leonardo has come to understand, is best taken in small doses that come few and far between, lest he start looking at his reflection in the bathroom mirror like a distressed action movie protagonist, tap water running down his face and all.
And he is, at his very core, about as far from an action hero as a person can possibly be. He has the constitution of a sickly Victorian child and no six-pack to speak of, for starters.
His sad, sad cannonball into the water scares Sonic off, and Zed looks very much like he's pretending not to be upset about it.

iv.

He’s just not sure the daily life of a broke college dropout is all that interesting to a god, even if said life takes place somewhere like this.
Leo kind of missed the action, anyway, what with the city having settled into its new chaotic state years before he received the Eyes. As exciting as life in HL can be, it also gets fairly boring fairly quickly — though that might say more about his mental state than about the indomitable adaptability of the human spirit or whatever — and few things compare to the incomprehensible chaos that was the Great Collapse, capital letters fully earned.
Or so people tell it, anyway, in the rare occasion that anyone wants to talk about the event as it happened, the stark line between  before  and  after . He only got the broad strokes of Dr. Estevez’s history with Klaus and Steven, and those two never talk about their time in New York as it stopped being New York. Even the second collapse only got its name due to being the closest comparison, if a pale one at that.
A terrifying thought, that. He was there, and he can’t shake the feeling that it wasn’t really  it . He was told to bear witness and given no indication of what’s coming, has no idea of what world shaking event approaches that could be so significant God wants first row seats with the best view, and is quite literally destined to just… watch it happen.
It could be anything, happen any day, without warning, and Leo knows the smart thing would be to turn tail and run in the opposite direction. 
He’s well past making rational decisions at this point, of course, but the thought sits heavy in the back of his mind.

v.

Philip is  loud .
He speaks loudly, sure, but he also just has a presence that’s nothing like Gilbert’s. Philip is just as efficient, and fast, and dedicated, and seems to take personal offense to anything that gets between him and his duty to the Reinherz family. For that matter, what kind of rich family needs their butlers (plural!) to be as good at fighting as they are cooking?
He doesn’t know much about Klaus before Libra, or even before Hellsalem’s Lot, or how he met Steven  or  K.K., and while he kind of understands Gilbert’s unwavering loyalty, the history behind it is completely lost to him. And yeah, he could say the same for most of his coworkers-slash-friends, because no one really talks about the past very much. Not with him, at least. For the most part, he likes that. He quite likes the present, for all that he bled and cried and had one too many pants-shitting encounters with The Other Side just to continue being the same kind of nobody he was before… well, before. It’s just easier to think about today without constantly drawing parallels to yesterday, and he’s starting to think everyone else feels much the same. 
But he’s not as helplessly curious to know what kind of life made Zapp so  Zapp  as he is about what kind of family produces a man like Klaus. Does being a fang hunter run in the family, or did he just decide to major in vampire killing in college on a whim? Does he have siblings? What are they like? Does he get along with his parents? Sign yes or no on this paper if you like scrawny guys with no money, please and thank you.
He tries to help Philip with the everyday menial tasks around the office, but he is somehow  more  stubborn about doing everything himself than the man he’s filling in for. At least Gilbert eventually finds Leo something to do, if only to let him feel like he’s helping, even if it’s something the butler could do with twice the skill in half the time. But it gets done, and by the end Leo feels satisfied with pulling his weight and keeping the older man company, something he has grown to think they both appreciate.
Philip, meanwhile, prefers the approach of bashing his head against the problem until it goes away. Decidedly inelegant, if effective, but mostly just kind of baffling.

vi.

Klaus frets, of course, in that quiet way of his that nevertheless manages to be embarrassingly obvious for anyone who spends more than five minutes with the man.
Maybe it’s a little mean of him to see the way he wrings his hands whenever Gilbert stumbles or readjusts his neck brace and find it endearing, but, well, it just is. Klaus is, as Leo knows him, a man incapable of not caring.
Which isn’t to say that  Leo  doesn’t care about Gilbert’s wellbeing. It’s just after the shock of watching the butler get absolutely bodied by what Leo maintains was a skyfish — a hill he’s more than willing to kill on — there was nothing else to do but roll with it. It’s not even the weirdest thing to happen this week. Gilbert was back in the office not a day later, insisting he was perfectly capable of doing his job, now here’s your schedule for the day, young master…
“I’m sure he’ll be fine,” he says to Klaus about three days after Philip’s arrival, because that’s what you say when your boss’ elderly combat buttler breaks his neck and comes to work anyway.
Leo respects the hustle, even if he doesn’t share the enthusiasm.

vii.

To Leo’s shock, Philip joins him on his lunch breaks now and then, when his usual company is either unavailable (Zed) or unwilling to get his lazy ass off the couch and help him carry everyone else’s orders (Zapp). He’s not sure if Philip only does it to be useful or if he takes his breaks as seriously as his work, but Leo has come to like him, so it hardly matters either way. Vivian is all too used to his shenanigans, so Philip’s almost slip-up gets quickly forgotten.
The city baffles the young buttler. It scares him too, Leo can tell, but he refuses to let it intimidate him. He carries on with his duty, whether that be dusting, cooking, or washing the blood of Klaus’ stark white shirts.
“How do you even have the energy for all that,” he asks one day, except he’s far too tired and bruised to really make it a question.
And Philip doesn’t even pause in putting away the first aid supplies as he starts on a spiel about dedication and passion and the good name Reinherz, and how a  true  combat buttler ought to give nothing but his very best for the sake of his benefactors — and to Leo it sounds a bit like he practiced that in front of a mirror one day and jumped at the chance to finally have someone hear him out.
Philip finishes his speech with “but I would be satisfied, I think, if I could some day become half the man Mr. Altstein is,” which doesn’t sound practiced to Leo in the least.
He smiles, despite himself, and his words are awkward but honest when he tells Philip he’s already well on his way to that goal.
“Certainly  not! ” Philip exclaims, flustered, the one time Leo has seen him unsure of himself. “I seem to have missed a spot. Here, give me your arm—”
Leo does not give him his arm. In fact, Leo moves to hide it between his back and the couch that he’s pretty sure he pulls something and makes truly mortifying sound, which prompts Philip to squeak in a similar fashion. This, in turn, prompts Klaus to poke his head out from somewhere in the inscrutable depths of the office to ask what’s wrong.

viii.

Black sends him pictures of the sheep from his family’s farm every other day. He’s not very good. Even with the camera app on his phone to do most of the work, the majority of the photographs he sends are blurry, or too dark, taken at weird angles or so zoomed in Leo simply has no idea what Black was trying to show him in the first place.
But he’s consistent about it, and Leo soon learns about the rolling hills surrounding his family’s old, empty house; the little rivers and creeks that Black likes to sit at and read when the weather allows it; and he can’t tell one sheep from another but Black seems to; and meets the elderly sheep dog over a video call who retired years ago and thankfully gets along well with his younger replacement; gets a stilted, grand tour of the house over the spotty wifi out in the countryside, and—
And they’re both just trying to get on with their lives, painful as it is some days.

ix.

It’s not that he means to snoop. He may be a photographer and a failed journalist and his job usually involves learning things certain people  really  don’t want to share, but.
But he sees everything, all the time, whether he wants to or not. And it’s one thing to accidentally squint through a new and sophisticated technique of creating illusions or all the eldritch bullshit his poor mind is subjected to every time he looks out into the street from his apartment window, or even Zapps entire dick in full HD 4k traumatizing detail that will never wash out of his brain no matter how many concussions he gets.
And another entirely to make polite eye contact — so to speak — with someone talking to him and try to ignore the words written over their heart; or blinking away afterimages of actions they  didn’t  take but could have, every version of themselves that Might Have Been superimposed over each other; or little things that scurry in plain sight but that no one sees — no one but  him , and how do you explain the imperceptible to people who only experience the world as they see it?
So it’s easier, some days, to hang back in the office after a bizarre day’s work instead of going back to his apartment, where his current landlady might remember he exists and also that he owes her rent. The office building isn’t quite  there . The exact magic used to keep it in that liminal space is completely lost on him and also above his paygrade.
So being in it means  he’s  also not quite there, making the view out the window entirely ordinary, for a given definition of ordinary. The fog and the sky and the gleaming windowpanes of nearby buildings are all so very flat and far away unless he makes an effort to blink through the artifice.
It’s getting dark, as much as he can experience darkness anymore. It was almost traumatic to learn that Steven can stumble in the dark and hit his shin on the furniture like any other frail mortal. Even Chain can’t find her way through pitch black. 
Most of the team has left by now, except Zed, of course, and Gilbert is puttering about in some other room. And Klaus…
Klaus is standing right over where Leo is sprawled on the couch, watching with an expression that is one part curious, one part a quiet  something . He doesn’t look upset, or worried, or anything like that; rather, he’s just kind of looking.
Leo can see him as easily through the cushion on his face as through his eyelids, but he takes it off anyway. It’s the polite thing to do. Klaus’ gaze, for all that it pierces right through you, is soft. Softer now, somehow.
“Tired?”
He tilts his head, as if the better to hear whatever Leo has to say, which Leo finds isn’t much of anything. There’s this feeling in his chest, like a belt too tight or a thread about to snap, but it’s not painful, just… a lot. It feels like holding his breath underwater, even though he knows the water won’t suffocate him if he just breathes in.
“Not really. I just like it here when it’s quiet.”
He probably didn’t mean to say that, Leo is fairly sure, but talking to Klaus is almost too easy sometimes, for all that one generally wouldn’t bare their soul to their boss. Which isn’t what Leo means to do, usually, it just comes out when he least expects it.
Klaus hums, and for a long moment he simply stands there in silence, as he often does. Leo had first guessed he needed the time to rearrange his words from German into English, but now he understands that Klaus is just the kind of man who takes things at his pace. Sometimes in an explosive manner, but also slow and careful when he wants to. Then he nods, as if making a choice, and sits. Perched so precariously on the edge of the coffee table that takes his considerable weight with considerable courage, Klaus threads his fingers together and gives Leo another of those soft, strange looks. 
There’s plenty of room on the couch, even for someone with Klaus’, ah, presence. Leo gets the feeling he should brace himself.
“Have you heard much of what we did before Libra?”
“Eh,” Leo stammers, a bit baffled. “Zapp told me a few things, I guess, around the time Mr. Abrams showed up. About, before, y’know.”
He gestures vaguely at the view outside the windows. Klaus nods.
“It was not much different, in a way. The Hunt, you understand, required as much vigilance, preparation, and no small amount of courage. You could do no less in attempting to kill, trap, or seal the immortal and hope to to tell the tale. The scale is different now, yes. Libra handles operations of a far larger scope, but the gathering of intelligence, coordination with other teams, and even the minute logistics of it all — suffice to say Steven and I had years of practice before it became a necessity to found this organization.
“I remember… ah, I remember, in the days following the Collapse, we had much the same experience in finding a suitable place to rent for our first office as one would anywhere else in the world. Even with Steven and Gilbert’s skills in negotiation.”
“So, like, so frustrating you want to pull your hair out?” Leo huffs, with the melancholy of any man who has gone through the struggle of finding a decent apartment without a mold problem.
“Quite.”
Leo has come to notice that Klaus is self-conscious about his… well, his everything, but most of all his smile. He hides the beginning of one behind his hands, now.
“That was not a battle I was prepared for then. One could accurately claim no Fang Hunter is ever truly prepared for the hazards we face, even when the quarry is not an Elder, but I dislike the idea that survival is merely a matter of luck.”
And just like that he’s serious again, but not without that softness, and Leo balls up his hands into fists at his sides.
“Mr. Klaus—”
“You must understand, no, I want you to understand.”
“I—”
“There are very few of us that chose this life of our own free will, and not a single one that wasn’t driven to it by hardship or loss. My father, my elder brothers and sister — I can not help but worry them. Would that I could.”
Leo releases a shaky breath.
“But you came to us, and you stayed, even when the danger was more severe than you expected. No prior training of any kind, no connection to the Hunt.”
Leo may not actually be breathing at this point.
Klaus extends hand towards him, his palm broad and inviting. Leo, through some hysteric coping mechanism, expects a handshake or a fist bump or something equally distant when he places his hand in Klaus’. This… ridiculous man, instead, dwarfs Leo’s hand in both of his, and it is so, so warm.
“Any peace that I can offer is yours.”

x.

Leo makes it home that night after all. He goes through the motions of his bedtime routine without much thought at all, just makes sure Sonic is fed, watered, and comfortable. Then he showers, brushes his teeth, checks the lenses of his Eyes in the shitty, cracked mirror, and falls face first into bed, certain that his face is lit up like a christmas tree.
It’s just not  fair .




Notes:


hey!
on a more honest author's note, did you know? i havent touched this fic five years, almost to the date, but lord knows i thought of it. every few months, the BBB fever just completely takes over me, and i watch both seasons back to back (ha) and go and read my favroite chapters of the manga. and that new B3P chapter? hoo.
anyway, im writing this on a different laptop, in a different apartment, on a different country, during a very different time of my life than when i first started. it was, emotionally and literally, a pretty dark time, as i was dealing with emotional and physical problems while also trying to survive daily blackouts in 40 degree weather. 5 years ago i didn't think id be here. i'll be 29 this year, and not too long ago i didnt think i'd live past 25. maybe im not where i thoght i'd be, but maybe i am where i ought to be.
never give up!
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