
1. Tired

Notes for the Chapter:POV: Robin

Continuity: After Go, before Season 1

I get secondhand anxiety thinking about where the team might have lived before the Tower was built.





It’s a shitty apartment, for what he’s used to. Curled ripples from water damage, the white powder fractures of old paint chipping off, a sink that won’t stop leaking no matter how many times he calls maintenance. It’s a shitty apartment because he doesn’t deserve a good one. Because he’s the one who decided to leave, because he’s still using Bruce’s money, because he’s bent over with the weight of guilt and the ghost of nonexistent goodbyes.

When he bought the plane ticket, wearing green and red like circus show lights, he thought—Bruce would stop the plane. He would make a call, and he’d ask Dick to stay, and the fallout of Babs and Bruce and I should never have let any of you fight with me would fall away like temporary caution tape.

Except he didn’t. Jason didn’t, Tim didn’t, Babs didn’t, everyone didn’t, and now Robin is here. Nothing but a costume and a reputation. Nothing but the lukewarm memories of their smile crinkles, their half-laughed whispers, their hospital tears.

It’s a shitty apartment, and maybe that’s why he hasn’t left. Why he turned away last night, after Starfire dropkicked Cinderblock unconscious, why he waved a dismissive goodbye instead of actually saying it. Five days since she plummeted into this planet, and Robin feels two-dimensional without Gotham. Just a superhero name and a shitty apartment, hoping no one will ask where he lives.

Last night, he was bent over with the guilt of knowing (suspecting) that most of his new friends are homeless. Last night, he ignored the wet shiver in Beast Boy’s shoulders. Decided not to think about where the kid’s been sleeping since he left the Doom Patrol, about where any of them have been sleeping since they came to Jump.

It’s a shitty apartment, and Robin figures that’s a good enough reason not to share. A good enough reason to avoid that phone call home, the one about Wayne Industries transferring money to get construction going on that chunk of alien spaceship on that tiny island a mile out from the city’s pier.

If Alfred picks up, Robin doesn’t think he’ll be strong enough to not go home. If Bruce picks up, Robin doesn’t think he’ll be civil enough to ask.

For a while, at least for one or two weeks of staring up at the water-stained ceiling, avoiding Cyborg’s invitations to go over the Tower plans, avoiding Beast Boy’s post-battle pizza parties, avoiding the gentle phone ring that’s probably Babs wondering why the hell he left—it’s okay. Enough that he settles into a routine of fighting, sleeping, staring at the walls, waiting for something, anything, nothing at all.

“Robin,” Cyborg finally says, at five am in the blue-red, siren-blaring street three weeks after Robin has stagnated in Jump. Three weeks that he’s been scraped up with road burn, bruises, sweat. “Did you call your contact yet? About funding the Tower.”

“Oh.” Robin stills at the edge of the sidewalk, the brick wall of an alleyway, pinching his eyes shut. “Did you… finish the blueprints?”

“Yeah. Ready to start building as soon as the money comes through.”

Twenty yards to the left, Starfire and Raven are helping firefighters with stretchers, burn marks, a kid coughing up smoke. Beast Boy is fidgeting on the balls of his feet behind them, eyes cutting from the blackened bricks to the silhouette of Cyborg and Robin in the alley.

“I—am still working on it. Filling out the last few paperwork forms.” A lie that falls off his tongue, smoother than the truth.

Cyborg shifts his weight to the left, almost like he knows. “You could get pizza with us. Now. If you want.”

“I’m good. Thanks.” Robin makes a move to leave, a half-step back, holding that transparent wall between them. “Five am is for coffee.”

“Robin.”

It’s maybe a sign of how tired he is, that Robin isn’t fast enough to keep Cyborg from cutting him off. That he bumps into an armored chest plate, stumbles back and rubs the purple eyebags beneath his mask. Exhaustion keeps his anger down. Too shitty to commit to this team the way he needs to, too twitchy about folding new people around him while he’s still grieving the hole where Bruce should be.

I work alone, but he doesn’t. He has the Titans now, sort of, a couple of hours at a time. Knows their grunts, screams, the sound their bodies make when they get punched, the sound of their skin hitting asphalt.

“Look, man, I respect everything that you did in Gotham.” Cyborg says it under his breath, so soft that it’s almost lost in the sound of the sirens and paramedics. “But this isn’t gonna work if you’re not all the way in.”

“I am.”

“I don’t know if the Gordanians was a fluke, or what, but those three? Over there?” A head tilt toward the bowed heads of Raven, Starfire, Beast Boy. Their arms are tensed up, crossed, like they don’t know how to relax around each other. “They could use your experience. And I’ve never done this before, but I’ll do it without you. If I have to.”

“It’s just paperwork. I’ll get it to you by the end of the week.”

“Hey.” Tentatively, uncomfortably, Cyborg sets a hand on Robin’s shoulder. Squeezes without looking at him. “Where you sleeping?”

“Nowhere.”

“I’ve got an apartment, if you’re—needing someplace. It’s not big, but Beast Boy crashes with me sometimes.”

“I’ve got an apartment.” If Robin were a little less stopped up with grief, if he still knew how to laugh like he did in Gotham, if he could just remember how to smile for the crowd and the audience and the applause, he might have asked where Starfire and Raven are sleeping. If they need an air mattress, or a roof over their heads. But California sweats the happy out of him, somehow, so he heaves in the hot air of summer drought. Tries not to choke on the memory of his failures.

“Just get pizza with us. There’s a place a couple blocks over that Beast Boy keeps going on about. We can go over the blueprints, make sure I didn’t miss anything. Star’s never had pizza.”

“I thought you got pizza last week. After Cinderblock.”

“Eh.” Cyborg shifts his eyes down, stiffens his shoulders. “Card declined. We don’t… have a lot of money. Between the four of us.”

This stops Robin, long enough to look at Cyborg’s face and see the stress lines in it. Soft but getting deeper. “Oh.”

“I’ve got a part-time job at a mechanic’s shop, outside the city, but—” A long sigh, hissed out like an air pump. “I’m feeding four of us. And Raven doesn’t eat much, but I’m worried it’s because she knows that I don’t—you said you were going to talk to the mayor. Right? About a hero stipend.”

“I—forgot,” says Robin. A little bubble of honesty that bursts into guilt. Because he should have known, three weeks ago, that he’s the only one of them that comes from money. “Shit.”

“It’s fine. It’s fine, we’ll make it work for another few days. I’m just… worried about you. You look like—” Cyborg looks over his shoulder, makes sure there aren’t any kids listening. “You look like shit, man, and it’s fine if you don’t want to be a part of this. But tell me straight, so that I can get everything done myself, if I have to. My patience is wearing thin, yeah?”

“I’m… sorry.”

“God, don’t apologize. I saw the news about—you know. I figured you’re still working through some shit.”

Robin doesn’t know how to respond to that. Doesn’t know how to say that he hasn’t called home since—

He’s scared, maybe, that they’ll blame him for it.

“I haven’t told the others. Figured it’s private, but if you still want this? You gotta show it. I’m not waiting forever.”

If he looks down, he doesn’t have to look at the reflection of himself in Cyborg’s chest plate. Can’t see the mirrored white mask that he doesn’t know how to take off anymore.

“So. You want pizza or not?”

Maybe, Robin likes that they need his money. That they need him to get started, that he has something left to offer. In Gotham, that wasn’t something he was ever sure of. In Gotham, he was just a funny tagalong sidekick in a circus costume, hanging onto happy by the skin of his teeth.

(Babs would be furious, if she knew what he was thinking. Jason would knock him upside the head.)

But Babs isn’t here. Bruce isn’t here, Tim isn’t here, no one is here, and Robin misses waking up to the sounds of cohabitation. The footsteps in the kitchen, down the stairs, reminding him he’s not alone, not empty, not dead.

It’s a shitty apartment, and maybe Robin is tired of punishing himself for what happened in Gotham.

“Yeah.”

“Yeah?”

“I’ve got a credit card that works.”

Maybe he’s tired of putting off that phone call.

“Ass.”

Maybe he’s just tired.


Notes for the Chapter:
Think I’ve got 22-ish chapters planned? I just want to make sure I do 4 POV chapters for each main character, and I might do another Jinx or Terra one-shot. Come yell at me in the comments!






2. Nimble

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Pre-Season 1, post Go

POV: Robin

The team is mostly settled into their dynamic by the time season 1 rolls around, but it’s fun to think about the roommate quirks of teens with superpowers. Also the last chapter was heavy, and I wanted to balance that with some humor





Robin is used to living with superheroes, but Jump City is a slow adjustment. In Gotham, family was paranoia and rigid routines and house rules that weren’t subject to negotiation. In Gotham, family slept with batarangs beneath their pillows and were prone to nervously backflipping every time the toaster dinged. In Gotham, family was loose with their boundaries and definitions of normal, so after half a decade in Wayne Manor, Robin thinks Jump City will be easy.

This new team and Tower can’t be half-bad, now that he’s worked through the kinks of funding and construction and allowing himself to reconnect with people (who don’t blame him for Jason’s death).He expects some fighting, some natural human conflict, because they’re five teenagers with trauma and PTSD. (He knows they are after he writes up their background files, after he pins down their names and their histories and realizes that no one got off easy.) So when Beast Boy and Cyborg start screaming about dinner ten minutes after official move-in, when the Tower stills smells like wood shavings and new paint, Robin takes a deep breath and resolves himself to peacekeeper.

Robin is used to living with superheroes, but half of these superheroes aren’t human. Half of these superheroes have only half-figured out their powers, and only half-figured out what they should and shouldn’t do around normal people, and only half-figured out that living with roommates requires some compromise. (Robin thought Jason was a lot of work, but this is somehow worse.)

“What makes you the leader?” Cyborg snorts during their first team exercise, and Robin tries to explain that he’s not the leader. He’s just… experienced. A lot more experienced than everyone but Beast Boy, but Beast Boy is still mostly a child and hasn’t figured out that he’s allowed to have opinions on this team.

Robin hasn’t had the pleasure of meeting the Doom Patrol, but he has concerns when Beast Boy throws himself in front of a laser for Robin on the obstacle course and gets knocked out for half an hour.

“I would have been fine,” Robin tells him in the Med-Bay, fingers pinched over the bridge of his nose, trying to figure out how to tell this kid that the Titans aren’t about self-sacrifice.

“You’re the leader, dude. Gotta make sure you’re around to finish the mission. I’m expendable.”

Robin doesn’t know what to do with that, but he spends an hour in the research room looking up cognitive-behavioral interventions and operant conditioning. (He’s not equipped for this, he’s not old enough for this, he’s not paid enough for this.)

Most of the time it’s manageable. Most of the time, it’s short tempers at six am, when Starfire is scream-singing in Tamaranean, which sounds like off-key bagpipes, and Raven looks like literal murder, and the window has cracks in it from black magic, which means Robin has to replace it again. Most of the time, it’s Cyborg loudly reminding everyone that he’s the oldest on the team, which means he should get to say “Titans Go” the next time Cinderblock shows up, and Robin has to remind him that leading isn’t about that. That it’s the responsibility of the teams’ lives, that it’s making calls no one else wants to, that—

“No one asked you,” Cyborg says, and convinces Beast Boy to help him with target practice instead.

Robin has to take a deep breath lest the shackle around his neck choke him completely, because no one else knows what it’s like to watch Jason die, and no one else has been responsible for a city with fifteen million (except Beast Boy, who reminds him of a younger Wally West).

The fridge is constantly at war. A mix of things that do not go together, but Starfire wanted to recreate nar’laqi, and Cyborg refuses to not have ribs in the freezer, and Beast Boy keeps shoving everything off the top shelf for ‘vegetarian foods.’

“I just want one shelf for my stuff.”

“Someone drank my tea,” says Raven, which begins a week-long crusade before Robin realizes he drank it accidentally, Monday night when he ran out of coffee and needed something to keep him awake while he was on conference calls with the mayor of Jump.

“I’m sorry,” he says, and Raven retaliates by ignoring him for three days. Which is awkward only because she ordered another stack of Latin spellbooks online, and Robin is too tired to knock on her door to tell her they finally arrived. Thirty hardback covers, a basket of incense and oils, and a textbook about Azarathian and Indian cultural exchange.

He doesn’t know where she got the money.

Most of the time it’s manageable. Most of the time, Robin thinks this is good, and he’s not as tired (in comparison to Gotham). Most of the time, Robin is good at playing mediator between Starfire and Raven and good at talking Cyborg through his should-be and don’t-want-to-be crises. Most of the time, Robin can work around their quirks and idiosyncrasies.

But Beast Boy’s strange propensity for perching is going to be the death of him.

“Graghh.”

“Geez, Rob, I wasn’t doing anything,” Beast Boys says, dropping lightly to the ground from his perch atop the fridge, and his green eyes are reflective in the dark until Robin hits the light switch. “I was just thinking.”

“At three. In the morning. On top of the fridge.”

“Um. Yeah.”

Robin pours his fourth cup of coffee and leaves.

Most of the time it’s manageable, but Beast Boy bombards him with water balloons from the ceiling fan, too late in the evening when Robin really just wants to sit with the newspaper and breathe.

“Ha. Ha.”

“I got you so good.”

“What are you even doing up there?” he asks, looking up at Beast Boy’s rotating face, which is shit-faced glee.

“Cy bet me ten bucks I couldn’t catch you off guard.”

Robin has to take a deep breath lest the shackle around his neck choke him entirely, because Beast Boy should know better after the Brain and Mallah, and Beast Boy should understand panic responses to unexpected stimuli, and Robin still needs to finish that damn book about mental reframing. Most of the time it’s manageable, but Robin is not a fan of people trying to intentionally trigger his red-alert brain, but Beast Boy seems to like that he can, which Robin figures is a side effect of Mento and not being allowed to have fun.

That doesn’t mean he has to like it.

On Monday, he finds Beast Boy balanced precariously on the staircase bannister that leads to the basement, his legs crossed, eyes closed.

“Make another bet with Cyborg?” Robin asks, even though Beast Boy has not moved since the door opened.

“Trying to meditate.”

“Aren’t you uncomfortable?” Robin asks, remembering the beams that he practiced on, the cut of the trapeze bar beneath his knees. “Balancing like that?”

“Nah.”

On Wednesday, Robin watches Beast Boy cook his black bean burger while crouched atop the stove, his feet carefully arranged around the hot pan. Cyborg and Raven, sitting on the couch with a chess board between them, do not seem concerned by this. Starfire, when she floats in with an encyclopedia from the middle of the alphabet, acts as if this is normal.

Robin tries not to scream when he finds Beast Boy balanced across the shower ledge too early in the morning, or when he is perched on the sill above Cyborg’s sliding door, or when he has somehow positioned himself on a ledge outside the common room window, looking out at the ocean with a bittersweet smile.

He’s the damn peacekeeper on this team, and Beast Boy’s constant fidgeting around the Tower, trying to get comfortable, is not supposed to annoy him. It’s not on purpose.

“Okay, okay,” says Beast Boy the next time they encounter each other at three am. “I’ll stop thinking on top of the fridge. Wouldn’t it be easier if you just bought a Keurig for your room?”

And it’s not until the team’s first one-on-one sparring session, after Robin swings his bo staff and Beast Boy nimbly balances himself on the tip of the metal, that he finally reassesses the potential of a teammate with a strange propensity for perching.


Notes for the Chapter:
Found this in my drafts folder and just cleaned it up a bit. Robin is such a good leader, when he remembers not to take everything so seriously ^.^

Come say hi in the comments! I’m always open to requests, but I can’t promise I’ll write them (unless they hit that inspiration sweet spot).






3. Camera

Notes for the Chapter:Surprise! It’s me! Life is still Very Busy, but I write for self-care, and that’s how this piece happened.

Continuity: Before season 1, after “Go”

POV: Cyborg

Because I couldn’t get that Cy/Star friendship out of my head, ya know?





He’s thinking about Mom when the thunderstorm rolls in. Brown cheeks too flat in the open casket, because they weren’t used to not smiling, not used to sitting still. Thinking about her laugh, even though it sounds like static in his head now, a long-distance phone call sound that’s close, not quite. Thinking about her camera, which she took everywhere, to dinner, the movies, thinking about how alive she looked when she knelt and angled up, face all pinched up with concentration, telling him to act like not I’m not even here, shutter clicking while he held that scuffed-up football and trophy and thought they’d have forever.

He’s thinking about the boxed-up polaroid camera beneath his bed when the lightning cracks, interrupting three months of summer drought since he moved into the Tower, and the gray churns everywhere like the ocean, like hot California air and sentimental shake-ups. He’s thinking about dusty, unused plastic when a long bead of water hits the common room window, the first rain after months of blue grief dried-up. Translucent, with a tiny, reflected bubble of thunderclouds in its head, the droplet slicks down the glass. Disappears.

And he doesn’t know why he does it, why right now—standing at the edge of concrete and glass at seven pm on a Wednesday—makes his left eye click before he can think about it. Why he takes a picture with his in-built camera and adds it to the memory log with a date, why something breaks inside him, gives. And there’s the crash of ocean waves against the shore of nostalgia and empty, which he didn’t even realize had dried up. It’s cold and good; he’s been burned up on Mom for so long he forgot how to float.

Three months since the accident, and it’s the second time her memory’s washed over him, like she’s gone and pressed her obsession with cameras and out-of-focus snapshots into his muscle memory. Once at the cemetery, staring down mottled flecks of gray light that spilled over upturned mud, silver with grief and black-and-white memories.

And now.

When he looks out the window, shivering with the weight of her ghost, he sees Beast Boy’s half-finished garden project eroding with rain at the base of the Tower next to ocean froth. Muddy and getting muddier, but Cyborg thinks—good. It’s about time something started growing down there. About time something drowned out the monotony of not caring much of anything at all.

It’s a tiny realization.

An about time realization.

So small that it doesn’t take up much space at all, relaxed into the ridges of his circuits and warm skin as though it’s always been there, waiting for him to notice. Like lightning storms bundled into a scrapbook of memory, like recovery, like remembering how to live.

“It is raining,” says a voice twelve feet left of his elbow, and Cyborg—startles.

Starfire stands halfway between the kitchen and the elevator doors, stiller than the static lines of a photograph. The only movement is the dim blue light of thunderstorm flickering on her cheekbones, the ember sparks at the tail ends of her hair.

“Yeah,” he says, folding up his memory-filed photograph for later, for after he figures out why her entire body is clenched into an electric line of horror. After weeks in the white-washed walls of Dad’s personal experiment, Cyborg recognizes the panic in her. Like parallel lines of Pavlovian responses. “You okay?”

“I…” she murmurs, voice small and tiny and scared. “I know that it exists, on other planets, but I did not know it was so loud.” Green eyes dance over him, shifty, and then flick back to the window, the lightning flashes, as if she’s scared to look away for even a second.

“I’ve always liked the sound. Think it’s pretty.”

“That is… not the word I would use.”

Cyborg thinks it’s pretty the way macabre is pretty, like memories of a pressed black suit covering the accident scars and metal joints, skeletal umbrellas strained out over tombstones, crying in the rain.

“It’s not going to hurt you,” he tells her, cracking the window just enough that a gust of sea-salt blasts them with mist and electricity. It smells like anxious adrenaline, pent-up static. “It’s just water. Same as the ocean, same as swimming.”

“The ocean does not fall from the sky or make sounds so terrible as this.” She shrugs, a bony and unconvinced jerk.

But Cyborg thinks—yellow shooting through him like an idea—that maybe it’s harder to be scared of a photo. Of a memory, after the fact, the same way Mom used to flash her camera lens beneath his bed, the shutter clicking, and show him the evidence, neatly packaged. No monsters, see?

“Hey, Star?” he asks softly, those old phantom pains acting up in his hands. “You ever use a camera before?”

She hasn’t.

The yellow idea gets brighter, louder, as he leads her through the storm-lit hallways to his room. Trying to do this before the hot blood in his head dries up again, before he loses the ghost press of Mom on his pointer finger snapping photos. It still smells like construction and paint in here, new and personality-less without the history of decades before him. And as he pulls out the cardboard box beneath his bed, popping the lid off and smelling the dust, he thinks—it’s almost too much. Too much like the funeral was too much, and the memories are a slipstream of tragedy.

It’s been so long since he—

“What is its function?” Starfire asks, reaching with tentative fingers to wrap around this vulnerable scrap of a polaroid camera, this plastic that is almost too raw to share.

Cyborg jolts it sideways just slightly. “For memories.”

As she pulls back like a rubber band, guilt snaps across her face. “I—apologize.”

“It’s fine. Sorry, just—” He tries to say it belonged to Mom, tries to tell her about birthday wrapping paper that was Astro-turf green with white yard lines and footballs. Instead, his hands curl tighter around the camera, clench. “I’ll show you how it works, just got to get the lighting right, so…”

Back to the common room, back to the floor-to-ceiling glass that shudders with wind and wet memories, back to the thunder that makes Star shiver like the last dried-up leaf of fall, back to explaining how photos make everything small.

“Can you stand by the window?”

“The—window?” she asks, and her skin is goose pimpled with chill, her face pale.

“I promise it’s not gonna hurt, just want to show you—if that’s okay—?”

She nods, a tiny slip of a thing, more instinctive than sure, which is when he clicks the shutter for the first time in months. There’s a gentle whirring sound. A photo that slides downwards for him to rip out, and he starts flapping that dark square of a preserved memory like Mom always did, thinks about her saying, shaking out the ghosts.

In the long clockward tick of silence, Starfire doesn’t move. Scared, maybe, that he’ll yank the camera back again. Or that the storm will notice her hiding.

“Mom always said, problems don’t look so big if you can fit ‘em in your pocket,” he says, waving the photo forward, inserting himself between her and the window, just enough to wordlessly promise that the worst of this is over. The polaroid picture is still lightening one swatch of color at a time. “And so any time I got scared of something—monsters under my bed, spiders, the dark—she’d take a picture. Ask if it was so bad once I took the time to look at it a little different. See it from another angle.”

Her chin bobs forward, hesitates.

He says, “See?” And sets the square between her thumb and forefinger.

In the photo, there’s a pensive, distant set to her glow-in-the-dark eyes. A jagged tilt of her shoulder caught mid-shrug, a jaw clenched in this preserved forever, uncertainty. It’s—not a happy picture. Background blurred from the shadows of this late-summer lightning, a dim snapshot of her first thunderstorm, feeling around the edges of connection.

But the rain looks smaller in the photo than it does in person. A little more harmless when it’s pinched between her fingers.

“It is—a painting?”

“A photo.”

He watches her maneuver around the word, like she knows it but doesn’t know what it means, and he pushes the camera into her hands this time. Like flood gates burst open, like too fast to stop.

“I do not know if—”

“I want you to keep it,” he says, not even sure he means it until the words are cold between them.

“Cyborg…” she murmurs, too damn cautious, like she’s trying to find a way to ask why it means so much to him, why he’s twitching all over the place, why his pointer finger is still clicking air.

“I’m not using it. I haven’t used it since the—but I think you’d like it. We could—scrapbook together. Or something.”

It takes a few scrolls through his left arm, on internet stock images, to explain what he means by scrapbook, why he thinks she might like it. Underscored with unspoken things, like how shoving things between plastic makes them so much easier to talk about, like how memories aren’t as scary if they’re saved up for later.

The camera clicks while he’s somewhere in between, and it pulls him back into the dim glow of her eyes.

“I apologize.” Her voice breaks, ashamed. “I should have asked.”

Cyborg looks down at the fresh black square of photo, the slowly emerging details. “It’s okay. Maybe—we take one together.”

Because he’s noticed how she flinches away from loud things, new things, unsure things. As if waiting to learn how they will hurt her, and Cyborg knows—he knows that’s something that gets ingrained over years, not days. That this planet is a lot of uncertainty, messy colors and risks twisted up into a knot unraveling. But photos are pockets of quiet, memories stored up. A museum of static things that can be studied safely.

And he’d like to save a plastic memory of right now, Starfire leaned up close to his cheek with the polaroid camera angled awkwardly. Both of them smiling through the heavy rain and shadows, their teeth tight around new friendship, sucking on this bittersweet nostalgia that almost tastes like healing.


Notes for the Chapter:
Please come yell at me in the comments!






4. Fool

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 1, after Forces of Nature

POV: Starfire

I’ve seen a lot of fanfic in which Beast Boy lies to Starfire about Earth traditions for a good joke, but I thought it would be so much sweeter and lovely if it was mutual. If Starfire lies to him about Tamaranean traditions just as often.





Perhaps it is wicked, but Starfire likes to see what Beast Boy is willing to believe about Tamaran. White lies, small pranks now that she understands how they work, easy ways to make a fool of someone who is not afraid of looking foolish. It is not intentionally vindictive, not mean-spirited or unkind or long-lasting, but after the motor oil balloon incident, she is looser with sense of Earthen morality. She is looser with her sense of fun.

“I have to wear a hat made of chocolate pudding and bath bubbles?” Beast Boy asks with an expression of abject horror, barely a week after he apologized crying while digging through rocks, and Starfire squeezes her smile between her teeth.

“While dancing.”

“Is there a specific dance I have to learn?”

“Only a song you must sing while doing so.”

“And this is how you say sorry on Tamaran?” He sounds skeptical, but after Lightning and Thunder, after belated apologies that could have been too late, he is so much quicker to ask about her planet, her culture, her understanding of relationships. (He is not from this country either, she learns, and she has so many questions about Upper Lamumba.)

Starfire nods because she does not trust herself to speak aloud, not when the giggles are bright and bubbly in her throat, when Beast Boy looks so earnest. His face is screwed up with concentration as he whips the pudding together in a bowl and clogs the sink to fill it up with bubbles.

“I mean, if that’s what it takes. You have pudding on Tamaran?”

“We do not, but pudding is closest to valquk,” she lies smoothly, her feet lifting upwards from the sheer amount of unbridled happiness bursting within her. When Starfire looks over to the common room windows, all bright blue and white fluff, she sees Raven making a face at both of them from the couch. Starfire holds up a finger her to her lips behind Beast Boy’s back.

Do not ruin my fun, it says.

Raven hides her smirk behind the cover of her book and says nothing, and Starfire thanks Xhal that it is only the three of them today. Cyborg would not be able to keep himself from laughing and taking pictures with a Polaroid, which would ruin the seriousness with which Beast Boy is taking this.

“I’ll set the timer for an hour, yeah?” Beast Boy says, shoving the pudding bowl into the fridge.

“It does not have to be fully set before you mix it with the bubbles.”

“Okay. So, teach me the song while we wait.” He nods, eyebrows all tight together because he is trying so hard to be respectful of her culture, even though he struggles so much with attention, and for too many weeks she thought he was not interested in her stories of home. This is intentional love, and for a moment, Starfire feels a pulse of guilt for abusing his trust like this. Now that he is making a concerted effort to learn her holidays and language, she is taking advantage. But no—no, Starfire remembers last month when he told her all bright-eyed and silver-tongued that it is customary to tell knock-knock jokes before opening any door.

She made a fool of herself in a public restroom at the mall of shopping because of him, so chocolate pudding and bath bubbles is fair retribution.

“Impu pifhe’sa,” she tells him slowly, writing out the fake words on a napkin so that it is not so immediately obvious.

“I’m a poopy face,” Beast Boy repeats, head tilted to one side as though he does not hear the ridiculousness of this entire situation.

Raven turns her snort into a sneeze and buries deeper into her book, and Starfire knows that she is trying not to laugh.

“Your pronunciation is very good,” Starfire tells Beast Boy kindly. “Would you say it one more time?”

“I’m a poopy face.”

If only she had the disposable camera that Cyborg gave her, Starfire would burn through its entire film to capture this memory forever.

When the pudding is set, Beast Boy takes an enormous breath, as if to steel himself. He forces his face into somber reflection, pulling her purple boots over his black uniform, coating his hair with pudding and bubbles. It is a sign of how much he loves her, that he does not break character, swaying back and forth in front of the fridge.

“I’m so sorry I hit you with the motor oil balloon,” Beast Boy sings, shaking his hips as pudding slides down his back and onto the floor. “I’m a poopy face. I’m so sorry it took so long to apologize. I’m a poopy face.”

“I thought this apology traditionally took place on top of a table,” Raven says, looking up from her book with a barely suppressed smile. “Center point of attention, so everyone can see how contrite you are.”

Beast Boy shimmies his body and throws a disbelieving look over one shoulder. “You’ve had to do this too?”

“Mmhmm.”

“I’m a poopy face,” Beast Boy sings, climbing onto the counter in thigh-high purple boots, soap bubbles spilling onto the granite. “I’m a poopy face—hey, how many times do I have to sing this?”

“One hundred,” says Raven before Starfire can answer, and they catch each other’s eye and go red-faced and tight-lipped. “For every day of the Tamaranean calendar.”

“I’m a poopy face,” Beast Boy warbles solemnly, kicking one leg up and holding back a ridiculous smile. “I’m a poopy face.”

This is perhaps too close to the line of wicked, but Starfire knows that he is having fun, that he likes being silly for her. He does not seem to mind that he loses count at fifty-nine and has to start over, and he does not seem to mind when Raven tells him his head is looking bare and needs another layer of soap bubbles.

“Join me?” Beast Boy asks Raven after pudding spills onto her cloak, and her sleeves are frothed with bubbles.

“No, I think—”

“Come on, it’s for Star! It’s a Tamaranean tradition!”

“Beast Boy—”

“Please. It’s more fun if I’m not doing it alone. Sing with meeeee.”

“I’m not the one who has to apologize.”

Beast Boy knocks his elbow into the pudding bowl, spilling it all over Raven’s lap, and laughs his high-pitched laugh. “Whoops!”

“Azar—”

And this is what makes Starfire lose composure and burst into manic giggles, floating another six inches higher as the joy rips through her. Her first successful prank, and Beast Boy’s expression when she admits it—indignant and then proud and exhilarated—is worth everything.

“You pranked me?” he realizes, all awe-faced and happy.

“You look like a mop’far grogunta,” she laughs, breathing so hard that the world goes bright and hazy with light. “Xhal, I cannot believe how gullible—”

“You’re like a blackbelt prankster! Oh my god, Star, how’d you keep a straight face—?”

“Oh, I wish I had my camera!”

Perhaps it is wicked, but it is never vindictive or mean. Beast Boy is too light-hearted to ever be hurt by a joke, especially when he gives as good as he gets.

“Please pass the salt,” Starfire says the next morning during breakfast as she stirs her gran’ba xanthum on the stove, and Beast Boy hands her the sugar because he is petty, and the liquid curdles.

“I wouldn’t eat that,” he says, propping his chin on top of her shoulder to look into the saucepan.

“Try this Tamaranean hand lotion,” she tells him in the middle of a mild California winter, and Beast Boy lets her apply it all over his arms because he gets excited at the thought of trying it.

“Smells kind of weird,” he says eventually, after it’s all soaked in.

Starfire gets to smile big and smug and whisper, “It is a zorkaberry fertilizer made of seagull droppings.”

Perhaps they should have trust issues with each other after weeks of this, but they love each other too much to ever be paranoid. So when he hands her a soup spoon and asks her to try it, when she tells him about the traditional crown of Blorthog, when he offers to pick up her shampoo while he’s in town, when she convinces him to spend an entire day not speaking—

Of course they always say yes.

Because neither one of them is afraid of being made the fool, if it is being foolish with each other.


Notes for the Chapter:
Lol, I wrote this while trying to write a Rob/Star short. I write too much angst, so I figured I’d try something different. (Also BB/Star is mayyyyybe my favorite friendship combo of the Titans.) Come say hi in the comments!






5. Human

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 1, after The Sum of His Parts

POV: Starfire

Got a request for Cy/Star friendship, and I like to think that they have the most philosophical relationship on the team. That they can talk about things like this.





“If you are not dying, then you are…ill?” Starfire is not sure why she asks it, only that they are alone in the garage, tinkering with metal bits and bobs the way they always do. Not making anything in particular, just enjoying the rhythm of their hands in silence.

Since yesterday, since the tunnel in the junkyard and the cold gray light that spread over Cyborg’s body, Starfire has been trying not to remember pre-Titans. Cyborg has not said so, not explicitly, but the blanks are easy to fill in when Starfire is familiar with sick bodies. Familiar with green light and scalpels.

Except when she asks, Cyborg gets a thoughtful look on his face and sets aside a half-finished robotic car, the wires sticking out. “Not sure I’d call it that.”

“Then what would you call it?”

He laughs, lightly and then awkwardly. “Most people would call it disabled.”

“You would not?” The word does not translate exactly, not into her mother tongue, but there is so much about Earth that Starfire does not understand, so much she is too nervous to question. ‘Disabled’ is different from ‘ill,’ she thinks. But she has memories of overlap, memories of her brother strapped down with his veins glowing green.

Cyborg shrugs. When he opens a panel in his right forearm, a neat box of glowing circuitry, he waves Starfire forward. “Pretty cool, right?”

She nods.

“You have anything like this on Tamaran?”

“There are those who have prosthetics. Not like this, but I am familiar with the concept. You were once…?”

“All human.”

“You are still human.”

When he looks at her, his eye is sharp. Too sharp. Not angry, which Starfire has seen before, but defensive. “Fix-It wanted to make me all robot.”

“But I do not…” Starfire stops herself because she is on Earth. She is on Earth, and things are different here.

“What?”

“I do not wish to disrespect Earth’s culture.”

“Earth has got a lot of cultures. Shoot.”

When she looks at him blankly, he explains. That ‘shoot’ can also mean ‘talk,’ that he wants to know what she has to say.

“That makes no sense.”

“Doesn’t have to. What were you gonna say?”

“I do not think that someone who is all robot is less human.”

Instead of disagreeing, he picks up the robotic car again, grabs a screwdriver. His eyes are down, but Starfire knows that sometimes he looks away to think. That this is perhaps uncomfortable, and Starfire does not know why his body glows, or what happened to make him this way.

“But then, I am not sure I understand what ‘human’ means, only that you speak of it as something different than species or organic makeup.”

“It is.”

“I am not human.”

Cyborg looks up at her this time, something like surprise twisting his mouth open. “Star—”

“I am not. Raven is not. And Beast Boy is not always.”

“Being human is different. It’s like—it’s…” He goes quiet, his eyebrow slashing down.

“Would you tell me that I am less human, if I had prosthetics?”

“Well, no, but—”

“Because I am not human, or because prosthetics do not diminish me?”

Cyborg just stares at her. As though this is news, as though no one has bothered to tell him before. And Starfire thinks this is long overdue, this conversation, because she is too familiar with people who try to make you less. 

“I will not ask why you have so many prosthetics.”

He says nothing.

“But I do not understand why they make you less human. On my planet, we have this word. Yar’nei.”

Cyborg ignores this, and she does not blame him. “Star, it’s the—the not feeling. Being human is feeling. You get that, right? Fix-It was trying to take that from me.”

“But why do we call it human, to feel? I am not—”

Cyborg’s hands are tight on the screwdriver, the robotic car. “I know you’re not. But this is different.”

“But I do not understand why.”

“Because I didn’t want him to.” The car falls to the floor, and the garage echoes with the sound of it. Ripples and ripples of anger. “I didn’t want him to take that away from me.”

Starfire understands this better. “Then your issue is not with what makes you human. It is with consent.”

It is like a tripped wire, the way that Cyborg breaks down. Soft and then loud, and Starfire feels him reaching for her, reaching, reaching, and she reaches back because this all she could do for Ry.

Gentle brushes when the Psions were not looking.

Starfire understands these tears.

“Shit,” he says into her shoulder, and she rubs circles over his forehead, across the warm skin, unsure what he can feel through his prosthetics, but then she decides she does not care. She holds hard onto his shoulder and makes sure that he knows it. That she is not uncomfortable with this body he never asked for.

“I did not always have starbolts.”

“You”—sob—“didn’t?”

“I did not want them.”

She does not cry because she has not cried since the Gordanians. One day, she might remember how to do it. One day, she might accept that it is not rutha. One day, she might tell Cyborg how well she knows this pain.

But today she lets him reach for her, reach for understanding of what it means to be human, when she is not, when she thinks that human is the wrong word for what this is.

Starfire does not know what it means to be human, but she also does not particularly care.


Notes for the Chapter:
If there’s ever an issue with the way I tackle a sensitive topic such as race, disability, sexual orientation, gender, etc., please let me know! I want to keep growing as a person and as a writer ^.^






6. Different

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 1, after Mad Mod

Because sometimes you need that extra shove to go get assessed.





Cyborg doesn’t expect Mad Mod, of all people, to be the reason that he finally takes Beast Boy to a psychologist.

Maybe it’s that high school (even a British one) reminds Cyborg of Jerry Watson spacing out in math class. Maybe it’s that Beast Boy goes quiet anytime anyone mentions school, like it’s left a sour taste in his mouth. Or maybe it’s just the realization that the kid can’t get anything done without someone babysitting him, unless it’s video games or missions. Like he can’t focus on anything that’s not sprinkled with serotonin and/or an adrenaline rush.

It’s an overdue realization, by a lot too much now that Cyborg is looking back on everything and seeing how all the pieces fit together. Sure, the kid’s young. Sure, he’s hyperactive and always got his head in the clouds, and it’s not until after half a day running around a high school illusion that Cyborg understands why.

“Hey, B,” he says on the walk back to the Tower, after they’ve handed Mad Mod off the police. They do that sometimes, when the weather is nice, and Robin wants the team to look more approachable. Walking and hitting up the pizza shop like normal teenagers. “You ever gotten looked at for a learning disability?”

“What?”

“Or a neurodevelopmental disorder or—”

“No, I wasn’t listening. What’d you ask?”

God, he should have said something months ago. “Learning disabilities. Neurodevelopmental disorders.”

“What, like autism?”

Cyborg gives a half shrug, lowering his voice so that the rest of the team doesn’t descend on the conversation like vultures. “Can be. Or dyslexia or ADHD or—whatever.”

“Steve said that ADHD isn’t real.”

Cyborg doesn’t know who Steve is, but his stomach drops like a stone. “Sure it is. I had lots of classmates with ADHD.”

Beast Boy just shrugs, like he doesn’t really care enough to argue. “Do you think I’d be good at high school?”

It whacks Cyborg out of left field, and he loses the line of questioning. “What, you mean you haven’t—?”

“Homeschooled. Um, for a while. Steve said I wasn’t smart enough, so we stopped after fifth grade math.”

Cyborg’s stomach drops harder, and this time it feels like anger. “What?”

“That’s probably why Mad Mod got me so bad with the hypno-screens, right? Me not being smart enough.”

“No,” says Cyborg hotly. “That’s not why—”

But Beast Boy gets distracted by the pizza shop up ahead and shifts into a beagle before Cyborg can get the sentence out.

It’s not the end of the conversation. Cyborg won’t let it be the end of the conversation because apparently Beast Boy has spent the last fourteen years of his life thinking he’s dumb, which he’s not. He’s street-smart and intuitive, and Cyborg can’t believe that Steve is such an asshole that Beast Boy doesn’t know that.

Whoever the fuck Steve is.

The more Cyborg thinks about it, the more he’s sure that he needs to pick up the phone and call someone about an assessment. Beast Boy is a neon-flashing sign of symptoms, screaming executive dysfunction like a photocopy of Jerry Watson. Especially the night after Mad Mod, when Robin orders the team to the common room for GED studying, and Beast Boy starts clicking his ballpoint pen and tapping his fingers and being a general nuisance who prevents anyone else from getting anything done.

“I can’t concentrate,” Raven says, her voice a taut line ready to snap. “If you’re going to click your pen, you can study in your room.”

“Oh.” Beast Boy blinks, as if he doesn’t even know he’s doing it. “Sorry.”

As soon as he gets the chance, Cyborg buys fidgets online because Jerry always had them in class. He slips them into Beast Boy’s desk when he’s on patrol with Robin and figures the kid won’t second-guess it. He’s short-sighted like that, usually assumes the bits and bobs in his room are from some mall outing with Starfire that he completely forgot about. Point being, the next time the team is holed up with textbooks and laptops, Beast Boy’s twirling a spinner in his right hand and almost focused. It’s a long shot better than he usually is, and that’s when Cyborg starts getting ideas.

“Hey, B, remember when I asked you about learning disabilities?”

Beast Boy gets a wary look on his face and leans away, just enough that Cyborg notices. “Yeah.”

They’re sitting on the roof today, looking out over the ocean, which is gray and overcast. No blaring alarms for the last seventy-two hours, which has to be some kind of record. All Cyborg knows is that he’s been waiting to get this chance for too long. “I was just—thinking. Maybe we should go see someone. About your attention problems.”

“I’ve been doing loads better during our study sessions,” Beast Boy says hotly, and then the words start falling out so fast that he trips over the letters. “I didn’t even click my pen or forget to—”

“—Beast Boy—”

“—finish the English reading, like I usually do, and I know I’m not that smart, but I’m not holding everyone up as much as I used to. There’s nothing wrong with me.”

“I didn’t say there was anything wrong with you.”

“Yeah, you did. ‘Learning disability.’ Just a fancy way of saying I’m lazy, right?”

Cyborg gets a hard pit in his throat. “Steve’s an asshole.”

“I didn’t say—”

“You didn’t have to. You’re not lazy. And you’re not stupid. But I called Dr. Gerhart about, maybe, getting you an appointment.”

“Who’s Dr. Gerhart?”

“A psychiatrist.”

“I don’t like psychiatrists.”

“You ever talk to one?”

“No, but Steve says—”

“—that’s your problem. Steve’s an asshole.”

Beast Boy sits on his fingers, narrowing his eyes at the horizon like he’s thinking real damn hard. Cyborg just waits for him to find the words, which (based on experience) might be a while. Sometimes, when it’s just the two of them, Cyborg forgets they’re a long shot from normal. When it’s just the two of them, Cyborg thinks he wouldn’t give this up for anything.

“What is ADHD, exactly?” Beast Boy asks after a long stretch of nothing.

“Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder. Means you have a hard time keeping your attention on stuff you don’t care about. Sometimes makes your brain real busy and loud.”

“And you think I’ve got it.”

Cyborg shrugs. “Could be. Could be nothing. Dr. Gerhart could tell you better than me.”

“You said you knew people? With a, um, learning disability?”

“Jerry Watson. Emma Owens. A whole bunch of my football buddies had it in math. Dyscalculia or something.”

Beast Boy’s eyebrow are all tight together as he works through something real difficult, and Cyborg doesn’t know how long it’ll take to rewrite all the shit Steve told him. All he knows is that Beast Boy deserves to hear that nothing’s wrong with him.

Never was.

“You don’t think I’m lazy?” Beast Boy asks a good ten minutes later, rolling a stray thread around his fingers.

“I think your brain’s just wired a little different.” Cyborg knocks their shoulders together and gestures at their bodies. Silver metal and green skin. “But there’s nothing wrong with different.”

“Huh.”

Nothing wrong with normal, either, but Cyborg figures that’s a word that doesn’t really mean anything, anyway.


Notes for the Chapter:
Come yell at me in the comments!






7. Touch

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 1, after Car Trouble

Cyborg and Raven are just so *comfortable* around each other, ya know? So here’s my thought piece on it.





She doesn’t remember noticing it, the first time.

Her magic reaching out and getting tucked neatly back inside her, as he pulls his body away. Maybe it happens in the middle of healing, when her hands are warm with black energy and waiting to stitch up the long line of puckered flesh that runs down his cheekbone from the exploded shrapnel of superhero fights.

“I’ve got it,” he says dismissively, and he leaves before she can finish, a panicked and distant look in his eye.

Sometimes, she thinks she should have noticed it a long time ago, but there’s something about being in a congested mass of other people’s feelings screaming that makes it a lot less noticeable. Too many unalphabetized files and stray paper thoughts for her to sort through, so when she starts to gravitate toward him, long evenings when they sit six inches apart in silent understanding, it doesn’t occur to her to wonder why.

Sometimes at dinner, when his hand pulls back too fast from the saltshaker as she reaches for it, and he studies her from the corner of his eye, she thinks it is more than just considerate. He is so very careful not to brush their hands together, as if he has noticed her flinching away from Beast Boy’s thin green fingers and seen the ways they are the same. (Beast Boy is loose with his definitions of personal space, and even if his thoughts are fortified with steel walls and spikes, the wild in him is loud. A den of restless lions restrained in a five-foot cage.)

But it’s just a saltshaker. It’s just a loose hand and metal fingers. Raven doesn’t think much of it.

She thinks something of it when he starts intercepting Starfire’s hugs, sliding between them in the aftermath of battles hard-won and wincing. Even though he shakes it off, she sees the subtlest of confessions for what it is. The tension of someone who does not like to be touched.

Maybe she notices it when he says her name to get her attention. Not tapping her shoulder, not bumping elbows. No, he usually goes around her, around and around until she sees him coming from ten feet away, and he makes eye contact and says, “Raven.”

“Raven,” like he’s taking extra care not to startle her, or himself.

She appreciates it enough (is curious enough) that she starts paying attention to the flinches he makes when no one is looking, the distant slide of his eyes to memories that no one else can see. She makes an effort to find other ways to love him (ways that do not involve touch), and this is why she ends up in the garage most weekends as they trade off wrenches and pliers. Not asking explicitly, even though she wonders why he pushes himself into hugs that leave him (so very obviously) uncomfortable. Why he so selflessly inserts his body between her and the others, when they reach toward her skin absentmindedly. Why his jaw tenses every time.

Raven is okay never knowing because it is something they have in common. A mutual understanding that touch is complicated and that neither of them prefer it, which is why their evenings together are a small scrap of heaven she never thinks she deserves. Six inches apart, the ideal distance. Space filled with words instead of winces.

But silent understandings do not always remain so, and when Raven spends an entire night helping him track down the small-brained thieves who stole the T-car, when he bitterly talks about pouring himself into the nuts and bolts of his baby, she can’t bring herself to keep quiet. This is why, while they sit on the sidewalk and talk, she tells him about her soul-self.

Maybe she thinks he’ll understand. Maybe she thinks the conversation will tilt into different confessions.

“Soul-self?” he asks, unfamiliar with this concept, still holding onto a small scrap of his combusted T-car in one hand.

(Why is she telling him this when he’s mourning?)

At first, it’s an easy connection. Confessing that she knows what it means to lose herself in something else, and he smiles at the words. Smiles at this implicit commonality, even though he can see straight through her and has his thumb on the pulse of where she wants the conversation to go.

“Is that why you don’t like people touching you?” he asks, easy and smooth. He kicks his legs out into the pavement and sighs at the stars, breathing in the quiet.

Raven stiffens. Nods.

“Thought it might be something like that. Since you tense up anyone someone gets too close.”

It’s the first time he’s acknowledged it’s intentional, the way he goes out of his way to avoid brushing up against her, and she feels her throat get full and hard with affection.

“I didn’t think anyone had noticed.”

It’s a lie. Of course she realized when he noticed, because he’s the only one in the Tower who consistently keeps their bodies six inches apart, who makes sure their hands are not touching. And Raven knows that Starfire can’t stop herself, that her hugs are unconscious twitches to ground herself in reality and confirm the bodies beside her are real, and she knows that Beast Boy gets swept up in the whims of the wild, that the animal kingdom is communal and instinctive and hungry. She knows that Robin thinks shoulder pats are the only way to get through to her (because he is not good at conversation, not the way the others are.)

“Oh, baby girl,” he laughs. “You are not that subtle.”

She shrugs, only a little miffed. There are more important things than subtlety when they are finally talking about it, and she wants to understand why he doesn’t avoid touch when it makes his face twist up with pain. “I noticed. That you’re careful not to touch me.”

“Thought maybe you’d appreciate it. Love our family, god I love them, but they’re not so good at keeping their hands to themselves.”

Raven swallows as she tries to find the words. To ask why he recoils so instinctively when he forces himself into hugs and hands and bodies. She doesn’t remember noticing it, the first time.

She can’t stop noticing it now.

“You don’t like it,” she says after a very long pause of car engine sounds and distant honks, when she worries that they will lose this moment before she finds answers.

He drops his head between his knees and stares at the asphalt, Styrofoam milkshake cup clenched tight in his broad fingers. “Not really.”

“I wondered,” she says, pulling her knees into her chest and staring at a streetlamp. If she stares at the streetlamp, it is so much easier to say words she’s never dared to think. “If you were like me.”

“I mean, I’m not an empath or anything… But I get it. Not liking when people touch me. Took me a long time to be okay with it again. Not that I’m completely over it, but…” He sighs. “I don’t punch anyone when it happens now.”

It is rare for either of them to open the history books of their lives before the Titans. Raven likes to keep her childhood locked up in a special box in the back of her head surrounded in cobwebbed lies (the only way she allows herself to love nice things that are temporary, the only way she allows herself to be loved by nice people that are temporary). So Cyborg loosening the bindings of his leatherbound backstory is a fresh breath of relief. She had guessed, because it is not hard to guess, and this is confirmation of his flinches’ confessions.

“Yeah. I mean, after my dad did this”—he gestures at his body—“I didn’t really trust people with it anymore. You know?”

His dad is a twist she didn’t see coming, but she decides not to acknowledge it. If she makes a big deal of this quiet admission, he might stop sharing. Instead she says, “I wish the others understood.”

“They’d stop, if you asked them.”

“You haven’t asked them to stop, either.”

Cyborg grunts at that, one of his hands going to his knee and absentmindedly running over the joints.

Then, after thirty seconds of sipping her melted strawberry milkshake, Raven feels him look over. She hears him ask it.

“You ever read my mind?”

“No.”

“Because my body is metal, right? Doesn’t happen without skin contact.”

She startles at this. “No.”

He frowns.

“It’s just quiet,” she says, quickly trying to overwrite his doubts before they spiral. “Your aura. It’s one of the reasons I like you.”

With the others, he tends to smile big, loud, full-spirited. With her, it’s a lot more subtle. Just a slow slip of lips to the sky, bending around happy. “Maybe it’s the robot in me.”

“It’s not.”

“Sure.”

Raven almost grabs his hand, as if to prove him wrong, as if to show him that his emotions are just as vibrant as the others’ when their bodies touch, but she stops herself. Remembering, almost too late, that he has boundaries like her, that he’s had those boundaries crossed in unforgivable ways. So she holds her hand out to him instead, offering him a choice.

“What?”

“I thought it might not be so bad, if it’s you.”

There are other, unspoken words in there. Something about how he is not less because his skin is made of circuits and coding. Something about how she trusts him with touch, when she spent most of her childhood desperate for people to stay away, for their thoughts to get out of her head. Something about how she prefers six inches of distance, but she wants to help him rewrite his understanding of consent.

Even though she doesn’t say these things, he takes her hand.

And as metal hits gray, Raven relaxes into the free flow of feeling, which is almost comfortable. With him. A quiet sort of understanding that this is pushing the boundaries of okay, but they’ve both been through it before.

“Does it get easier?” Raven asks eventually, when she thinks that another ten minutes of their minds flush together and their fingers knitted might make her empathy crackle outwards and shatter the streetlamp’s glass. She has noticed his conscious effort to reconnect with people and bodies, even when the panic is so obvious on his face.

“Sometimes.”

It’s not the answer she wanted, but it is honest. And sitting with Cyborg with their thumbs loosely intertwined, both of them holding onto the moments in which they are not touch averse, Raven helps him remember tonight as one of the sometimes.


Notes for the Chapter:
This might be the last regular update for a bit. Real life is about to hit two months of Very Busy TM, and I don’t want to get creative burnout. But I hope y’all like this piece!






8. Circus

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 2, after How Long is Forever

I think I’ve seen this done before, but what else is fanfiction for? Time for my own take on it.





When the circus rolls through Jump City like clockwork in the summer, a streak of stardust and wonder, Beast Boy spends a long time sitting on his rock by the ocean. He has been through terrible things, and the circus is not one of them. It won’t be one of them because Starfire came back with Warp’s clock, and that timeline is never happening.

Still.

Still, some version of himself lived through it. Some thirty-five-year-old Beast Boy lost himself behind the safety of bars and freakshows, and that’s hard to get over. Even if it’s not terrible like the terrible things he’s actually lived through.

The terrible things he’s done to survive. The terrible people who made him.

When the circus posters are everywhere all weekend, and it’s a Friday evening too balmy and perfect to be real, Cyborg asks the team to go. A night to relax, like they haven’t in a while, like they haven’t since Robin disappeared into the shadows as someone else’s apprentice.

“No thanks,” Beast Boy says, gesturing at the TV where he’s got a new video game up and running. “Got all the entertainment I need right here.”

“You sure? You usually love this kind of thing.”

“I’m good. Just want a night all to myself, you know?”

“Actually,” says Robin, expression unreadable behind the mask, “I think I’ll stay home too.”

Starfire makes a fuss about it, saying that he has been in the research room too much the last few weeks, that he should not pull away from them, that the team has forgiven him for what Slade made him do, that—

“I won’t be researching. I’ll be playing video games with Beast Boy.”

“You… will?”

“If that’s okay.”

Beast Boy is not known for being observant, but something about the forced indifference of the entire conversation makes him tilt his head. Not that he knows why Robin doesn’t want him alone tonight, or why Robin refuses to look at the circus poster, or why nobody else on the team thinks it’s weird.

It’s enough to put him on edge.

“Um. Sure. I’ve got Edge of the World, Duality, MegaMonkey: Unleashed…”

When the other three leave around eight, when it’s just the two of them, Beast Boy figures that it can’t be so bad. With Robin here, he can’t sit on his rock chewing on memories he doesn’t actually have. He can’t scroll through the circus Wikipedia page until his brain goes fuzzy and strange and tries to fill in the future with experiences he’s never even lived.

Anyway, Robin’s a lot more fun when he’s not trying to keep everyone else happy. He doesn’t care so much that Beast Boy knows he’s less than perfect.

He’s not perfect.

He’s a long way from perfect.

But that’s never bothered Beast Boy.

“You don’t like the circus?” Robin asks barely five minutes after Raven has portaled the others into the city. It’s unnervingly casual. Robin’s looking at the video game screen instead of at Beast Boy, which means he’s trying not to scare him away.

Beast Boy isn’t sure why this question should scare him away, or what scares Robin so much about the circus, but no one has talked about Warp since Starfire came home. Beast Boy isn’t sure he wants to. “Don’t know, actually. I’ve never been.”

Robin makes a humming sound in his throat as his gloves dance over the video game controller and send Beast Boy’s character flying off the screen. The music sounds a lot too happy and jingly for whatever the hell this conversation is. “I used to love the circus.”

“Really?”

“Mm.”

“So…” Beast Boy feels something skew sideways between them, like they’re on the precipice of falling. “Why didn’t you go?”

“Why didn’t you?”

It’s not really fair, turning the conversation around. Especially when Robin’s a freaking brick wall about personal questions. Every couple of weeks, Beast Boy tries asking him something new. Favorite color. What state he’s from. How long he’s known Batman. If he still talks to Batman. Not that he ever gets an answer.

“Guess I haven’t felt so great about circuses since Warp,” Beast Boy admits. He likes to be honest around Robin. Figures eventually it’ll go both ways.

“Mm.”

“Not that there’s anything wrong with them, or… I don’t know. Just don’t like feeling like a freakshow.”

Robin’s mask scrunches up, which Beast Boy spends so much time noticing that his avatar dies on the TV screen.

“You’re not a freakshow.”

Beast Boy shrugs. “Well, I know that. You know that. Most people don’t.”

“Circuses aren’t about freakshows,” Robin says, which isn’t addressing anything Beast Boy just said. But his voice is very, very serious.

“I didn’t say it was?”

“They’re about performance. Art. Human connection. And—and family, lots of the time. Most of the time.”

“Well, yeah, but—”

“And to show that it’s okay to be different. That it’s okay to be visible.”

“I know, but—”

“Get up,” Robin says very firmly, and he turns the TV off.

If Beast Boy hadn’t been losing, he might have minded. “Hey!”

“Come on.”

“What are you—?”

“We’re going to the circus.”

In the full year that Beast Boy has known Robin, he’s never seen him quite like this. Bright-eyed and feverish, like something’s gone and inhabited the dry husk of his body. Which should be unnerving, probably, but when Robin starts smiling (big and reckless), Beast Boy figures this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

“Yeah—yeah, let me just get my comm so we can let the others know—”

“Nope.” Robin leans in, his face mischievous and wild. “Just you and me. We’re getting the best seats in the house.”

“I—what?”

“Ever watched the show from the rafters?”

“No, I’ve never been to the—”

“Come on! Don’t want to miss anything!”

Beast Boy thinks he just walked into a fever dream, a bright and colorful hallucination. Sometimes his brain does that, skips continuity and mushes all the pieces together in an order that doesn’t make sense, but flying over the tall ocean waves and glittering lights, he figures he’d rather not wake up.

Robin is someone different. Someone he’s never met before. He’s loud and childish and shit-faced, and even though he ignores all of Beast Boy’s questions, he starts talking nonstop as soon as they land in Jump City and can see the show lights in the distance. Running his mouth like a nine-year-old on a sugar high.

“I’m going to teach you how to love the circus, okay? I can’t have any of my friends hating it. That’s my problem, and I’m getting over it. For you. Got it?”

“Um.”

“This way—”

Robin goes flying up the side of the building that Jump City uses for a variety of events, and tonight it’s decorated in bright reds and greens and yellows for the circus. When Beast Boy shifts into a sparrow to catch up, he notices how easily Robin blends in with the colors. Almost like—

“Here,” says Robin, gesturing toward a latched window several stories up. “We’ll be able to hide up here.”

“So… we’re not buying tickets?”

“Shhhh, it’s starting.”

As Beast Boy follows him inside, into the rafters where they perch on enormous wooden beams over the ring below, he completely forgets about Warp.

He completely forgets the timeline that isn’t happening.

He and Robin are crouched in the shadows just outside the glow of infectious fun and confetti, the ruffles of satin and glitter costumes, the curved lines of aerial silks, the arc of bodies along trapezes and tightropes, and this—

God, this isn’t anything like the cage and peanuts Starfire told him about. It’s an imagination-induced high that lights his brain up in pretty colors, and the ringmaster’s voice carries just fine up here. It’s familiar and warm, and Beast Boy knows that voice because it’s Robin’s voice. Cock-sure and efficient, pulling people along into the fever dream with him, making sure no one gets left behind or left out, and even though Robin’s not talking anymore, Beast Boy finally fits that last puzzle piece into place.

Green and red and yellow. The way he flies through the air without wings.

“Beautiful, isn’t it,” Robin whispers halfway through the show, and even with his mask lodged into place, Beast Boy can see straight through it. Can see the awestruck rapture that’s two shades to the left of longing.

“Yeah,” Beast Boy says, but this time he’s looking at Robin. Looking at how much younger he is when he’s lost in memories, when he’s letting his costume be a bright distraction like it’s supposed to be.

“Ahhh, that’ll be the fire-breathers up next. Star will like them.”

“Hey, Rob?”

“Hm.”

“Thanks.”

Robin looks away from the show to stare at Beast Boy, his mouth all small and puckered like he’s surprised this has actually worked. Beast Boy doesn’t want to distract him for long, doesn’t want to miss any part of this chaotic, glorious mess, so he just says thanks. Thanks for sharing this tiny piece of backstory, thanks for pulling Beast Boy of Warp’s timeline, thanks for nonverbally admitting that they have can have this secret in common.

He says thanks and watches the circus until Warp’s timeline gets rewritten in show lights. Show lights and secrets that he won’t make Robin say out loud.


Notes for the Chapter:
I’m trying to balance the POVs and characters, but they may tilt ever so slightly toward Beast Boy. He’s my emotional support character.






9. Ghost

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 2, How Long is Forever, but the bad timeline

POV: Raven

Anyone else super curious about what the heck happened to Raven in that future timeline where Starfire disappeared? Like. Trigon must have been defeated. But hot damn, did I want to write a story to explore it.






Ghost


“Hey,” he whispers from behind her, voice soft and gentle. It is the tone he uses for strays, and it gnaws at her.

“You can’t change my mind.”

“Raven, look at me.”

She dully hugs the white cloak tighter around her wasting frame, hating the tentativeness in his voice, the shaking in his hands as he reaches out and then curls them into fists. Too scared to touch her, and how can she blame him?

She doesn’t turn, so he brushes her shoulder, bleeding anxiety like a fresh battle wound. Her mind is still scraped raw from the apocalypse, her nails twisted with talons, her second pair of eyes split like fissures through her forehead. Trigon is dead, and she killed him. Trigon is dead, and his red skin cracked like chalk dust. His horns tumbled from the blood-red sky, and she felt good, and she felt vindictive, and she felt free until she turned around and saw his expression.

Until she saw her in the corner of the smoking ruins, pale like dust and ashes.

Green eyes.

Disappointment.

How long has it been?

“I miss her too,” he says softly in her ear, and his familiar arms wrap around her, holding her tight like the worse has not happened, like she is not a demon and a monster, like she is still here.  Her hood is pulled down; his calloused fingers run through her hair. “But you can’t give up. Not now. Not after…”

His voice cracks.

Of course he can’t say it.

She looks up at his sharp, angled face. The fresh lines of re-opened cuts, the rust brown of dried blood, the purple of bruises. But they’re different than what she remembers. The blistered, shiny burn on his cheek is puckered with time. Healed over.

How long has it been?

“I’m not giving up.”

“Please don’t leave,” he begs, voice cracking for the first time in years.

How long has it been? He is too old to be eighteen. Deep bags hang beneath his eyes, new lines cross his forehead, and his smile is shadowed with fatigue. The hair at his temples is silvering, and she thinks that’s the worst part—that Garfield Logan has been forced to grow up. He is supposed to be young forever. The golden glitter of childhood, the sparkling laughter of someone who chooses to live in the fountain of youth. But the person in front of her is old. Broken.

“I’m getting help.”

How long has it been since stone statues crumbled into tombstones of innocents that will never come back, swept away in the fire of demons and her own black magic? Time lost meaning when she froze it; she is stuck at eighteen forever.

“I need you. Dick left, and Vic is—”

Choking sobs.

She looks into his eyes wearily, trying to focus on green when her vision is shrouded with red. “I can’t. You know I can’t. She keeps going away. Just like the others. Again and again and…” She trails off, staring into the distance space of white walls and white lights, hoping to see her ghost again. Bright eyes and flaming hair.

Hoping that she won’t look disappointed this time.

“Raven,” he begs, tears welling in his eyes. “Rae. C’mon, Rae. Don’t do this.”

She sees golden skin and plated armor. The faint press of purple and red at the edge of all the white, disappearing into the room that the monks of Azarath prepared for her. Runes and emptiness and a place where she can fall apart without cracking this dimension into its second apocalypse. She desperately wants to follow. “Starfire.”

She pulls away from the arms around her, forgetting who they belong to, stretching a hand toward the memory of warmth,and he tries to hold her back. He clings, and she shoves him away with magic because she’s right there. 

Raven shuts the door and finds herself alone.

She wonders why they left.

Sometimes, the emptiness is interrupted by ghosts. Sometimes, time tilts sideways into seconds of coherence, and he’s back. She’s back. But they never stay, never sit with her longer than a few heartbeats, and when the white overpowers the red, and loneliness numbs the pain, she can’t remember their names. She has no way to tell time except for the bookends that are his arms around her.

“Remember me?” he asks, and she tries to slide her fingers over his scalp, wondering when his hair disappeared, wondering why only some of the hallucinations are tangible, but he holds her hand like it’s a lifeline and refuses to let go. Before, after—in the liminal space that is frozen forever—she runs a trembling finger down his forearm and feels the bones and asks if he is real. He gives a hiccupped laugh, wearing nothing but black and the smell of liquor, and takes another swig from the amber bottle on his hip. On the floor, a crumpled obituary confirms the death of people she does not know.

Hospital bills, he says, as though that makes sense, as if she remembers who Vic is.

At the circus, he says to a question she never asked.

His ghost fades too fast for a place where time is not real. Skin and bones and starvation, like the solidness of his body has deteriorated into the gray edges of her mind, into dreams and ethereal nothingness. She killed Trigon, she suddenly remembers, and she liked the way his blood rained on the streets like acid and hellfire, and she liked losing control for the first time in eighteen years.

She is disappointed again, floating from the ceiling and refusing to smile.

“I miss you,” she tells the emptiness, and green skin hugs her tight. His ghost is fainter, even though his body has thickened with alcohol and smells like dirt and rain. He says nothing this time.

He says nothing the next time.

And when he stops visiting, sometime during the stretch in which she is eighteen forever, she wonders why his ghost lasted so much longer than the others.


Notes for the Chapter:
I appreciate readers and reviewers! Y’all brighten my day so much. Feel free to stop in and say hi :D !!






10. Zookeeper

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 2, After Every Dog Has His Day

POV: Beast Boy

Started thinking about who the cuddliest Titans are. Then I started thinking about being touch-deprived during COVID. This was the result.

Also, because I just realized that I never mentioned this, I headcanon that the team doesn’t share their real names with each other until season 5 when they find out Beast Boy’s name, and Robin doesn’t share until the Ding Dong Daddy episode (betcha anything the briefcase had something about Dick Grayson or Bruce Wayne in it). Point being, if I’m writing before season 5, I use their superhero names. If I’m writing after season 5, I use their real names.





After Soto, it’s easier to tell everyone what he needs. That he can’t be alone, because the animals are fighting, and the ADHD makes it worse, and if he’s alone, he’ll be stuck in option paralysis for eight hours before he finds the shortcut in his brain that lets him get up and eat.

After Soto, the team seems to know what he needs, more often than they used to. When he’s pacing the common room again, stringing thread around his fingers because it’s something to focus on, something that’s not the literal screaming of his brain thinking about everything and nothing and feeling like maybe it’s migration season but maybe actually hibernation, Cyborg will just tousle his hair. Throw a video game controller at him and pat the couch. He lets the TV do most of the work because the TV is a magic box of reward-stimulus-serotonin that makes Beast Boy’s animal brain light up.

After Soto, Robin will notice when he’s been sitting on the couch for five days straight, next to a wadded-up pile of protein bar wrappers and empty water bottles, his thumbs cramped up from trying to get past that damn level on MegaMonkey Racers.

“How long you been working on this?” Robin will ask, and Beast Boy will count on his fingers for a second before sighing and admitting that he needs a new hyperfixation.

So Robin will drag him off to the training course, into the sunlight so that Beast Boy gets some vitamin D and exercise, and he’s not an animal, he’s not. But having the team act like his personal zookeepers, making sure he gets what he needs, making sure he’s okay, making sure he’s got enough stimulation and enough sleep and enough social interaction, makes the whole life thing a lot easier. (Especially when it’s consensual).

After Soto, Raven asks if she can feel his emotions, to memorize what his aura feels like in case he goes missing again, and Beast Boy figures he’s okay with that. More than okay with that, even though Raven blinks when she’s done. Sits down with a frown line, massaging her temples like she’s nursing a headache.

“Oh,” she says.

Beast Boy knew his head was loud, but not that loud. “You okay?”

Raven teaches him how to meditate, until it doesn’t work, and then she teaches him yoga instead.

It helps.

But Starfire’s the only one who figures out the one thing Beast Boy refuses to ask for.

They’re both physical people, and he knew that when they moved into the Tower. He knows he is loose with his hands and his personal bubble and that he needs to keep moving, and touching things, and just sort of making sure all the animals in his head are happy so they stop pressing up against the glass that is his self-control.

So when Starfire asks if she can pet him, a few days after Soto when Beast Boy is massaging his own damn neck from where the collar was, he finally realizes that this can be mutually beneficial.

“Oh my god, yes,” he tells her, shapeshifting into a simple tabby cat and curling around her legs.

She laughs, because she’s Starfire, and she likes to let people know when she’s happy. As soon as she picks him up, Beast Boy goes all loose-limbed and relaxed, and that’s how Starfire is the first person since Rita to figure out that he purrs.

It becomes a regular thing, most Fridays if they’re free, if Jump City is quiet, Starfire floating up to the roof and waiting for him to join her. Most Fridays, Beast Boy squishes his body into something small and furry because she likes soft things, but sometimes he’s just human. The first time he doesn’t shapeshift, he worries it’ll be weird. That maybe Starfire will clam up and put boundaries on this weird grooming tradition (which is fair, she’s allowed to).

Except she doesn’t. She gets bright-eyed, like she’s been waiting for this.

“My sister and I often did this,” she tells him, running her fingers through his hair, working through the tangles. “It has been so long.”

“Blackfire did this with you?” Beast Boy sits on his fingers to keep from stimming on the loose thread sticking out of Starfire’s left boot.

“Mm. On Tamaran, we have Taxlath’i venn. They are a kind of grooming room?”

“What, like a hair salon?” Beast Boy’s chest thrums as Starfire dips her fingers over his shoulder blades and scratches.

“No, it is more communal.”

“Huh.” He goes quiet until he has to move, and then he stretches across the roof, kicking his legs out, rolling over. Starfire kneads his belly, and he remembers, all of a sudden, that her people are descended from something like cats.

“I have missed this,” says Starfire, and that’s all it takes for Beast Boy to stop caring about what is and isn’t normal.

“Can I?”

She says, “Yes.”

And Beast Boy gets to rub out the knots in her muscles and feel her silky hair, and it’s just nice to be touching someone. Feeling Star’s chest go in and out while he massages the same circle over her palm a hundred times, until his brain goes calm, and he realizes it’s sunset, and he realizes that they’re each other’s zookeepers.

Except maybe the better word is friends.


Notes for the Chapter:
Anyone have a particularly favorite Titan dynamic that I haven’t done yet? I’m open, if the inspiration hits just right.






11. Slow Dance

Notes for the Chapter:POV: Beast Boy

Continuity: Season 2, after Date with Destiny





He’s not sure why he does it.

It’s half past three in the morning, he’s stuck staring at his bedroom ceiling, brain going round in its usual fuck-you Ferris wheel tilt, and he’s trying to jigsaw himself a high school puzzle. A thousand-piecer based on 1980s hairspray and leather, John Hughes scripts and soundtracks because that’s all he’s got to work with. A tiny handful of movie nights with Rita on a fresh-blood-stained couch, black eye throbbing under the ice pack, TV volume on low because Steve was snoring one armchair over. He used to wonder, watching the prom lights and disco balls paint the actors’ skin silver, blue, Beast Boy-green, if nostalgia exists for something he’ll never get to experience.

If pretending makes it real.

Sometimes, when he strains hard enough, if he sits on the ocean-damp coast and stares at the surf, he can almost remember plastic yellow chairs, chocolate milk pouches, cafeteria smell. Preschool before Upper Lamumba, before homeschool, before Steve and you’re not even trying. Before do it yourself, before you’re too stupid for algebra.

It’s half past three in the morning, and Beast Boy isn’t sure why he grabs a suit tie from the closet. It’s not like he ever enrolled. It’s not like he has any reason to miss it, it’s not like he has a point of comparison, it’s not like it’s based anything other than Rita acting out The Breakfast Club script with him in their safe room on the outskirts of Cairo.

Maybe it’s because he can’t scratch the retina burn of Star and Robin slow dancing in kaleidoscopic spotlights, full circle swaying to DJ music in the aftermath of Killer Moth and raining larvae. Maybe it’s because he never got to pretend to be normal, which is a concept that doesn’t exist, shouldn’t exist, because Gar keeps clawing at this fucked-up, green-celled life and looking for normal under his bloodied nails. Like if he scrapes hard enough, long enough, he’ll find Jump City suburbanite, class clown, curfew.

Maybe it’s because he can’t lose the audio thread of Cy saying I wish I could’ve gone to prom before—, right as he started rubbing the plate armor on his forearm, kicking out his right knee as if his whole body was off-balance. Maybe it’s because he can’t erase the image of Raven’s creased-lips headshake when he asked if she missed it, if she ever wished things were different. Maybe it’s because he can still smell the post-battle sweat and blood all over him, because he only watched Sixteen Candles when Rita was trying to distract him from stitches and broken bones.

“It’s late,” Cyborg says, door sliding open too fast when Beast Boy knocks, like he didn’t bother to plug in for the night, like he’s nowhere close to asleep. “What are you—is that a radio?”

For a split second, shuffling his aluminum-foil wrapped soccer ball and cassette player, Beast Boy thinks—this is stupid. One of those ideas that sounds good at half past three in the morning, and now that Cy’s staring down at him through the sleep deprivation, now that Beast Boy’s tie is obviously crooked, now that his aluminum disco ball looks homemade—maybe he should laugh it off. Maybe he should leave.

Maybe he should knock on someone else’s door, even if someone else doesn’t guarantee what he wants. Guaranteed I went to high school, guaranteed I can tell you what it was like.

“I never went to school,” Beast Boy says, even though he means ‘you never went to prom’ and ‘what if we made our own.’ Because this half past three fever dream is half-selfish half-selfless, and Cyborg deserves the latter, deserves silk and glitter streamers, live bands, slow dances.

Beast Boy just—doesn’t know how to say it, doesn’t know how to play the best friends’ card, doesn’t want to beg please play along.

“Okay?”

“This is stupid,” Beast Boy decides, jerking back his disco ball, stepping away, because maybe he shouldn’t ask Cyborg to humor desperation, impossibility. Because it was one thing to practice movie lines with his reflection, mirror fogged with shower steam. It was one thing to whisper them to Rita late nights over her piano as he memorized prom songs and love ballads. It’s something else entirely to involve Cyborg in—whatever the hell this is.

“Hey—” As Cyborg’s hand reaches for the cassette player, the mixtape with Beast Boy’s shaken handwriting, his face softens. Like the pieces are falling into place, like last night is still too fresh to forget. Star and Robin’s prom, not theirs.

“You don’t have to—it’s late,” Beast Boy echoes, as though that lessens the embarrassment racing flush to his ears, his forehead. Cyborg’s voice is hushed, too intimate for their usual back-and-forth shit-talk, and their thick slab foundation is tilting. Tilting into awareness, tilting into secrets Beast Boy prefers buried, tilting into I see you and it’s okay.

Cyborg’s lips crook sideways. “You even old enough for prom?”

Except before Beast Boy can throw this whole night into the trash, into a cardboard box of try-again failures, Cyborg grabs him by his free hand. Firm and familiar and cold, because his metal fingers never overheat like Beast Boy’s do.

Maybe it’s because it’s half past three in the morning, liminal and quiet except for the thrum of his body’s electronics that only Beast Boy ever seems to notice. The click of the mixtape being gently inserted, the first few piano notes falling slow and steady into their two-person reality. Maybe it’s because Cy is always gentler with him when they’re alone, like he’s hyper-focused on the steel wires of their relationship, unbent, hot forged.

“You don’t have to…”

Cyborg raises an eyebrow as he trails to his closet, flicking through sweatshirts and sweatpants hung loose on hangers, a blazer, a tux. As he deftly ties a black strip of bowtie around his neck, his gaze drops from Beast Boy. His mouth is hooked in a smile. “Slow song?”

“I, uh, made it with—a long time ago.” Because he won’t confess the cotton candy sugar high that Terra tossed him around in, last year, when she made ‘normal’ feel easy, attainable. “I’m serious, if you don’t want to—“

But Cy’s look cuts him off. Cy’s hand sliding over his palm cuts him off. The coughing laugh sound in an aluminum chest cuts him off. “You want me to hang the disco ball?”

If they hang the disco ball, if they take more than thirty seconds to think through the implications of a slow dance in the dim blue of Cy’s fluorescent floor pads and night light, if they breathe over the chord progression, the harmonies—it’s over. Beast Boy is clinging to right now, clinging to Cy’s arms and the pendulum suspension. Clinging to the freefall of unspoken understanding, imagining other realities pressed up against this reality’s thin glass pane, all fogged up with the breath of possibility.

“You didn’t have to do this for me,” Cyborg says as they slow circle his room, and if Beast Boy closes his eyes, he can’t see the charging table, the nightstand. In the dark, he can imagine anything else. Everything else.

“I wanted to,” he says against Cy’s breastplate, so close that his breath hangs on the metal, so close that his right ear brushes against warm neck. I wanted to sounds better than confessing how long he’s wanted a window into normal, into the life Cyborg used to have, lost. Not like Beast Boy. Who doesn’t remember normal, who never had it, who doesn’t want it, except just maybe he does.

When the second song starts, a 1980s crooner that Rita used to sing to Steve on slow mornings over campfires and tents, Beast Boy expects Cyborg to drop his hands. Knock them back into actual reality. The one where they don’t get prom, the one where they don’t get high school.

He doesn’t.

Beast Boy doesn’t either because maybe it’s another puzzle piece to fill in the blank space of maybes. Maybe tomorrow, they’ll forget it ever happened. Lose the low light swaying and humming in the harsh sun of morning, lose the make-believe memories of imagination. They’re playing house, but it feels real.

Feels like maybe, this is close enough.


Notes for the Chapter:
Hey y’all! Come yell at me in the comments!






12. Rabbit Hole

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 2, after Winner Takes All

POV: Terra

(Because the angst monster in my brain got excited at the thought of Terra using the lady-version of the Tournament as *practice* for taking down Raven and Starfire)






Fuck.


She bites it down in her metallic-tasting mouth. Can’t say it out loud, even if it’s the only word that’s left, stitched into her bruised knuckles, into her palm blisters, her creaking rib that’s no good for breathing anymore. Fuck, as in trying not to let it reverberate through her entire broken body, as in trying not to let it show on her face. The way she doesn’t let the mad show most of the time, the way she doesn’t want to be back.

“Terra! Are you okay?”

Scratchy gloves on her shoulders pulling. The reflective green disks of glow-in-the-dark eyes. A smudge of silhouette sharpening over her into something small and pointy, something green. But she can’t look at him right now, so she rolls over and coughs up blood and dirt and smoke, ignoring the ache in her wrists that are still raw, oozing. Madness is the color yellow, she decides, like seismograph lines and cave-ins and Alice in Wonderland’s hair.

“Fuck,” she coughs against the floor, blood splattering.

Fuck, as in she fucked it up, as in some sort of creaky nausea pit in her stomach because this should have been practice. Practice, as in impromptu preparation for Slade’s green light go, as in piece of cake, as in why the fuck didn’t she win.

“Shit. Holy crow, do you think you’ve got—internal bleeding? Are you okay? Are you—was it bad? We weren’t sure how long—”

Are you okay, she thinks with a bitter half-laugh, because everyone knows that question is just a societal nicety, something people say when they want to acknowledge that everyone involved is most definitely not. She’s still shaking with muscle collapse, heat stroke. Trying not to vomit up her stomach with all the blood.

“We… we are home,” says Starfire’s disbelieving voice to the left, armor gauntlets clacking against the floor as she shifts. Starbolts flicker in the dark, and Terra flinches back before she knows why. Feeling her burnt back flare up with memory, and she thinks maybe she shouldn’t have tried so hard for a PvP that meant nothing. Just some asshat with an amulet looking for a couple nights of entertainment.

The common room lights up in pale green shadows; Terra doesn’t bother looking at the other bodies. She fixates on the long window and ocean, the full-bodied pulse of her heart in her bleeding wrists. The watery howl of the ocean and new moon midnight.

“Shit,” says Robin as soon as he can see the aftermath. “Starfire—”

Raven coughs, bone rattle death sound, from the floor. “Med-Bay first.”

Terra avoids Beast Boy’s eyes when he pulls her upright, when he searches her face for bruises, scratches, burns. She knows she’s got a black eye from Starfire’s fist. She doesn’t know how her skull didn’t cave in. Doesn’t know how she survived the most terrifying five minutes of her near-death life, doesn’t know how the fuck she’s going to actually win when Slade gives the signal. But if she looks down, her hair will cover that bruise and her yellow madness. If she looks down, she doesn’t have to acknowledge the rock debris matted deep into Raven’s legs.

She did that.

She meant that, in a way that means I hope it hurt.

“Did you get the amulet?” Terra hears Robin ask under his breath, just for Starfire. The green shadows waver as everyone staggers toward the elevator together. Raven hissing with pain as Cyborg wraps an arm around her shoulder. Starfire quietly murmuring the confession of what Terra doesn’t want to hear.

That she lost.

That she went feral and thought, I can do it now. I can tell Slade afterwards. They don’t have to come back. It could be an accident. That she unleashed something yellow and massive inside her, something that’s been pounding against her temples for so long she feels like maybe it’ll never go away. That it’ll scratch her forehead into full-tilt unreality, a wonderland of forgetting the rabbit holes of everything that’s wrong.

That yellow has been louder since Slade found her. Closer to the surface, and Terra thought for sure it would be enough, that letting go would be enough.

Why the fuck doesn’t it feel good enough?

“I lost too,” Beast Boy murmurs as the elevator swoops down, half-laughing in a way that makes his voice crack. “If that helps.”

It’s not what she thought he would say, but it echoes in her head, bangs around her empty thought caverns, and seeps in. If he were someone else—someone less good at seeing through her—Beast Boy would have said something more along the lines of what happened. But he says I lost too, like maybe that’s why she’s so quiet and angry, and Terra doesn’t like how close he is to the truth. Doesn’t like that he’s accidentally stumbled into her Mad-Hatter yellow. Doesn’t want him to get lost in it too.

“Ha,” she says. Flat affect. Fake laugh.

No one is listening to them because everyone else cares more about what went wrong. Why this tournament was different than theirs. If they ask, when they ask, Terra has a lie prepared, tucked beneath her tongue.

No one asks.

So she falls into one of the Med-Bay hospital cots, starting to feel numb and light-headed from blood loss. She stares at the ceiling and waits for the yellow to start pounding again, wonders if it ever stopped. Starfire and Raven don’t say anything to her, which is fair enough. Not after what happened. Not after she coughed an apology over the Master of Games’ smoking body, after she said something about trying to get them home. Something about how the hurt was worth it.

“Wrists,” Beast Boy says softly, holding the disinfectant out with an apologetic smile.

When she offers them, she ignores the flashback pain of it all. The inadequacy that means she’s still not good enough, not in control enough. Sometimes, beneath the stained-glass caverns, watching Slade’s shoulders bend over his whetstone and sword, Terra wonders how many rough edges she still needs to scrape down. If there’s anything left at her center.

“He must have changed the rules after us,” is a whisper in Robin’s voice, carrying through the stale white light of this sterilized room. “Why else would they…?”

“I don’t know,” Cyborg whispers back, and Terra shuts her eyes. “Maybe—it had to be different.”

If she shuts her eyes, she can block out the sound of hypothetical explanations for why the hell they’re in this condition. Wondering if their tournament was to the death. That’s what Terra pretended in the last arena, at least, in the dustbowl smoke, the dry canyon ribbons, cocooned in rock from green starbolts and screaming. Eventually, she’ll apologize to Starfire.

She’s too trusting to think Terra meant it for real.

“I was in a cage for my fight,” says Beast Boy as he dabs her wrists with cotton balls, ignoring the hiss. “With Wildebeest. It’s funny because—I can be anything. I can be anything, and it still wasn’t good enough.”

He says funny, but Terra doesn’t see him laughing. His smile doesn’t reach the corners of his eyes. When she looks up from her purpling hands, she thinks his fangs look clenched.

“Dinosaurs are too heavy for the cage, I guess, and the floor broke. So I—” High-pitched laughter, off-key. “I fell. I can be anything, and I didn’t even think about flying.”

“Sucks,” Terra says through grit teeth. She winces when he reaches for a needle and thread.

“Yeah. It was pretty stupid. How was…” Hesitation. “How was your fight?”

Instead of filtering the reality of her answer, Terra stares at a fresh blood spot on her white sheets. She shrugs her shoulders once and tilts her head toward Starfire.

“Ouch,” says Beast Boy, glancing over. “That’s—bad odds.”

“Yeah.”

After a long pause, just the sound of cloth swabbing Terra’s leg, the needle pressing in, Beast Boy clears his throat. Scrubs one eye with the butt of his hand. “I didn’t want to fight anyone. Maybe that’s why I didn’t…”

“You didn’t even try?” Terra asks hollowly.

“I could have tried, but…”

She thinks about telling him I tried. As in, she tried so hard that Starfire still has a gaping wound on her left shoulder. Raven still has rock debris in her legs. As in, she tried so hard that right now she’s sucking down the fuck in her throat, trying not to let it fill the whole room with failure.

Sighing, Beast Boy threads the needle through her skin and tugs. “Or maybe that’s just what I’m telling myself. Ste—my old teacher used to tell me how much potential I’ve got.  Haven’t talked in years, but I still feel like I’m disappointing him when I—when I do stupid things like that. I spent six months in Antarctica learning how to distribute my weight on ice, so… I should’ve known better.”

“Loser club,” Terra says, offering her fist. Smiling even though it hurts, even though it’s not real.

Laughing, he bumps their knuckles together. “Loser club.”

If she was a better person, someone who cared, maybe she’d take the time to push on that bruise of Beast Boy’s inadequacy. Figure out how old his green-purple hurt is, how deep down it goes.

But she’s got her own yellow to deal with. And besides. Besides, she hurts people when she tries to care, and isn’t that why Slade is so much easier? Backstab before it’s accidental. Backstab and make it intentional; at least this way she means it.

Starfire is staring at her when she bothers to look over. Like she’s searching for something in Terra that doesn’t exist, won’t ever exist. Like maybe, Terra is the one who needs comfort, but that’s never going to be true. And even if it was, that doesn’t change what happened.

That doesn’t change the fact she lost.

That doesn’t change the fact she’s going to have to do this again, that next time has to work, that Slade pushed her down that rabbit hole and into Mad-Hatter yellow, and Terra got to practice how to kill the Titans in Wonderland.

“Bet you could take me,” Beast Boy laughs, realer this time. “If you wanted.”

That’s what Terra’s riding on.
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13. Forward

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 2, after Aftershock

Starfire lost a friend, too. I thought she might grieve differently than the others.





After Slade disappears beneath the hot magma of memories better left untouched, and Terra hardens into a husk of her former self, Starfire does what she always does.

She looks forward.

It is a simple solution, the only solution that has allowed her to experience this off-brand version of home and happy. She looks forward because it is the only direction that means better. Better, with luck. With people who have not yet betrayed her.

Perhaps she should be wary after a history of loving those who do not deserve it. Runfar who bend around, between, away from her. People who are too willing to push her into the chains of hurt and pain, but life is so much kinder if she refuses to look back. If she refuses to give names to those who have broken her, who have harmed her in ways she would not like to ever repeat.

Her people are not the kind to have regrets.

And as soon as the memorial is over, she does not look back.

“Want to visit her statue with me?” Beast Boy asks in the aftermath of anger, and Starfire says no.

Terra was a friend, is a friend, but Beast Boy is looking to drown in a cold sea of memories. She wants nothing to do with it, even if the numbness in his eyes almost makes her change her mind. Starfire looks forward, and there is no use talking about what they should have done differently, what they should have noticed, what they should have said when Terra asked to rejoin the team.

“I knew something was wrong,” says Raven in the middle of one of their meditations, sharp and sudden. “I should have told Robin the second I felt her mind.”

Raven deserves someone who can help her sort through her knot of anger and guilt and reluctant affection, but Starfire is not that person. She says it as nicely as she can. She does not wish to talk about Terra. Not unless she is alive.

“I’m sorry,” says Raven, which is not something she says often, and Starfire waves it aside.

“Perhaps you will find a resolution in your meditation mirror.”

Starfire looks forward because Jump City is full of small and beautiful things that make her remember why she is here. Sometimes there are moments when she is rutha, when she is wistful, moments when that small bitter seed inside of her starts to grow again. But for the most part, more often than not, Starfire refuses to let the dead, the missing, and the gone pull her back into screaming.

She screamed for a very long time in space, when green energy was sucked into her skin, when her sister turned jagged, when her brother lost words. On Earth, she does not want to.

On Earth, she wishes to float in rainclouds and breathe in the smell of hope, which is wet and damp and warm. She does not understand why the others are so quiet when there are so many wonderful things to look forward to. So many wonderful moments to make.

Beast Boy refuses to stay in his human form, as though canine emotions dull the pain. Cyborg will not leave the garage, and Raven only pretends to meditate. The team will not go to the pizza shop since Terra turned into stone, and they allow the memories to sour the taste of cheese and dough. But it is Robin that worries Starfire the most, and it is Robin that she finally talks to.

Even if she would rather not talk about Terra.

“Come,” she says to him in the research room, sticking her hand out so steadfastly that he will not dare say no.

He does not. He stands and follows her without saying anything, which is many times worse than Beast Boy crying.

As they walk through the park, the grass damp from a recent storm, water droplets plinking from the boughs of trees, Starfire points out beautiful things to Robin. The pale, barely-there arc of a rainbow over the skyscrapers in the distance. A small ladybug that flitters over her finger and rubs its wings together. The chittering of two squirrels racing across mud and branches.

“Very cute,” Robin says, his thoughts faded into somewhere she cannot follow.

He is not listening, so she fits her hand into his and squeezes hard. Just enough for him to feel it. Right now.

“Hey!”

“Terra is not here,” she says very firmly. “I am.”

One day, Starfire would like to see behind Robin’s mask. Today she only imagines his eyes coming back to her. To reality.

Though he does not say anything, he squeezes her hand back. They continue walking through the park, winding through parents with their children. Starfire notices him wince every time a blonde girl races past, or when some thin-limbed teenager goes sprinting after a frisbee, but she squeezes his hand again.

And again.

And again.

She brings him back.

She brings him back when the memories are too much, the same way Komand’r once did for her. Bursts of right now so that he looks forward and sees this moment for what it is. A hot, sunshine day beneath the warm drops of leftover rain.

They are both alive, and of all her family, Starfire needs Robin to understand this about her.

That she can’t slow down, lest the memories overtake her.

That she can’t look back.

That she has been broken down and burned by betrayal and bitterness, and if she ever stops moving, she will lose herself to screaming.

These words are too hard to say, so she does not. She only squeezes his hand and hopes that he will see her very determined, defiant smile for what it is. The one that says, Terra will not break me. 


She was not the first to try.
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14. Undercover

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 3, before Deception

POV: Cyborg

Got a Cy/Rob friendship request and felt like exploring this aspect of their dynamic. The undercover identities that they had as Red-X and Stone. And, since it takes place right before season 3, the tension between their leadership styles is at a breaking point.





“Hey, do you have a minute to talk?”

It happens too early in the morning, when Cyborg has too much sweat leaking down his face. He needs to towel off before it wrecks his circuits. Waterproof armor, but sweat is something else. Something damn annoying, and his mind is wrecked after two hours of high-intensity interval training. He doesn’t want to talk. Doesn’t have the energy to.

“Can it wait, Rob?” he asks, reaching for the foam mat wall to rest for a second; his reflection stares back at him heaving.

This is a regular thing. This thing with the two of them. They’re the only ones who need to keep themselves competitive, the only who ones who fall back on hand-to-hand when they’re cornered. So this is a five a.m. tradition when the rest of the team is still asleep, but Cyborg doesn’t talk when they’re done. Cyborg heads straight to the showers and lets the steam wash out the angry because workouts feel different when he can’t build muscle.

And he’s not that patient when Robin slips into leader mode and lets the condescending out. Like Cyborg doesn’t understand what it means to be a hero just because he started later than nine years old.

Just because he didn’t learn from Batman and Gotham.

“No,” says Robin.

And shit, that’s his leader voice. The one where he talks down, like he’s got so much practice at being a mentor. Vic’s had a lot of shit mentors in his life, starting with his football coach, ending with Silas Stone. He’s not looking for another one.

“I need to shower before my sweat gets into everything,” he says, wrapping a towel around his neck. “So it’ll have to wait.”

“I wanted to talk about Stone.”

This pulls him up short. He hesitates just long enough to look at Robin and notice the way his shoulders are pulled into his neck. Like he’s puffing himself up to sound intimidating. Cyborg throws his sweat towel into the laundry hamper before saying, “I’m still working on Cyborg 2.0. And the holo-ring won’t be done for another week or two.”

“It’s not about that.” Robin leans sideways to make eye contact with Cyborg’s reflection in the gym mirror, which isn’t even eye contact because he never takes off that damn mask.

Sometimes, Cyborg hates him for it. That he can strip off his hero identity whenever he wants and doesn’t. Robin never takes off the mask or the cloak or the persona of team leader, and Cyborg doesn’t get that choice.

He’s got this body, and that’s it.

“Then what do you want?” Yeah, he’s tilting fast into a bad mood. If he could just get into the shower and breathe in the steam, if he could just reset, plug into his charging table and forget everything until breakfast when he’s got some eggs and sausage, and Beast Boy’s yelling about waffles, and the room is just a little lighter because Robin doesn’t get like this around the others.

“I just wanted to check in with how you’re feeling about going undercover.”

“And you couldn’t do it at breakfast?”

Robin’s mask tightens around the edges as he shifts again, as he moves to stand between Cyborg and the exit door. Not even subtle about it. “I didn’t want it to be uncomfortable for Beast Boy.”

“For Beast Boy?”

“You’ll be infiltrating the HIVE,” Robin says slowly, like he’s waiting for Cyborg to get it. “Like Terra did with—”

“Got it. Yeah.”

“And I’ve done this before. I know how… addictive it can be.”

But this is another reason why Cyborg hates him sometimes. The way that Robin’s ego is so inflated on his own arrogance that he slipped into Red-X and didn’t think he should tell them. Not even Cyborg, who’s supposed to their back-up leader.

“Yeah, well, I’m doing this with the team. Shouldn’t be that hard if I’m checking in every day.”

Not like you, he doesn’t say.

Robin hears the accusation anyway. “I know it’s different. I know you’ll have us, if something goes wrong, but I just wanted to warn you. About having a secret identity that doesn’t have to follow the rules.”

It sounds like Robin’s problem, though. Cyborg’s never had a hard time with rules. Always been a team player, always put them first, always been pretty good at doing things by the book. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll keep it in mind.”

Except when he tries to move for the door, Robin side-steps. Right in front of him. They’re so close that Cyborg can see the slow blink of his eyelashes against the white film of the mask. It makes Robin seem realer, somehow. More than just a costume.

“I just want you to know that you can talk to me about it. Once you’re in there, if it gets to be too much. If you start feeling like you don’t want to leave…”

“Yeah, don’t think that’s gonna be a problem.” He thinks about not saying it. He really, really does. “I’m not like you. I know who my family is.”

Robin winces. Takes a step back. “Red-X was a mistake. I know that now. But that doesn’t mean that I don’t understand how dangerous it is to be undercover.”

It’s not undercover because Stone is what Cyborg should be. Victor Stone. The kind of undercover that Robin doesn’t know anything about.

“Once you’re in there, once you’re about to get what you want, you’re not going to think about anything else. You’re going to want to finish the mission. You’re going to want to stay because it’s easier to be someone else.”

“Yeah,” says Cyborg, feeling that hard, bitter pit in his stomach. The one he hasn’t felt in a while. “Except it’s not ‘someone else’ for me, is it. Not like it was for you.”

If Robin had just waited until after he showered, Cyborg thinks this could have gone better. But he’s angry now. Angry and tired of Robin’s bullshit excuses for what he did to pin down Slade. So this time when he tries to leave, he shoulders Robin aside and doesn’t care that it’s uncalled for.

“So thanks for the warning,” he says, “but I’ll be just fine.”

The door slides open, and Cyborg has a split second where he wants to turn around and head back into the gym. Punch out the feelings, but he can’t do that with Robin there. He needs to cool down.

“Cyborg!”

“Could have waited half an hour,” he mumbles under his breath, walking down the hallway. The fluorescent pads light up beneath his feet, and it’s quiet this early. No one around but the two of them. “Half an hour, and this would’ve been a hell of a lot easier.”

“Cyborg, wait!”

When Cyborg pivots on his heels, he thinks he’ll start yelling. He doesn’t have a lot of patience left, not when Robin is pushing all of his buttons before he’s even showered, but something about the shake of Robin’s hands makes him hesitate.

“What?”

Robin’s voice cracks. “I know I can go back to my life. My other life. And I know you can’t.”

Rub it in, he thinks.

“I know Stone is… different. But I don’t want to go back to being who I was before. That kid—he doesn’t have anyone. He doesn’t—” Robin’s voice chokes off.

Cyborg’s never heard him even allude to a real name before. An identity he had before this one.

“And maybe the HIVE won’t be so hard for you. Maybe you know who you are, and I… I just wanted to warn you. Undercover is addictive for me. I don’t want to see it happen to you.”

And for the first time, Cyborg realizes that Red-X isn’t the only identity that Robin is addicted to. He opens his mouth, feels his tongue hit the back of his teeth in search of words. “Rob…”

“That’s all I wanted to say. I’ll… um… let you shower.”

Robin turns around, back to the sliding gym doors, before Cyborg can come up with any response that makes this moment okay. So he just stands in the hallway, not moving, until the fluorescent pads shut off, and he waits for those words in the dark.
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15. Obligation

Notes for the Chapter:POV: Robin

Continuity: Season 3, after Betrothed





Starfire disappears less than five minutes after the T-ship touches down, less than twenty-four hours post-betrothal. Robin’s fingers catch on his suitcase luggage. He’s worried, just a bit (a lot) because she was quiet the whole flight home. Because when he blinks, her glow-in-the-dark eyes are spotted like a cattle brand on the backside of his eyelids. The afterimage of her silhouette is still shuddering against the elevator arrow, and there’s just an echo in the sudden empty. 

As Robin turns to Raven, she tilts her head toward the ceiling. A tiny slip of an answer, an empathic line of tangled string leading up.

“I’m going to—” Robin says without bothering to finish, and they all part around him like instinct, like this-is-nothing-new, like tell-us-if-she-needs-us.

Maybe, he thinks as he takes the stairs two at a time, heart tightening into a thud-thud coil, he’s not the right person for this. Not since he dug elbow-deep into jealous and splashed it all over her homeland constellations, not since you shouldn’t have to marry him, even though she chose to. A mean, shriveled piece inside him prefers this alternative. Prefers that Blackfire is back on her bullshit.

Better than saying goodbye, better than pleading don’t leave me.

Sometimes, Robin gets complacent with taken-for-granted, with candlelight understandings of committed. Less than twenty-four hours post-betrothal, he feels it all wavering. Too easily extinguished, and when he finally finds her on the roof, he holds his breath. Scared, maybe, that he’ll blow her out.

“Hey.”

The stiffness of her body and wind-blown hair paint a red flag against the sun-streaked horizon. Maybe it’s her shuttered eyes, the frown line between her dotted eyebrows glaring at the ocean. She ignores him as he lowers his body cross-legged on the edge of the concrete. Her face dips west, away from him.

“You want me to leave?”

Five words to poke the elephant between them, whatever it is, and Robin almost misses the barely-there shake of her chin.

“No,” she says. Vocal cords strung around unspeakable things.

“Okay.”

Something about the sky reminds him of Tamaran tonight. Dark and feral, primordial stars stirred around the crimson. A little alien, a little too bright, and Starfire looks right, in the wrongness. Teetering on the edge of familiar, always just barely off-beat.

When the comfortable dries up, when she shifts her shoulders a little too sharply, Robin opens his mouth to say something, but—

“Tell me about your homeland.”

“My—what?”

“You told me once. That you are not from Jump City.”

“Um,” he says, fighting off the sharp coldness that wiggles over his teeth and clamps down. “No, I’m from—a lot of places.”

“Tell me about them.”

Maybe it’s because she’s not looking at him. Maybe it’s because she’s looking determinedly into the west, eyes fixed on the sun like she’s drinking in all the sunspots and bottling them up. Maybe it’s that she tilts her shoulder into his, links her pinky over the hollow of thumb, and Robin’s secrets are tumbling loose into this off-color sunset. He exhales Gotham City in a single breath because it’s a good enough place to start. Not his birthplace, but—it was home.

“The home of the Batman,” she says, pinky curling tighter over his hand.

“And me. Back when I was—when I wasn’t just Robin.”

She doesn’t question this, like he thought she would. She sits with it, his half-secret, and presses her pinky harder against his thumb. “You left,” she says eventually, like a domino falling into place.

“Yeah.”

“Would you go back?”

As he frowns at the ocean, the froth churning up orange and red, Robin thinks that’s an easy question. Because Gotham, the circus, they’re graveyard markers of places he’s finished with, alternate lives he’s already lived and buried. “No. Not to stay.”

“Even if…” Starfire turns to him for the first time since he sat down, her cheeks glittering with neon freckles, green plasma. “Even if they asked it of you, if they needed you?”

“Star—”

“—even if you thought you could help, by going back? Even if you thought—you could save them?”

The realization kicks him low, hard, and he scrambles for her hand, her curling pinky. “Hey, hey, Star, I didn’t mean—”

“—you must think little of me. For returning to Tamaran. I thought—I thought you would understand, that you are familiar with what it is like to have a responsibility to another place, but—”

“—Starfire—”

“—even if I do not like it there anymore, I am obligated, have always been obligated, and Galfore is a temporary solution. I fear—now I fear that I will have to go back again, one day, and that you—you—”

“—me—?”

“—you will judge me for it. That you will not let me leave. Because you would not go back to the Gotham City, even if you were needed.”

As she tumbles into silence, breathing hard, shaky, Robin claws around the conversation. They’re both tiny in the common thread realization, crushed beneath that heavy and intangible weight.  

“You would not go back,” she repeats, harder this time, eyes finding him in the sudden darkness as the sun disappears beneath the horizon line.

“It’s not fair to compare—Gotham doesn’t really need me. It’s got—others. Other heroes, who want to stay there, permanently, and I was just a kid when I—”

“—I was just a child when I—”

“—just a kid when Batman took me in, and it wasn’t—we both knew it wasn’t an expectation that I’d stay. Indefinitely. And you’re—you never talk about Tamaran. I didn’t even know you were a princess until…”

“It is complicated,” she murmurs, turning away again, turning away like he doesn’t get it, will never get it.

“Why’d you… leave in the first place? If you feel like you’re obligated.”

She sucks in a breath and finds his hand again. Instead of just her pinky, her full palm covers his knuckles. Squeezes.

“It’s just—you said you were a ‘prize.’ When we first met. And I—I thought I shouldn’t ask, but you’re—you shouldn’t feel like…” Robin cuts that sentence off, because it’s not his place. It’s not his place to tell her how to feel, and he doesn’t understand, really. Won’t ever understand if she never tells him. “I just think—you don’t have any obligation to go back if they’re the reason you were…”

In the implication, Starfire’s chest goes flat. Like if she’s quiet enough, still enough, Robin might lose interest.

“You said you don’t like it there.”

“I do not. I was not… happy there. I have told you. We have—we do not have any word for ‘nice.’”

“Why would you go back?” Robin asks, the words yanked from his throat so fast it hurts, and he twists his hand in hers, twists until their fingers tangle together, twists until he feels the cold sweat along the inside of her wrist.

“Why would you not?” she hisses back, and then—

Then it’s an impasse. Their faces two inches apart, eyes locked like unstoppable force meets unmovable object, and Robin doesn’t hate Gotham, will never hate Gotham. But depression gray, hospital monitors beeping like broken acrobat nets and Joker’s crooked laugh, hazy fog city slums winding in undefined morality—it was never enough, the way Robin needed it to be enough, and visiting Alfred, Bruce, is not the same as going back to stay.

The way Starfire says she would, could, planned to.

“Why do you owe them anything?” Robin finally asks, because even if her birth obligates her, even if her morals obligate her, he thought—she could give up the crown. Would want to give up her crown, had given up the crown to Galfore.

Her face cracks first. A wrinkle along the edge of her mouth, something wet sliding down the dark gold curve of her left cheekbone, slipping between her lips. And then she’s crying, full bodied wail flinging up to the moon and Milky Way stars, face buried in her knees, back rocking in time with her hyperventilating gasps.

It’s not enough, probably, but Robin presses a hand along her shoulder blade, runs his fingers through her hair.

“Hey, hey, hey,” he whispers, but she shakes her head, keeps rocking, and it’s not a resolution, an argument.

It’s a release of something reopened, raw, something Robin won’t ever know or understand, but he knows enough to be stay. With her, witnessing in silence the injustices of her past.
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16. Packages

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 3, after Spellbound

POV: Raven

I really felt like exploring Raven’s mindset after the whole Malchior debacle. You know, because she doesn’t usually let people see her vulnerable or let her emotions get too attached. So I wrote something to let her process that mess.





Raven stares blankly at the ceiling again, eyes lingering on the swathe of shadows that blanket her room. She can almost forget sunlight with her curtains drawn and her door locked. She can almost forget his paper rose and unraveling hands, can almost forget the smell of incense and oiled petals on the floor. She has been trying to forget. In pale, silvered monasteries on the flip side of this dimension, she was taught to bundle her pain into packages with neat little bows. They tried to package her. A tiny, apocalyptic child that they tied up with ribbon and wrapping paper and meditation, as if that could circumvent fate.

She misses the simplicity, sometimes.

On Earth, in Jump City, pain is like ocean tides and flooding. Everywhere, soaked into the seams of common sense like dry rot. And Malchior, bound in dark magic and leatherbound pages, made her feel like maybe—maybe it wasn’t so selfish to live in the present. For one, glittering week, she had allowed herself to forget.

She wants to forget him.

Smooth words and eyes like fissured ice.

She tries to package it up, tries to smooth the wrinkled paper back over boxes with tape, and wrap the memories into darkness. She wants to bury them in the closet and never see daylight, and maybe the dust of disuse will dull the ache. For too long, she has pretended to forget the things she is not allowed to do or feel, and this pain doesn’t seem like punishment enough.

He nearly killed her family.

For all her faults and inabilities, Raven thinks they should be mad at her. For using dark magic. For losing control. For risking a child’s life when she is supposed to be a hero. But her family is never angry the way she wants them to be or scared the way the monks were. Cyborg knocks on her door too often, carrying mugs of tea, and sits with her in silence until she drains it. At dawn, she finds Robin on the roof, straight-backed and cross-legged, wondering if she will teach him how to meditate. And Beast Boy, as if knowing they are balanced on high wire, leaves her alone. The morning after everything, she finds a potted cactus in the hallway. Prickly. Enduring. Green. He doesn’t sign his name, but he doesn’t have to.

She sees him gardening beneath her window, back bent over the rocks, and tries to remember if she ever thanked him.

“I am sorry,” Starfire says at some point, curled up in Raven’s bed with her head thrown over the edge. Red hair tumbles through stripes of sunlight, and Raven wonders when the curtains parted. She wonders how long they’ve been in this room, drifting between dreams and memories and quiet words at midnight. Three days ago, they called it a sleepover, as if they knew anything about Earth, and sat in pajamas and slippers.

It’s not a sleepover after half a week, but Starfire, like her, is used to communal sleeping. It’s easier with the sound of someone else breathing.

“Sorry for what?”

“It is my fault that you were lonely. I allowed rekmas.”

It takes a second for Raven to place the word, and when she remembers Blorthog Day and drifting, she frowns. “Starfire.”

“We had not meditated together in weeks, and we had not gone to the mall of shopping, and if I had been there for you—”

“—don’t.”

“But I should have—”

“—you did everything right. I was the one who…”

Starfire is so much touchier than the monks, and her arm goes around Raven like sunlight. Her emotions leak through their connected skin, guilt and something harder. “I wish to be someone you can confide in.”

“I’m the one who should be apologizing. I should have told you about Malchior, but I was…”

“Scared?”

“Ashamed.” She is still new at voicing emotions, because Starfire insists, but the monks only taught her how to package.

“I would not judge you.”

“I know,” says Raven, and she sinks into Starfire’s skin and emotions, and loses herself in the maelstrom. On Earth, pain is like ocean tides and flooding. Everywhere, soaked into the seams of common sense like dry rot. But Starfire is sunlight and scissors, and Raven’s neatly tied packages hidden in darkness are starting to come undone.


Notes for the Chapter:
I appreciate readers and reviewers! Y’all brighten my day so much. Feel free to stop in and say hi :D !!






17. Style

Notes for the Chapter:Heyo! We needed another Cyborg/Raven friendship chapter, so here we are. I just want them to go shopping together.

POV: Cyborg

Continuity: Season 4, after The Quest





Cyborg’s nose is buried in Robin’s uniform, his cheek chafing against sweat stains and the smell of yesterday’s stupidity. He inhales the memory of four golden hours yesterday in Robin’s room, vest stretched tight over his barrel chest, cape blowing in a play pretend breeze. The red spandex is musty in his fist, has that fishy ocean salt rubbed into it from when Beast Boy fell into the ocean chasing seagulls, and Cyborg dragged him back to shore. Fresh, still damp, because he shoved it beneath his bed as soon as Robin got home, and it’s scratching against his memory of footballs jerseys, dew-slick Astro-turf and sunlight burn. So when a knock hits hard against his door, when he startles out of the fog of five-years-back and a-lifetime-ago, Cyborg doesn’t think about hiding the evidence.

He says come in with that damn uniform hanging from his loose-fingered right-hand grasp.

“AED batteries died.” Raven, defibrillator bag tucked under one arm, curls her gray fingers over the grooved edges of his automatic sliding door. Then, as she takes a lazy step forward, her voice catches. It disperses into the dim-lit corners of nine pm and winding down, the electric blue floor panels flickering with her movement.

The air in Cyborg’s patched-up lungs hisses through his mockery of a respiratory system. Because it’s not unusual. Raven knocking on his door after taking Tower inventory, those months when she’s assigned taking stock of the Med-Bay, and they’re both responsible for Too Much of aftermath battles. Too used to reaching for the AED on bad days because they trust it more than Cyborg’s built-in medical arm, more than Raven’s magic. Five years of midnight anonymous hospital classes, five years of practicing their stitches together, and Cyborg doesn’t have a diagnosis for the uniform in his fist. No medical explanation for the nostalgic shudder in his chest, the one that repulses harder than misaligned magnets.

“I’ve got batteries,” he says, dropping the uniform and pretending her eyes don’t flicker across Robin’s insignia as it crumples against the concrete floor. Then, as if nothing’s wrong, “You need help changing them?”

“No.”

A hitched half-breath, the sound of tongue tapping against the roof of her mouth. Like she’s toying with a question, rolling the syllables around her mouth in case something catches. Usually, Cyborg helps her loosen the uncertainty, helps her verbalize all the things she’s used to grinding between her molar teeth. He usually offers up the answers when she’s not even sure if it’s okay to ask. This time, eyes stuck on the red folded fabric, he stalls.

“Anything else wrong with inventory?”

“Low on Advil.” Shifting the AED bag against her hip, Raven sidles forward. “I put it on the grocery list.”

For ten seconds, the Tower’s AC bursting on in the background, they both stare at that damn uniform on the floor.

Raven’s throat makes that sound again. A little wet tsk.

“Don’t,” he says, because there’s some parallel between Robin’s insignia on all their chests yesterday, some parallel with football uniforms and team practices and the matching vest he wore with Dad for family pictures before that family tree got root rot.

“Yesterday was nice,” she says anyway.

Yesterday was a childhood regression, feeling small inside this exoskeleton husk of a body, puppeteering it through the motions of imagination. Like a kid who doesn’t know the nitty-gritty bloodstain smells of real-world heroics, the tombstone he visits every spring, the seam-split of old hoodies that don’t fit right over his rounded shoulder plates and gloves that break against his sonic cannon. Yesterday was pretending, just for a little, that clothes are just stitched-together thread. Just a pattern, just polyester and cotton, just something that bodies have sometimes, when they want to.

“I think I prefer my cape, though,” says Raven, leaning down to pick up the uniform, all fluid motion. “With the hood.”

Cyborg offers a laugh. Hollow. Tinny.

“It’s…” As Raven smooths out the red spandex against the charging table, Cyborg sees the rest of the sentence fall into her cheek and sit there, gathering spit. Then her lips purse together, push it out. “…funny. I haven’t seen you wear clothes since…”

“Since the HIVE undercover mission.” But he talked that through with Starfire in the gym, and Raven’s two years too late to unpack that bundled coil of used-to-be and not.

Her head shakes to one side. “Doesn’t count. It was a hologram. I was thinking about the night we met. The night that Starfire…”

He flinches before he can stop it; a ghost shudder runs between his shoulder blades. “That was different. That was…”

“Covering up.” Hesitantly, her fingers spread and twitch on the charging table between them, fold Robin’s uniform back open. “Yesterday, you seemed… comfortable. With this.”

He folds his hand over hers on the yellow shirt-latches and wishes his body could feel more than just pressure, wishes he knew if her skin were cold, if her fingertips were calloused. “Yesterday was nice,” he echoes, free hand falling back onto the unfolded red vest, the black splash of cape. Then, “On Azarath, did you ever wear anything like this?”

“Robes, mostly.” Her eyebrows dip, knot, and a tiny line appears in the center of her forehead. “I don’t have any reason to miss it.”

There’s something off about the way she says it though, that makes Cyborg hesitate. He looks at the blue light reflected off her hair, the whiteness of her knuckles on Robin’s insignia. When she comes back from the mall with Starfire, lazy weekends in late summer, fall, her hands are always empty. No brown paper bags, no receipts, no bank account drops.

“I miss it,” he confesses in a rushed breath, tugging on the edge of Robin’s green pants and remembering how they felt stretched over his calves. “Which is stupid, because I never cared about it before the accident.”

“It’s not stupid.”

Not stupid, but Mom bought most of his clothes and laid them out on the kitchen counter barstools, sweater vests and jeans and fake leather jackets. A blazer for that English speech he spent all night prepping for, and he never cared until none of it fit. Until he tried to slip his football jersey over his shoulder bolts and couldn’t get the shoulder pads to sit right. Couldn’t pull his cleats over his metal toes.

“It’s stupid,” he says. “I don’t wear clothes now, anyway.”

Her eyes turn toward him, mirroring back his blue cybernetics. In her pupils, the light twists and folds over.

“I don’t want to cover up again. Ever since I met the team—” Beast Boy got him out of that grey sweatshirt first, but the transition is a slow rockslide, a loose tumble of naked dirt. “Ever since I joined the team, since I started working with Sarah’s group, I’ve tried harder not to overthink it. Be less self-conscious about it. Prouder of what I am, who I am.”

Raven’s head snaps sideways, the line in her forehead deepening as she brushes her hands over Robin’s cape again, smoothing out a wrinkle, pulling off a loose thread. “You seemed comfortable with this,” she repeats, like a fight wrapped up in not enough syllables.

“If I start covering up now—” Shaking his head, Cyborg pushes back from the crumpled uniform on his charging bed. Because he made that decision five years ago with Beast Boy hanging from his neck, chattering on about Robotman like maybe it’s just as normal as being green. “It’s not worth it.”

“You think people would judge you?”

Judge is a harsher word than the repulsed magnet fluctuation inside him, though. He means something more like dropped stomach, tight throat. Something more like disappointment and hushed whispers and slipping prosthetic arms back into jacket sleeves because if Cyborg covers up—

“You seemed like you were enjoying yourself,” says Raven when he doesn’t answer. “Yesterday.”

“Yesterday,” he repeats, shrugging.

He looks away when her stare presses against his cheekbone, the scars along his neck where it all connects. And when twenty seconds pass in silence, he thinks he’ll get away with dismissing four golden hours of play pretend. Thinks, maybe, it never really happened.

“You’re allowed to like things,” Raven says instead of leaving, suddenly turning over his wrist with her thumbs pressed into his palm, forcing him to acknowledge that this conversation is happening. Right now.

“So are you,” he bites back, because Raven never talks about those shopping trips where she doesn’t buy anything, or late Decembers when she stands in shop windows watching the bookstands, and maybe Cyborg is tired of the easy way she unpacks him. Maybe he wants this conversation balanced; maybe he wants her on the defensive instead. As soon as he says it, her expression pinches tight; something dark and sour shadows the back of her eyes. Maybe he likes that she takes a deep breath and drops the carefully poised persona she carries around like a security blanket. Maybe he likes that she does this often enough, around him.

“I didn’t need to buy things on Azarath,” she says quietly. “I’m still not used to money.”

Cyborg spends the next infinite bundle of this moment waiting for her to admit that she thinks it’s selfish. That the monks taught her not to want, to need, and even if he’s making assumptions, he wants her to actually say it. Wants to hear her match him head-on for this magnetic repulsion feeling every time he passes a clothes shop and stops mid-step to stare.

Finally, she closes her eyes and says, in a half-whispered breath, “We could go shopping.”

It sinks into Cyborg, slow and steady like a sunburn. He lets it spread through him, over him, and he imagines sliding into jeans again, imagines that they fit, imagines that no one cares if he’s selfish enough to want. “Just… us?”

“Only if you want to,” she says quickly, fingers clenching tighter around his fist. As she licks her lips, Cyborg catches that flicker again. Like longing. Like bitter. He nudges their shoulders together and wonders if his aura makes any damn sense to her. If she can read all his history in its shockwave, ultraviolet colors.

Maybe, Cyborg thinks as he nods yes—yes he wants to do this with her, yes he wants to learn how to want again—they don’t need to say anything else. Like maybe it’s enough that she knows he misses it (wants it), that she pulls her credit card from a black portal space dimension and inhales sharply, eyes bright.


Notes for the Chapter:
Come yell at me in the comments! They mean so much to me! (The last comment I got even inspired me to finish editing this chapter and post!)






18. Genetic

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 4, before The Prophecy

POV: Beast Boy

Was thinking about genetic predispositions and how awful it is to just wait. For your body to screw you over.





It’s a slow build. A distant scratch in his throat while he walks Raven down the long hallways, three steps behind the nurse. It tastes bitter like remembering, so he tries to ignore it as Raven presses her magic against the collarbone of another patient’s silver wrinkles and liver spots, as the nurse parts a ringed curtain for the next person.

It’s their usual routine at Jump City Memorial, whenever she has the leftover magic. Bypassing the limitations of science for civilians with IV needles or bedsores or breathing tubes pressed soft against their paper skin, rattling lungs tapping in time with the the radiator. Their usual routine that Beast Boy tags along for, because she gets nervous alone, because the first time she did it, no one was there to stop her from bleeding her magic dry, because Robin wasn’t happy when the hospital called that she’d collapsed.

Their usual routine, once or twice a month, because Beast Boy is good with the long-term patients, laughing at his own jokes until the kids think he’s silly, until the older residents stop shifting uneasily. Three or four years of this, and Mrs. Wentworth still gets stiff around magic, still tuts her tongue on the roof of her mouth in thin-lipped disapproval. But it’s—whatever. Making an idiot of himself so that Mrs. Wentworth forgets her superstitions, so that Raven can do her job, so that the hospital exhales a little lighter at the end of the day.

Beast Boy doesn’t like hospitals.

He doesn’t like Mrs. Wentworth either, but he’s good at pretending, pushing that scratch to the back of his throat. Good at holding down the swell of panic and existential dread that always sort of beckons when he’s around the sterile smell of starch-white sheets.

He’s not—here. In the cots, waiting like all the other patients are. His hands are veined with green, and his cells are heavy with history, but he’s—alive.

Stable enough to pretend he is okay here, in this stretch of labyrinthine linoleum, smiling lopsidedly at people who are not as lucky as him, people whose bodies are breaking down in that way his started to, used to, might.

“Shit,” he says under his breath, chest tightening, and that scratch gets harder, rawer. He presses a hand to the wall of the waiting room, tries to remember that they can leave as soon as Raven signs them out, tries to feel the artificial plastic-ness beneath his fingertips, tries to swallow it down.

Maybe, in the slow scratch of the pen tip, the revolution of the clock, Beast Boy doesn’t hear Raven say his name. Maybe he misses the tilt of her head and crease of her eyes.

But he feels her hand on her elbow. He feels the edge of a chair beneath his knees, the flat back of it pressing between his shoulder blades.

For a hospital, it’s empty. Just the glass pane of the receptionist behind them, her gaze tilted away, and Beast Boy think this is stupid. That he’s been fine before, last month, last year, but the memory of sakutia is pressed deep into him like a genetic bruise. Like a not-know-but-when, like a countdown.

“You ever feel like there’s a bomb inside you?” he asks, voice cracking like it hasn’t in a while, and maybe—maybe he should have prefaced it with an actual explanation. Maybe he shouldn’t be talking about bombs in hospitals, and maybe this is the reason that Raven is always so damn brittle around him. Because he’s a lot, when he’s like this.

She grips his elbow a little tighter, the way she usually doesn’t. And after three or four years of tentative misunderstandings, Beast Boy thinks something is wrong. She doesn’t like being touched.

Maybe it’s her version of a nudge. An acknowledgement that she’s listening, but he doesn’t know how to articulate it.

“Like—like everything’s fine, but one day you’ll wake up and…” A shaky flip of his hands, gesturing. “I don’t like hospitals.”

“Bomb?”

“Not like—I just mean, god. I don’t know.”

When her hands pull back, a shy curl, Beast Boy sees something click in her eyes, a subtle recognition of this large and unruly thing that’s burrowed deep in his throat, sunk its claws in.

“If…” she says, the word dripping off her tongue like the sweet roll of honey. “If the Beast is bothering you again…”

“No!” he says sharply. “Not that, not—I just meant—” He forces a breath, feels the air creak around his lungs, like his diaphragm is loose. “Being here reminds me of how I got like this.”

Here meaning the hospital. This meaning a messy, jungle-sticky green and teeth and blood and sweat fevers.

Her eyebrows are pulled together, her bottom lip tucked in like she’s sucking on the thought. “Like what?”

“This,” he repeats, pulling off his glove to wave his right hand, the color green, the nailbeds that are clawed instead of half-moon circled. “Green. Alive. Whatever. It was supposed to kill me, but it didn’t. Not—not yet, anyway.”

“Beast Boy, hey. Look at me.”

If he looks at her, this moment is real. As in actually happening, as in he has to live with the aftermath, and he doesn’t want her pity, doesn’t want anyone to know that his cells are a bomb, that there’s a chance his powers will detonate backwards one day.

Cy knows.

Cy’s the one who told him after the Beast, after the chemicals were all washed out of his system. Cy just walked into the Med-Bay and asked, point-blank, Why didn’t you didn’t tell me you have sakutia?

Had, Beast Boy wanted to say.

Except it’s not that simple.

“Beast Boy.”

“Don’t look at me like that.” With his arms crossed, his chin down, he can pretend that she doesn’t have a worry line in her forehead. “I’m fine, just—I remember sometimes, when I’m here, when you’re doing your thing, that the thing that made me likes this—might come back. Not back. That’s not the right word. Sakutia isn’t usually like—shingles and chicken pox, or whatever, but Mom and Dad…” That’s a harder sentence to push out. It dies on his tongue. “Cy told me that it’s still in me, is what I’m trying to say. That it might mutate again, one day.”

In the silence, the sudden dryness of his mouth, he feels her hand come back to his elbow. Like she understands, on some level, that touch is one of those languages he recognizes, that her hand can communicate what she doesn’t know how to say.

“It just feels like a bomb, sometimes,” he repeats, rubbing a thumb over the hollow of his bare palm. “Like I’m just waiting for my body to self-destruct.”

“I know what that feels like.” Raven’s head bows forward, so that her hair curtains her cheek.

It catches him off guard, just long enough to look over and see the cold crack of magic snap along her left-hand knuckles, like a confession. It’s gone as soon as he sees it; she’s still staring into her lap.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

It’s maybe—inadequate. For the sudden flush of understanding that Beast Boy has, remembering her meditation mirror, the red cloak, the antlered head that she refused to talk about afterwards. And maybe, if it was Cy, or Star, he would know how to verbalize the scratch in his throat. The realization that they are both on some sort of undefinable deadline, waiting for—something—to finally tick down.

But it’s Raven, and their conversations tend toward silence, so they both sit in the unalterable revelation that someone else understands what it’s like to distrust the still-beating shell of a failing body.


Notes for the Chapter:
I’m baaaaaaaack! Survived my two months of Very Busy. Come yell at me in the comments!






19. Mothers

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 4, after The Prophecy

POV: Robin

Robin and Raven’s friendship gives me life. Especially in season 4, when she’s struggling with ending the world. So I started thinking about who Raven might have gone to after she lost Arella and Azarath.





“Do you remember your mother?”

Note: Robin knows Raven a little too well to think this is impulsive. Note: they’ve been working in silence for so long that her voice is raspy. Congested. Note: She might be crying.

Stiffly, he straightens his back. Swallows. Because he should have checked in a long time ago, three days ago when she confessed Trigon and the mark of Skath, but he’s been locked in a death scroll through old research documents and news clippings because how the hell does someone survive a volcanic eruption. And why the hell does someone make deals with the devil. And how the hell does someone think it’s a good idea to work toward the end of the world.

Note: he’s still scrolling instead of looking at Raven.

“Uh.” Clearing his throat, Robin swivels in his computer chair to face her. Moves an arm to his neck and stares at the wall. Except Raven deserves more than this, and he knows that. But he hasn’t talked about family in so long their names burn his throat.

Suddenly her hood is down, and Raven’s eyes are large. Dilated. The single bulb of the research room sways over them. Note: she’s definitely crying.

And they are just two wordless idiots staring at each other in the middle of framed newspapers and police reports and filing cabinets. Self-consciously, Robin glances at the clock.

Note: it’s 3:05. In the morning.

Raven looks away first. “Sorry.”

“No, it’s—it’s okay. It’s just… I don’t. I don’t talk about her.”

Nodding, she folds her arms. She’s crying, but not loudly. Just streaks of silver. Red eyes. Her shoulders are still; her face is flat.

“Is your mother…?” Robin asks uncomfortably. He makes a general sort of hand gesture. Not sure how to ask alive.

“No.” Her lips are pulled in, her teeth pressed together. Not making eye contact. “I don’t… I don’t know when.”

“Oh.”

He wishes he was better at this. Except he hasn’t talked about this to anyone since Gotham, not since too many days in depression in bed. Fine china platters and a quiet butler, silk sheets, closed windows. And there is a block in his throat that refuses to unstick even for Raven.

“I’m not good at talking about this kind of… Um. Have you tried—have you tried talking to…?” Deflecting. Trying to push this on someone else. Even though it’s not fair, even though he knows what’s in their background files, even though he knows some of them have had it worse.

“Starfire didn’t—Starfire had Galfore.”

“Right.” He knew that. He knows that.

“Cyborg was…” Raven shakes her head, like the memory still stings. “He didn’t want to talk about it. And—and Beast Boy has been avoiding me since I asked.”

Note: he’s her last resort. Note: it’s too late to stop.

“Oh.”

Raven tightens her fingers together, her knuckles whitening over the paperwork that she’s been flipping through for the last three hours. “I thought that you would be okay if I asked. Since I already know…”

Right. Right, since she saw their shadows fall inside his mind, too long ago when he was hallucinating Slade, when she linked their thoughts together and watched it happen slow-motion, when he was bruised on his own damn fists and trauma.

Robin sniffs, folding a case file shut, biting hard on his lip to keep his eyes from welling over. “You’ve never talked about her before. I didn’t know you were close.”

“We weren’t.”

“Oh.” Bite harder.

“She wasn’t okay. Around me. I reminded her of…”

He remembers this in her background file, and his stomach twists over. “Right.”

Raven gives a bitter laugh, but it splinters in the quiet. Forced. One thin line away from sobs. “I thought it would be different, if I went back to Azarath. I thought, maybe she wouldn’t blame me for it, but…”

They are communicating a lot for how many words they can’t say. How many sentences they refuse to finish. And Robin didn’t know she could go to Azarath, didn’t know she had, didn’t know that her mother was alive when she left for Earth.

Robin is still biting his lip.

Raven sighs. “It was too late. Trigon had already been there.”

“I’m sorry.” He looks at his green gloves. Imagines standing up and putting a hand on her shoulder, the way Starfire always does for him. Imagines comforting Raven the way his words aren’t.

“Yeah. I should…” She nods at the door, the clock. “I should go to bed.”

Note: the lights are flickering. Note: her magic is leaking.

“You don’t have to leave,” he says.

“I haven’t been getting enough sleep. And it’s three in the morning.”

Robin is used to that, though. Used to sipping on coffee mugs until exhaustion tips him over. Raven’s the only one who sometimes sits with him at the ass crack of dawn, going over the Jump City police reports, the insurance paperwork.

She deserves something from him. Something better than “sorry.”

“She was an acrobat,” he ends up saying. “That’s why—that’s why you saw her fall. Someone cut the ropes.”

Silence. He bites the inside of his cheek until he tastes blood.

“How old were you?” Raven eventually asks, and he feels her hand on his shoulder. The way he couldn’t do it for her.

“Nine.”

There’s the sound of breath being sucked in too fast. The smell of lavender as Raven’s magic pulls between them.

Note: they stop talking. Note: he prefers it.

Raven just stands behind him, holding on, and Robin reaches back to cover her hand. Trying to say thank you even though his mouth won’t.

Because he’s the leader of this team, and they’re all messed up, but he needs to hold it together for at least one of them. And right now that’s Raven, breaking down in silence, clinging to the one person who didn’t run away when she asked.


Notes for the Chapter:
I appreciate readers and reviewers so much! It really brightens my day to see people are enjoying my story :D Feel free to stop in and say hi!






20. Carrot Cake

Notes for the Chapter:This is for you, Pamela! Thanks for requesting a lighthearted Beast Boy and Raven chapter, because it hit the inspiration button in my brain. (This is about as fluffy as I get, I hope that’s okay)

POV: Raven

Timeline: Season 4, after The End Part III





“It’s my birthday today,” Beast Boy confesses mid-November, matter of fact, like he might as well be talking about the thirty-cent discount on eggs. He leans into the grocery cart, elbows spreading wide across the bar, and time stalls in front of the baked goods aisle. For a second, nothing exists except for the flickering overhead light, the half-dead fly that rests against a can of baking soda. A small infinity of hyper-awareness, the labeled shelves sharpening into over-bright yellow and red sale tags, the linoleum floor scuffs darkening beneath the grocery cart. Then, as if he’s wholly unaware of the skipped thud of Raven’s pulse, Beast Boy adds, “I’m gonna make carrot cake.”

Nothing comes out of Raven’s mouth except a low grunt and the skeletal bones of something like ah, which isn’t congratulations or happy birthday or any of the other things she wishes she knew how to stay instead of standing in the middle of speechlessness, caught at the cross-roads of cracked-voice laughter and sharp grins. Maybe it’s the easy way he admits everything, like it’s nothing, really. Maybe it’s the realization that he never said anything before, or maybe it’s the fact that he wants to make his own damn cake, but Raven’s mouth stays open half an inch with nothing but dust and silence, Robin’s grocery list crunching tighter in her fist.

“Do you know if we still have birthday candles leftover?” Beast Boy asks, as if her grunt is an ongoing conversation. “From your birthday?”

Your birthday, not The Apocalypse, which is how most everyone else remembers it. For Raven, early October is the cold metal of scissors at the nape of her neck, hacking off overgrown hair, the bittersweet taste of ice cream cake in that lackluster pity party afterwards. Just a prelude to hell.

But the way Beast Boy says it, scratching one cheek and scanning the shelves, she thinks—for a second—that maybe her birthday was smaller than existential dread. Just a normal eighteenth. Just registering to vote.

“I don’t know,” she says as soon as she can manage an answer at all, watching him drop a bottle of vanilla into the cart. Then, “How many candles do you need?”

“Eighteen, I think.”

“You think?”

“Ninety percent sure,” he says, but he ducks around a family of four with a giggly sorry, disappearing behind the shelves before she can push for more details.

Raven stares after him. The empty space of his echoed laughter, the abandoned grocery cart parked by her hip, the animal-paw shoeprint in a thin film of spilled flour on the floor. Twenty seconds of staticky pop music gurgle on the overhead radio.

That’s how long it takes before she manhandles the grocery cart toward the canned goods and finds the nape of his neck bent over a can of chili beans two aisles over. His shirt tag sticks out like another reason he doesn’t make any goddamn sense. Because he’s too much of a mess to have to make his birthday cake alone. Too silly to talk like he’s used to making it alone, like he’s done it every year already.

“Beast Boy,” Raven says before she can think through the repercussions, four-degrees-removed from actually offering what she means, “I don’t know how to bake.”

He snorts and tosses her a lazy smile over one shoulder. “Yeah, I know.”

“But…”

“God, I still get food poisoning from the memory of your pancakes.”

“Shut up,” she says, because she hasn’t touched the kitchen since The End of the World, and she thought it would take Trigon’s second coming to force her back. But… Beast Boy’s birthday, the vanilla and sugar in the cart—it burrows in her throat somewhere south of pity.

“Love you,” says Beast Boy, snorting again as he drops an armful of cans into the cart. “Love Star. But neither of you can cook.” Then, whistling the tune of their T-communicators, he shifts into a beagle and races beneath the legs of a five-year-old who goes chasing after him with a delighted burst of laughter.

She lets him go this time. She lets him distract the way he likes to, the way that means no follow through, the only way he manages to make casual November confessions at all—and drops a package of birthday candles into the cart. For the first time in half a month of flashbacks, Raven forgets that birthdays are supposed to be spiraling. That birthdays are clenched hands around ticking-down clocks, gritted teeth and I’m fine, really. She forgets that birthdays are something to get through, dissociating in some liminal dimension between listlessness and hell. For the first time in two weeks of flashbacks, Raven wonders if birthdays are something… else.

Something softer that exists separate from herself instead of curled inside her hyperventilating chest. Benign, not malignant, and maybe Beast Boy learned how to excise birthdays from himself in four years of solo celebrations. Maybe Raven wishes she knew how to ask what his last seventeen birthdays were like, if he’s never mentioned them before.

He doesn’t join her at the check-out until twenty minutes after, when eggs and milk are all that’s left on the conveyor belt. Avoiding her questions, probably, but she’ll never really know.

“Down, boy,” she says instead of hello, glancing at the telltale glint in his eyes and flushed cheeks that means he’s five seconds from running out the automatic doors, tail wagging.

“You never let me have any fun.”

And when they finally leave together, arms weighed down with bags, T-car sitting in front-row parking, Raven gives up feigning nonchalance and finally asks, not implies: “Can I help make your carrot cake?”

Maybe it’s her expression that keeps him from laughing and saying no, she’d poison him probably. Maybe it’s because baking is so far removed from Raven’s self-concept that there’s not an immediate quip prepared, and she thanks Azar that he tilts his head to one side. That he pauses in the middle of snapping his seatbelt and stares at her point-blank, not blinking, no teeth, no facial expression at all.

“My birthday cake,” he says slowly, as if it’s the first time he’s ever said it aloud.

“Your birthday cake.”

“You want to help me make my birthday cake.”

“I want to make your birthday cake for you,” she corrects, realizing as soon the last vowel leaves her mouth that she means it. That she doesn’t want him to make his own damn cake, the way that she didn’t have to make hers in October.

“Um.”

Clearing her throat, Raven turns the keys in the ignition. Checks her blind spots, waits for a gray-haired couple to finish walking behind the car. “Not just me. I mean—with Cyborg and Robin and… Maybe not with Starfire, but she could watch. Or blow up balloons, or…”

“Oh my god,” says Beast Boy, and the dimple in his cheek curves inwards as his lips spread in slow-motion, breaking through like glittering half-realized impossibilities. “Oh my god, are you—?”

“Don’t make this a big deal.”

“Are you offering to throw me a birthday party?” He tucks that smile back into just one corner of his mouth. Like it’s any less bright just because he made it smaller.

“I’m offering a birthday cake and balloons.”

It’s not a conversation. It’s not asking why it took four years to tell her and not everyone, if he makes carrot cakes every year, if it’s always carrot cake. And maybe, if he weren’t so good at distracting, if they weren’t slowly crawling out of the parking lot with ice cream melting in the trunk, Raven would lean this moment sideways.

But the way he confesses mid-November, matter of fact, like he might as well be talking about the thirty-cent increase on gas—makes all her questions obsolete, the way that Raven made the prophecy obsolete, the way that now doesn’t change then, the way that she stopped caring about things she can’t fix anyway.

“Happy birthday,” she says finally, pulling out into highway traffic and imagining that it sounds honest in her mouth. Because she wants this birthday, this carrot cake, to be good, the same way he made her ice cream cake taste good in October.


Notes for the Chapter:
Come yell at me in the comments! Or whisper, I’m not picky. (As always, I’m open to suggestions, but it depends on what my impulsive spitfire of a brain decides to get inspired by. Any friendship dynamics people have been missing lately?)






21. Absence

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 4, after The End, Part III

POV: Starfire

Because I like to think about how much Raven and Starfire understand about each other, even if they don’t always know how to say it.





“You are unsettled,” Starfire realizes, three hours into their quiet meditation above the highest skyscraper of Jump.

Maybe it’s because of the Puppet King, her certainty. Because she spent twenty-four hours in Raven’s body, four years ago, attuning to hellish magic and the just-out-of-reach existential dread branded deep into that body’s bones and rhythmic breathing. Starfire memorized its red power veins, coursing like blood and ancient sins, its fate lines mapped in gray-skinned wrinkles, hand-palm creases, and sometimes the memories of it surge up and remind her. That she understands things about Raven that she should not, because four years ago linked their auras together, and she has never quite untangled those marionette lines completely.

Raven is unsettled, and Starfire knows this like she knows the bend of Raven’s knee joints when she flies.

Raven is unsettled, but Starfire does not know why.

When the silence gapes, when Raven hesitates in her mantra, Starfire looks at the city lights sprawled beneath them in the heaviness of midnight, all of its neon signs grayed in silver fog. The city line looks like gnawed-on bones up here, like a hollowed-out ribcage yawning in graveyard stillness, and they are so far away that the only sounds are cold and echoey ghosts. A memorial of the apocalypse-that-wasn’t.

“You are unsettled,” Starfire repeats, “but Trigon is defeated, and we are safe.”

“I know.”

“You are still blaming yourself for what happened?”

“No,” says Raven, and this time she looks over at Starfire, pupils reflecting gray fog and a half-moon. She is calmer since the end of the world, Starfire has noticed, as though she blood-let her father’s rage, and this new body is pink and raw and reborn. “I was thinking about things that don’t matter.”

“Clearly they are of matter to you, if you are thinking about them.”

This time Raven laughs, a harsh and bitter bark, as if what Starfire has said is funny. “It sounds simple when you say it like that.”

Perhaps, because Starfire understands things about Raven that she should not, she knows she is not supposed to speak. Instead, she inhales the wet mist and distant car pollution, waiting for the quiet to thread its fingers through Raven’s lips and seam-rip the confession from beneath her tongue.

“It’s selfish,” Raven eventually says, the syllables rolling heavily into the mist, the weight of it all sinking fifty feet down, “but I was thinking that the team would have been fine if I had actually died like I was supposed to.”

“You—”

Raven raises a moonlit hand, saying in not so many words that she has an enormous revelation crumpled inside her, that it needs to be smoothed out uninterrupted. “I gave everyone some of my power, before I became the portal. I thought—the team would stop him without me, and it would be okay… I always knew I was supposed to die, so I wasn’t supposed to get attached. I thought that would make it easier.”

Starfire understands things about Raven she should not, but this is past the line of acceptable. She opens her mouth again—

“So I was thinking I’m shitty because I did get attached, and part of me knows that if I had actually died… if Robin hadn’t found me… if everything had gone wrong like it was supposed to, part of me knows the team would have been fine. Not like Warp’s timeline, not like you… And there’s a part of me that wishes we were still so wrapped up in our codependency that none of you could actually function without me, and as much as I want to keep our family at a distance, as much as I have tried not to get attached, I like the thought of everyone breaking because of me—because I’m dead… I like that thought more than I think I’m supposed to.”

The realization hits Starfire like the explosive ripple at the edges of the universe, spreading out from her hindbrain in the way that constellations bob farther out on the wave of black space-water, the way that vast is a kind of death, by loneliness.

Raven’s sigh is soft, relentless. “So I’m thinking about things that don’t matter, because I’m shitty and insecure enough to worry that my absence wouldn’t mean as much as yours did. In Warp’s timeline.”

Starfire knows things about Raven that she should not, and for the first time she notices a shadow of the future laced along the ratty edge of Raven’s blue hood. Lighter than dreams, like a niggling not-quite-memory of how it all happens, the temporal trauma of twenty years later. It’s a whisper of the timeline that was never quite rewritten, hanging over all of them, breathing hot and rotten air into the space between their ears, and Starfire is the only one who has escaped it unscathed.

She had not known Warp’s clock would have lasting effects, that her return did not completely erase those not-real existences, those future ghosts.

So, in a tiny and cracked voice, she says, “I would break, if you were gone.”

There is only the gentle hum of cars below them, headlights reflecting off the mist in fractal yellow beams, Raven’s bottom lip white from teeth bit in.

Then, like a whistling train wreck, “Damnit, Star.”

“I have… upset you?” Uncertainty bites into Starfire’s upper back, fits its teeth around the nape of her neck. Because she thought this was the proper response, that Raven needed to hear someone say it, but now the bones of the skyscrapers are gaping again beneath her, its resurrected ghosts sighing, Four years, and you are still not fluent in this planet’s communication.

“I don’t want you to break,” Raven snaps. “Not really. Not when you say it like that.”

For a moment, Starfire does not understand. Like the fog of Jump City’s cemetery is hiding the inscription on Raven’s tombstone, her half-whispered confessions, because in Warp’s timeline, twenty years of snowfall later, Starfire only learned guilt and the hard saw-edge rust of rekmas.

“You are not a bad person for wishing to be remembered. I think, sometimes, that I am worse for breaking our family. In another timeline, I am responsible for it.”

Shrugging, Raven presses her nose to her knees, breathes in.

“It is worse for me, at least.”

These are not the right words either, because Raven is still silent, her aura leaking a raw-red, pulsing ache. Starfire understands things about Raven she should not, and this hurts, this inability to find the right vein of comfort when Starfire has lived in that body’s slow-breathing pacifism, when she knows the curl of its finger tendons and its right leg limp from an old hip injury, and Starfire has not doubted their relationship in four years.


Four years, and you are still not fluent in this planet’s communication.


“Raven?” Starfire finally asks, when the silence is too much, when she is almost convinced that she will never belong here, that she will never fully understand.

“Mm.”

“It is okay to want to be important to people.” This time, she leans into the dark shadow memories draped around Raven’s shoulders from that timeline’s grim reapers, and this time, they’re the right words. For her. For Raven.

In the rippling aftershock of it, Raven’s neck turtles, her eyelids closing to hold in the sweet, soft burst of feeling. For a moment, Starfire imagines a better world than this one. A reality untouched by Warp, by Trigon, by the unalterable and inexorable flood of ongoing trauma that never quite dries up.

But it not real, that timeline. Not the way this one is.

“You are important to me,” Starfire says, because she does not say these words often enough, this admission they both crave. “And I—I am hoping that after all this time, I am also…”

This sticks in her throat, lodges in. Because she wants so badly to be certain of her place here, an old insecurity that’s wiggled loose in the midnight grave of alternate realities.

“Star,” says Raven, a shaking gray hand fitting over the metal bracers of Starfire’s forearm, “don’t ever doubt that. Not with me. Not with anyone.”

“But—”

Laughing, so suddenly it bursts like gunpowder, Raven points her toes toward the city sprawled below them, the neon yellow, hot orange, and for a moment, the fog seems to lighten. “We’re both messes.”

“I—am not unclean?”

“No,” says Raven, sucking on a crooked smile, eyes glittering in the sudden clarity of starlight and open skies, “I just meant—it’s funny. That we both get insecure about it. After all this time.”

Starfire understands things about Raven she should not, so she knows it means their cardboard box house of family, assembled on moth-eaten carpet and a ninety-degree tilt, because it’s something they’ve never had a model for. Something they’ve assembled with their scarred, quivering hands, and four years means rebuilding it with sticky tack and hot glue every time the ground shudders. One day, they might learn how to make it sturdy. One day, they might figure out how to fortify it with brick.

It is three in the morning, and Starfire finally giggles into the half-moon midnight revelations, barely audible, and the almost-apocalypse, the timeline that wasn’t, the marionette strings of their interconnected bodies—it becomes funny, the way that Raven thinks this conversation is funny.

And in the warm, shuddering breath of their sudden, silver-lined laughter, the fog laying over Jump City’s skyscraper ribcage eventually exhales its last breath and lifts.


Notes for the Chapter:
Come yell at me in the comments!






22. Wanderlust

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 5, after Lightspeed

POV: Jinx

Sometimes I like to think about what Jinx got up to after she left the HIVE in season 5. Also I’m maybe obsessed with her aesthetic.





So the whole ex-villain thing isn’t perfect.

Not when Jinx has pink hair and an attitude, and the locals aren’t interested in letting her grocery shop (not when the news has pasted her picture and background check for any asshole to judge her for). And Jinx is a lot of things, but she’s not, you know, vindictive. If Jump City doesn’t want her around, that’s fine. That’s good.

She’s always wanted to go backpacking across Europe, anyway.

Sure, maybe Kid Flash is too wrapped up in the whole hero thing across the Atlantic Ocean. Sure, maybe Jinx isn’t used to going solo. And sure, maybe she really fucking misses her old team when she actually lets herself think about them.

But this is good, you know? Gives her time to think about what she really wants out of life. Philosophical bullshit or whatever.

Or that’s what she tells herself each time she leans up against another rotten tree stump and pulls leaves out of her hair, pink magic sparking everywhere and tearing the seams of her winter thermals.

Because oh right, she’s never been lucky.

And yeah, it’s probably been five or six months since she’s seen an actual city or used something that wasn’t an outhouse. She hasn’t talked to people since some small-ass village in Germany, hasn’t replaced her thick wool mittens or worn-down boots, hasn’t bought a new toothbrush even though the bristles are starting to fall out. And yeah, her voice goes scratchy after she goes a few weeks forgetting to talk. And yeah, she kind of misses people.

But for the first time in probably ever, Jinx thinks she might be some kind of happy. Not in a saccharine, sunshine yellow kind of way where everyone is kind and laughing, and she’s suddenly got a higher respect for the sanctity of life or whatever the hell. But happy in that way that means she’s not being puppeteered by someone higher up the ladder. She’s not pulling all-nighters to save face because Gizmo just got snotted out of Cyborg’s nose and ruined their team’s reputation. She’s not biting through her lip every time Madame Rouge looks down her nose and tears Jinx into tiny, tiny pieces. She’s not pulling her hair out because she thinks she’s so much more than the HIVE, but she’s not the Brotherhood, and she’s not a hero, and she’s not a villain.

She’s in between, even if sometimes she forgets to pay when she picks up new supplies, because she’s never made a habit of paying for shit. So, this whole middle-of-nowhere, Thoreau-Walden nonsense is a nice change of pace. Not an ending or anything, but a sweet pause in the absolute trash fire that is Jinx’s fucked up life.

She likes it here. The only voice in her head is hers, and that’s some kind of luxury she didn’t know she could afford. And there are precious few luxuries in the middle of the fucking wilderness.

It’s nice, though. Star-frosted skies, where the light pollution doesn’t ruin it. Snow-peaked mountains. Free rides on top of country trains. Fish for dinner, whenever she walks into a river, and lets her bad luck magic do its thing. All the fish go flopping onto land, and it’s not microwaveable pizza. It’s not a perfect life, but it’s a good one. Just wilderness and heading away from that place and away from those people.

It’s enough.

You know, most of the time.

There are some nights when she gets a little sentimental. When she runs into some campgrounds and sees college kids and their camper and their beers. When there’s a redhead who reminds her of Mammoth, or when some kid takes down too many bottles of wine and overtalks like Kid Wykkyd used to. All night they’ll laugh and laugh, and Jinx will huddle in her sleeping bag listening. Remembering.

It’s not enough that she ever wants to go back. There’s only so many times she can excuse the puffed-up sexist bullshittery they put her through. She loves them (loved them?), but you know. Too many boundaries they crossed with each other. All those rules that they broke because society sucked, and money was hard to come by. (That doesn’t mean they had to be sucky to each other.)

A good luck amulet, Gizmo had snorted when she told him, flicking through the museum brochure. Yeah, right.

Because it was too fucking hard for him to pretend to care.

So yeah, she doesn’t want to go back. Not when she knows she’s bad luck and a bad personality rolled up in one (1) pint-sized, pissed-off body. It would have been nice to neutralize her powers, though. With the amulet. Would have given her some belated satisfaction that she’s not all bad, not like everyone’s always told her.

Not like that fucking psychiatrist who should have known better, who should have known that kids don’t grow up good and straight when no one believes they can.

Jinx isn’t a hero, but at least now she’s pretty sure she’s not a villain either. So when Kid Flash shows up in the middle of the Swiss Alps, vibrating so fast that heat radiates off his pink-flushed skin, Jinx isn’t really in the mood to talk.

“No,” she says. Automatic, really, because he doesn’t get to come here after half a year of nothing. 

“I haven’t said anything yet.”

“I’m backpacking, not stupid.” She pulls a newspaper out of her bag, flashes the front page even though it’s in German, even though it’s a couple weeks old. “Brotherhood is winning.”

“Yup,” he says, no bluster because he’s the kind of straightforward that Jinx doesn’t get a lot of in her field. “That means we need you.”

She snorts and sends a scattering of pink magic toward his feet; she smiles when his laces knot together. “I’m done. I quit. I’m not actively destroying Jump City anymore. Isn’t that enough for you?”

“Is it enough for you?”

Screw him for his big blue eyes and his assumptions. “I like it out here.”

“Okay.” He shrugs half-heartedly. All smooth, casual, like he’s okay if she says no. “Didn’t hurt to ask.”

Which is, you know, new. And it’s new when he sits down, chest heaving, to rest for a hot second. Because, apparently, running across the United States and then the Atlantic Ocean and then half of Europe is not exactly a picnic. It’s new when he offers to split one of his dozen roast beef sandwiches. It’s new that she doesn’t…actually mind it.

Jinx likes it out here. She likes that she always ends up walking through rain puddles, and she likes that Germany’s Black Forest nearly scraped her knees raw on tripped-over roots. This backpacking thing isn’t supposed to be forever, or whatever, but six months later and she still doesn’t know who she wants to be. Just that heroics is a bigger commitment than she wants right now.

It’s one thing to say goodbye to her ragtag family. It’s another thing to go back and fight them. Side-by-side with the goody-two-shoes Titans with their bottomless bank account and League connections.

God, no wonder she sucked up to Madame Rouge. Would have been nice to have a bigger, badder network to fall back on when finances got tight.

But no. No, that’s not who Jinx wants to be anymore.

“If I help you,” she says tentatively, kicking a patch of snow and weeds, “what do I get for it?”

Kid Flash glances over at her with this bemused look on his face. Like her going out on a limb is funny or something. “If you help me.”

“I’m not doing it for free.”

He nods, taking it in stride, as if this doesn’t surprise him at all. “What do you want?”

Jinx has a half-baked idea that has something to do with Jump City and amnesty, but she doesn’t know what strings Kid Flash can pull. She doesn’t know if he has a League string or a Flash string or a Titans string.

But it doesn’t hurt to ask.

“Robin could probably swing it,” Kid Flash says, propping himself up on one elbow. Beneath him, the snow is melted, the grass scorched. “If that’s what you really want.”

She nods sharply. Not trusting herself to speak.

All she knows is that this is a way home, back to the one place that she thinks she halfway likes. Not Europe. Not the Alps or Cologne or Brussels or… wherever the hell she’s been. Home. And yeah, Jump City is full of ex-teammates. Ex-family. It’s got the sour taste of bad history and stupid mistakes and jail cells, but it’s a long drive away from the backwards town she grew up in.

She picked Jump City out all by herself, too long ago when she hitchhiked out of hell and never looked back. The first place that wanderlust walked her to, and she likes the little nest she’s built for herself there. She thinks she can make it bigger, better.

She thinks that maybe the locals might learn to accept her if the Titans say they have to.

So she says, “Deal.”


Notes for the Chapter:
I appreciate readers and reviewers! Y’all brighten my day so much. Feel free to stop in and say hi :D !!






23. Reunion

Notes for the Chapter:Continuity: Season 5, after Calling All Titans

POV: Cyborg

Couldn’t stop thinking about the Brotherhood of Evil arc. And how many months the team was long-distance and how relieved and awkward and excited that Cyborg and Beast Boy would be to see each other again.





“Cyborg!”

He doesn’t have time to recognize the voice—a childish, cracking, cheerful whoop—before wiry arms rope around his neck, and weight settles against his shoulders. It feels good. Familiar. It’s been too long since he’s heard that high, piping voice, and it’s so deeply ingrained in him that he’s smiling before he realizes who it is. Because that voice is home.

He’s already relaxing into it, muscle memory making his body go limp, because it’s been too fucking long since he felt safe. Thirteen months in the battlefield, and Vic is tired of sleeping with one eye open, knowing the second his guard drops is the second someone gets the drop on him is the second he’s dead. He has spent too long not knowing if the team is okay, not knowing why Dick’s GPS tracker died six weeks ago, not knowing if any of them were left.

It doesn’t matter now.

“BB,” he growls, voice too thick and choked up to pretend. “C’mon, man, lemme see you.”

Gar laughs his high-pitched laughter and readjusts his grip around Vic’s neck. God, that brings back memories. That tiny-ass kid in his dumb Doom Patrol mask, wrapped around Vic’s neck, screaming, “Who cares if you’re half-robot?” Pulling at his sweatshirt and trying to rip it off like it’s that easy.

“Uh-uh!”

“Get your clingy-ass off me,” he says, and this feels like every other time Gar has hung from his shoulders and tried to shove tofu down his throat. Every time he has spring-boarded off his back into battle. Every time he has scampered up and hugged tight and called Vic Chrome-Dome. But Vic is nineteen, and they have been fighting the Brotherhood so long that he hasn’t felt green arms around his neck in a lifetime.

“Never!” Gar shouts, and Vic knows that he isn’t moving anytime soon. The kid is sitting on his shoulders like it’s the only safe place left.

He takes a deep breath, feeling Gar sway on his shoulders like a cape, and throws his arms back. Gar screeches as he is pulled over Vic’s head by the ruff of his neck, but Vic has missed him, and for the first time in months, he wants to see him.

Gar rolls into the street like a rag doll, and Vic’s breath freezes in his chest.

He almost looks like the same person. Almost. Same green skin and big dark eyes and crooked fang poking through his lopsided smile. But his hair hangs too long and shaggy. His shoulders are bowed in like he’s not used to being tall, and Vic doesn’t know when the hell that happened. All he knows is that Gar’s face is too dirty and bruised to have come from anywhere but the battlefield. That his uniform is ragged, and his boots are water stained, and his eyes are nervous, like he’s afraid of what Vic might think.

“God,” Vic says, because suddenly he has the stilted, terrified thought that maybe this war broke them. They’ve both spent too long sleeping in hostels with knives beneath their pillows, waiting for Dick to contact them. Staring at their broken communicators and thinking they’re the only ones left. Radio silence for weeks.

Gar is staring at him with dead eyes.

Vic is scared that the kid won’t like what he sees.

He knows he has new dents that dimple his armor, purple rings beneath his eye, scraped up metal plates, missing bolts, a new scar that races jagged down his cheekbone, and what if—

“I missed you, Cy,” Gar says, even though his voice is a little too self-conscious and little too deep.

Vic feels his mouth pucker and pull into an involuntary grin.

He falls to his knees, sending a resounding thunk through the shattered streets of Paris, in the middle of the chaos and the sirens, and pulls the kid tight to his chest.

He doesn’t care that the moment is a little too awkward because they’re rusty at being best friends and not sure how to act like family again. He doesn’t care that Gar’s refusing to make eye contact, that he’s a little too tense and walled-up even though the war is finally over. At least he smells familiar—something rustic like camping trips and lake-fishing. Vic doesn’t care that this moment is too quiet, that he has built up so many stories and words that he doesn’t know where to start.

All he cares about is Gar, climbing back onto his shoulders and hanging on.

All he cares about is finding the rest of their ragtag family.

And never fucking let go.


Notes for the Chapter:
I appreciate readers and reviewers! Y’all brighten my day so much. Feel free to stop in and say hi :D !!






24. Low

Notes for the Chapter:Because these kiddos are angst fests are around each other, and I felt like delving into it.

POV: Raven

Continuity: Season 5, after Things Change





Raven thinks, when she sees the basement door flickering yellow between its cracks, that she’s walked into a mirror dimension. It’s the only explanation for the single bulb swinging over the stairs, the fresh float of disturbed cobwebs drifting through the light haze, the realization that she can sense him at the bottom of the creaking steps. A red-gray leak like sleepless obsession.

Raven thinks, when she glides lower into the basement for the first time since Wicked Scary, that she’s walked into a mirror dimension because it’s the only explanation for why Dick’s huddled in the corner with his mask off. Head in his hands, barely breathing. It’s the only explanation for why he’s relapsed, why she hasn’t, and after five years, she’s not used to them being out of step.

“Dick?”

She’s not naturally warm, like Kori, like Gar. She knows this, Dick knows this, and neither of them know how to fit their teeth around the too-big bite of happy. It never goes down quite right, anyway.

“I’m fine,” he says without moving, and that—worries her.

It worries her like his face worries her, still tucked into his knees, and she slips into the corner beside him. Trying not to breathe too loud in case it startles him, tucking her hood back because if she’s asking him for vulnerability tonight, she has to meet him halfway.

“How long have you been down here?”

His emotions are overburnt, sticking all over him like a black crust stain. And she doesn’t like how it crumbles against her mind, doesn’t like that he’s mulling on something he shouldn’t be. If he’s down here, it’s bad.

“Not that long.”

“What time do you think it is?”

This time, he looks up. His eyes are a bloodshot and baggy, strained from too much blue light, and Azar, why didn’t she notice earlier? When he missed dinner, when Kori was withdrawn.

“Twelve?”

“Three.”

“That’s—not so bad.”

“In the morning.”

If he were Gar, or Kori, he’d probably ask why she’s awake this early. But he’s not, he’s always been unapologetically bad at sleep, and it’s one of those glass house situations. She hears him say a quiet damn beneath his breath, watches his eyes rest shut, notices his knees curl into his chest.

“Hey.”

“You’re not allowed to do the thing.”

“The thing.”

“The thing Kori does. The thing where Vic gets on me for not taking care of myself. The thing everyone does except you.”

“I’m not enabling you.”

“Yes, you are. It’s what you always do. You let me”—he inhales a tight, stilted breath—“do this, when I need to. Just for a little.”

Raven clicks her tongue as she sinks deeper into the floor beside him, six inches away, and tips her head back against the wall. If she looks up, she can see how the swinging light makes their shadows dance. “So, if I let you do this, maybe you tell me why you’re down here.”

He’s quiet so long she thinks he won’t answer. His aura is upheaving, an ongoing silent scream that never quite spills over, a special kind of hell that Raven is too familiar with.

Five years, and they’re still doing this for each other. Enabling all the unhealthy habits that get them stuck in low places, alone.

Dick says, refusing to make eye contact, “Gar said that he’s back.”

So maybe, she gets it. So maybe, she doesn’t pull him out of it like the others. So maybe, she lets him wallow in the paranoia on the bad days. So maybe, she does it because he returns the favor.

“You mean Terra.”

“I mean Slade.”

Raven bites back the damn in her throat, just barely. Because she could have dealt with this, if it was Terra. Could have soaked up the awful wet mess of cold, curdled mistakes. Misplaced trust and sour longing. But Slade—Slade is supposed to be dead.

“He said it was a robot, not—”

“A robot with his voice,” Dick says sharply. “Which means he’s not gone, and I knew that—last year. When I helped him get his body back in that weird fucking place with the fire demons.”

In the shaky silence, Raven thinks this is an unspoken understanding, like don’t-ask-don’t-tell, and she can’t. Maybe she’s supposed to smack him into lucid, pull him away from the punch of flashbacks that are flying full circle into him, but he’s here. In the basement. Hiding from reality in the silver string of untouched cobwebs and long-buried mistakes, hiding blue eyes in the crook of his knee.

She’s tired of this Schrödinger box of is-he-isn’t-he, tired of not having answers.

“So you’re in the basement because…”

“Because his mask isn’t in the evidence room anymore, and I thought maybe it was down here.”

His mask isn’t in the evidence room anymore because Kori got tired of him staring down at it, four hours past midnight, knees locked tight, tendons clenched. Raven figures it’s probably long gone by now, but that’s not helpful. So she says nothing.

“It’s not,” says Dick. “In case you were wondering.”

If she were Vic, or Gar, Raven might ask why he’s still down here, Azar knows how many hours later. If she were Kori, she’d know how to lean into the side of his body, pull him into the present. But she’s not. She’s broody like Dick’s broody, and they’re both too good at this.

“How long…” she finally sighs, squeezing her eyes shut to avoid the strained tension in his shoulders. Blocking out the reality of what she’s doing, because she’s not supposed to enable him. “How much longer do you need to stay down here?”

“Don’t know yet,” he says. “Could be a couple hours, could be a couple days.”

Raven thinks, when she sinks deeper into the silence to wait it out, that she’s walked into a mirror dimension. It’s the only explanation for why she’s still doing this, five years later, why she concedes in a half-cracked whisper, “Okay.”


Notes for the Chapter:
This is the last short I have that was already written, so we’ll see how long it takes to write the Raven/Starfire friendship piece I have planned.

Come yell at me in the comments!






25. Savior Complex

Notes for the Chapter:POV: Raven

Continuity: Season 5, after Things Change





“You’re Raven,” Terra says, like it’s sticky in her mouth, uncomfortable. The syllables falling out, one-two-three, and this is a mistake.

A déjà vu disaster on the front porch steps of suburban Jump, yellow lamplight staticky and pulling in all the fireflies. For a second, in the flashback to three years ago earthquakes-and-mud-fights, Raven steps back. Knowing that this is drudging up buried everything, adding water to long-dried earth, making a mess after the dust has settled, digging up the hot-vent memories and makeshift funerals.

Terra shifts against the front door, hair haloed in the hallway light, and clears her throat. “Right?”

“Right.”

“Is there… a reason you’re here?”

Raven knocks her hip against the gating around the porch, leans into the white wood because this is going to take a while, probably, and she won’t touch Terra’s mind unless she wants it. Unless she asks for it.

“You don’t remember me,” Raven says, fact not question; there’s nothing left in this summer-tanned husk of a memory.

“No. I told him—”

“—but I can help you remember. If you want to.”

Terra’s not moving, not breathing, even when the indoor air conditioning bursts behind her and carries out into the hot summer night, the dryness. If Raven wanted, she could reach out and touch the pulse of Terra’s wrist, feel the heat of her aura churning over, find her memories.

But she’s not—like that. She won’t let herself be like that.

Terra steps onto the porch, shuts the door behind her with a gentle click. Even when she sits down on the edge of the ant-strewn steps, she’s not breathing. Just staring off into somewhere between, somewhere that Raven can’t see, won’t ever see.

Despite the awkwardness, the oppressive silence, Raven waits. Not impatient, the way Gar is impatient, because she knows the weight of better-forgotten, understands the need to leave. But she has to offer, for Terra, for herself, for closure of something that’s never quite settled. Sometimes, she can feel it earthquake shaking at midnight, the walls of her room caving in.

“Sometimes I have nightmares,” Terra confesses in a slipstream breath, tripping over it, bare feet reaching for the grass at the edge of the sidewalk. “Can’t breathe, can’t move, can’t do anything, and when I wake up, it’s like nothing else is real.”

“You don’t have to remember. It’s okay to…” Raven hesitates, swallows down the rawness that wants Terra to remember. The part that wants her to be accountable for—for Slade’s puppet string plans. “It’s okay to be normal. To choose that.”

“Like you know what it means to be normal.”

Breathe. Breathe because it’s better than snapping and yelling at this stick-limbed child who doesn’t remember hurting her, doesn’t remember smiling beneath broken rock and ocean, doesn’t remember four red eyes and angry crying.

“Sorry,” Terra says after thirty seconds of cicada hums. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that.”

“You don’t know anything about me.”

When Terra looks up, eyes dark and shiny, something shudders behind them. A thin wall Raven could break through, wants to break through, and everything from three years ago could come crashing back into this late May porch step. Like it’s never-too-late, like fuck-you-I-need-you-to-remember.

“How would you even…?” Terra swallows, her throat bobbing in the starlight, the butts of the fireflies. Staring into the center of Raven’s eyes, like an invisible electric line of connection. “Um.”

“I have a meditation mirror that lets me… could let me enter your mindscape. It would take time, and I can’t promise anything substantial, but…”

Terra touches Raven’s bare hand, shotgun style, her aura buzzing along the edges of connected skin. Wavy yellow seismograph lines bucking wild around her. “You can feel my emotions like this. Can’t you.”

Raven yanks back with a hitched gasp, rubbing the static from her knuckles, the sweat from Terra’s palm, and breathes through the aftershock. Breathes through the cracking fracture lines, the overfamiliarity, the hazy gray edges of amnesia. “Don’t. Touch me. Without asking.”

“Sorry,” Terra says, again, mouth puckering around the apology. “Sorry, I just had—it was like instinct, you know? Like I remembered that you could—but I shouldn’t have—”

Raven ignores this, still massaging the hollow of her tingling palm. If she were more professional, less hung up on chasing apologies for three years ago mistakes, she wouldn’t even be here. She wouldn’t have crawled through foster care service and Murikami High School records, wouldn’t have looked up police reports from the post-apocalypse. Wouldn’t have connected his stone statues with hers, wouldn’t be leaned against this creaking white gate.

But she’s not a professional, and maybe that’s why she says, “He misses you.”

Terra’s face hardens, turns down. “Is that why you’re doing this?”

“No.” She thinks about saying something about Azarath, hiding from the other people’s dumps of prophecy-trauma and blaming games, but—nothing comes out. Just a huge, shuddering sigh that almost tastes like panic.

“It’s a lot of pressure, you know. Asking me to be the same girl you remember. What if that’s not… What if I’m not her anymore?”

“I’m not asking you to be her,” she lies, lies through her shaking teeth. “I’m just offering you your memories back.”

“Yeah. Sure. Sure, maybe you won’t care if I’m—different. But he will. He’s—” In the bitten-off sentence, Terra’s mouth sours, twists, and Raven winces at the nostalgia smoking off her smile.

“He doesn’t have to know,” says Raven, even if she hates herself for saying it. For knowing that Gar has a savior complex for broken people, like Terra, like her, for knowing that healthy means saying nothing.

“You wouldn’t tell him?”

“Not until you were ready.”

Suddenly, knees cracking in the quickness, Terra stands up, turns toward the front door. It’s so fast that Raven startles against the gate and frowns at the curtain of blonde falling forward.

“Terra?”

It’s the first time either of them has said her name, her old name, chosen name, whatever name, and Terra doesn’t correct her. She just turns the front doorknob and steps into the hum of air conditioning, the yellow-bulbed hallway, shoulders tight around her neck.

“Maybe,” says Terra, closing the door behind her. In the pop of air before it clicks shut, Raven hears—like a fresh breath of starting over eventually, even if it’s not late May, not this summer porch, not now—her two-word confession.

Not yet.


Notes for the Chapter:
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