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CHAPTER 1

WINTER – MIND OVER BODY

 

“He’s such a good son. He comes three times a week to visit her.

Sometimes four.”

“Such a good son. It must take so much inner strength to keep the candle of hope burning.”

Winter pondered if it was really inner strength that let Jax keep his “candle of hope” burning as she watched him ambling back from the vending machine with a bag of chips and a chocolate bar in hand. The two nurses she’d been eavesdropping on stepped sideways like sliding doors to allow him by, the younger, more attractive of the two briefly following him with her eyes.

He grinned and offered her the hooked crook of his arm with a beaming,  shall we, smile. She took it, trying to keep her own expression in line as her heart began to do that stupid speeding up thing.

Jax had let his hair grow out, skipped a haircut probably, and it was a tangle of casually loose dark curls. He had a sleeveless tank top on, and as he pulled her into his soul matrix, she could feel the warmth and hardness of his bicep. His arms were a shade lighter than the rest of his reasonably dark body – a basic farmer’s tan.

It was easy for Winter to let her focus linger on him. Certainly easier than focusing on herself. They took a couple more steps, and then they were inside her room. Her  body’s room. Winter Ambrosia, the patient, the spell dead sorceress, the comatose woman.

She’d been outside of her own self for two weeks now, almost three. It felt strange to watch Jax set his vending machine snacks aside and pull up a chair, moving to inspect the finer details of her body’s care. He smoothed back a few messy locks of her brown hair,

pulled the blankets up a little higher, spent a lot of time simply looking at her.

Except the body didn’t  feel like her anymore. Or at least, Winter had spent enough time living with the disconnect that she’d grown accustomed to it. There were no guarantees about a happy ending moving forward, not for her. Dark thoughts.

Jax seemed oblivious and glanced over his shoulder and smiled in that way that shared the feeling. “You’re not jealous, are you?”

“Can you be jealous of yourself?” she asked, with a shrug.

“Fair point.”

“Though, she does look awfully serene.” Winter came up next to her body and reached out to touch her own lips. “Beautiful and tragic.”

“Like a cursed Disney princess,” said Jax.

Closer to the truth than I think he even realizes,  she thought.

Winter could only wonder why someone would want to steal her body. She still hadn’t told Jax about that, about the moonlighter she’d witnessed making the attempt at controlling her on her first solo visit to the hospital.

She knew she probably should, but he already had so much on his plate, so much stress on his shoulders. It felt wrong in a deep, intrinsic way to drop such a burden onto him as his mother. Besides, it was looking as though their objective of tracking down her original attackers would probably lead them in the same direction.

“Your skin still feels so warm,” said Jax.

Winter started to nod and then looked at him. He wasn’t touching the body, but he was still holding her ghost hand, embodied in his soul matrix.

“You’re not going to start comparing what it feels like to touch my real body versus me when I’m in your soul matrix, are you?” she asked.

Jax gave a shrug and suddenly pulled her toward where he was sitting. Winter scoffed, but he got his arms around her and sank her down onto his lap. She felt him give her body a quick squeeze as he took an inhale of her scent, breath tickling her neck.

“Ten out of ten,” he whispered. “I’ll do the other half of the comparison once you’re back in your body, k?”

“K.”

He rubbed her leg with one of his strong hands and planted a kiss on the edge of her shoulder, not quite her neck. Such a brat, going so far, but still toeing the line. God, she wished he’d either stay off it or step over it. She hated how much she loved when he expressed himself like this, so full of love and passion in all the wrong and right ways.

Electricity seemed to tickle through her nervous system as he started running his hands up the sides of her body. She waited until his fingers were grazing her breasts before finally clearing her throat, putting her foot down, and enforcing some semblance of parental authority.

“It’s not the time for these games, Jax,” she whispered, standing up.

He let her go physically, but his tone was still right there, pressed against that line. “But there is a time for them, then?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Can I call and schedule in advance?”

“How about you call and leave a message?”

He took a breath and let it out, unperturbed by being brushed off.

“What do you see?”

Winter gave a small shake of her head. “What?”

“When you look at yourself,” he explained. “Your body.”

She shrugged, searching for an honest answer that didn’t sound bitter. “An empty version of me. It’s not like looking in a mirror, if that’s what you’re asking. It doesn’t make me sad, but… well, I guess it does. Just not in an active way. What do you see?”

“An important part of someone I love.” He stood up and hugged an arm around her from the side. “I’m going to put you back inside your body.”

“I know you will.”

“And then,” he whispered, against her neck. “I’m going to bring you home, cook you dinner, and trounce you in monopoly, and…”

“And?” She eyed him, knowing he wanted to say something gross. Why did she still want to hear it? Just to chastise him afterward, as though he was the only one at fault?

A nurse knocked at the door before Jax could go wherever it was he’d been aimed. “Mr. Arsex?”

“Yes?”

“Um…” It was the cute one from before, and she was playing with a strand of her hair. “We do have grief counselors on call here at the hospital. I could walk with you, help you find one, if you thought that might be helpful. You know… to talk to someone.”

Jax’s hand brushed Winter’s, and then he threaded his fingers through hers, holding tight. “Thanks, but I’m good.”

CHAPTER 2

JACKSON – LIVING ARRANGEMENTS

 

Home still felt like home to Jackson, despite all the recent chaos and revelations. He parked his mom’s car, smiling at her as they both climbed out and headed for the front door. Aunt Molly was on the couch in the living room watching TV and immediately jumped up to greet them.

“Hey,” she said, grinning.

“Hey. Anything good on?”

She shook her head. “Not really. I would have tagged along with the two of you if I’d woken up earlier.”

“You would have been welcome company.”

She smiled and nodded and stepped closer. Jackson pulled her into a hug that felt simultaneously natural and dangerous. Molly let out this little sigh, pressing herself into him more fully by the second, affectionate and willing. He slid one of his hands downward, searching for something to grope.

Winter cleared her throat behind him, and Molly pulled back, offering her sister a sheepish shrug. The situation in the household had drastically cooled off in the days since the lust essence had supposedly faded from the house, and Jackson had put effort into learning where the new boundaries were.

Some effort, at least. It was hard to make himself calm down, to stop craving a flavor after getting a delicious taste. He could see the same yearning in the eyes of both Molly and Winter here and there.

Probably, it was some facet of their maturity that let them both secure the gate, lock out his mischief, call off the game.

He still teased them both at nearly every opportunity. He didn’t feel guilty about it, which by some ironic twist of fate made him feel

guilty. Jackson knew it was selfish, childish, even, but he wanted them both.

He wanted to take them, to give in to each and every urge, and then figure things out afterward. They could find a balance once it was all said and done, draw boundaries and restrict themselves and whatever. The door had been opened, and he had to try to go through it.

“Any thoughts on dinner?” asked Winter. She’d made her way over to the coffee table, which now had the combined total of four Scrabble games worth of tiles scattered across it, to spell the question for Molly.

“I’m down to eat just about anything,” said Molly. “I’m starving.”

She let out a yawn and stretched, the motion pulling her tiny t-shirt up far enough to give a flash of navel. Slender and blonde, Molly was once again underdressed in that indoor all day, pajamas and underwear, kind of way.

In truth, she was a lot more willing to joust with Jackson’s teasing than his mother was. They still kissed here and there, still played footsies under the table, still pet each other in interesting ways under the blanket while watching movies late at night. Molly was paranoid, however, justifiably so, about Winter catching them, so the fun never went any further than that.

“We still have sausage,” called Winter, who’d slipped into the kitchen.

“Aunt Molly loves sausage,” said Jackson, grinning.

“Oh, shut up!” She made to push him, and he grabbed her arm and pulled her close. She shot a look toward the door leading to the kitchen as Jackson ran his hands over her boy-shorts-clad butt, fingers teasing at the bottom hem.

“What?” he said, still smiling. “You do.”

“You need to cool your jets,” she whispered.

“I bet you could help me with that.” He slid an exploratory finger up her shorts.

Molly’s head tipped back a little.

“I bet…” She took a breath. “Your mother needs help in the kitchen.”

She patted him on the chest and slipped away. Jackson sighed with the combined voice of every male ancestor he’d ever had and wondered if he should just take a cold shower or look up some porn.

Maybe both, with the order flipped around.

He joined his mother and aunt in the kitchen, supervising more than helping. There were more Scrabble pieces on the corner of the counter along with a few sets of magnetic fridge number tiles, and Molly dutifully followed Winter’s sparse directions as she prepared the meal.

They were sisters, but so different, almost opposites. While Molly still played into his teasing, Winter had pulled back completely. With that said, there was this… tension between Jackson and his mother.

Her phrasing, her tone, even her posture, at times, seemed to contradict the bulwark she’d put up against his advances. Not to mention the way she dressed…

It was as though becoming a ghost had broken some kind of inner barrier Winter had once harbored related to dressing up. Her fashion sense seemed more like how Jackson would have imagined her at age twenty-five, rather than thirty-eight—short skirts, torn jeans, and flirty tops. She always covered up with a jacket or sweater over anything too risqué, but he still read into her outfits, and picked up on the underlying message.

I’m the only one who can see her,  he thought.  And she wants to look good for me. 

Today, she had on a teal summer dress with no bra underneath over black leggings, hair pulled back into her classic ponytail, and a pair of glasses with clear frames. He so badly wanted to pull the

shoulder straps sideways, watch the dress fall to the ground, and peel her leggings off like he was opening a present, just for him. And then—

“Jax?” said Winter. “The oven?”

He blinked. “What about it?”

“Can you preheat it for us, like I just asked?” she said, patiently spelling  preheat and  oven.

Molly laughed and shot him a knowing smile. “He’s got a lot going for him, but he’s still so easily distractable.”

“Can you really blame me, with so many compelling distractions present under this roof?”

He mostly stood in the background as they cooked, the odd man out. Eventually, he retired to the living room to watch TV, only reentering the kitchen as he heard his mother shout that the food was ready.

“Dig in!” said Molly, setting a platter of sausages and buns and French fries down on the kitchen island. Jackson climbed onto a stool, partially ignoring the sigh that came from Winter’s direction.

“You could at least make the effort of bringing your plates over to the dining room table,” she lamented.

Molly had acquired the nuance of pretending to not understand Winter’s Scrabble messages when it suited her. “The table? We are eating at a table, Winter. A counter is basically a table.”

“She does that on purpose,” muttered Winter.

“Totally,” he agreed.

“See!” said Molly. “Jax agrees, too.”

Winter glowered at them both, but Jackson reached over and touched her hand, smiling and willing down her annoyance. He dug into his food, which was surprisingly tasty. Molly had come a long way as a chef under Winter’s supervision.

He suggested a movie after they’d finished, hoping some wine and the closeness of all of them sitting on the couch might shift the mood in a fun direction. Immediately, just from the tone that Molly and Winter agreed with, he knew without needing to be told that nothing would happen.

They watched the movie, occasionally chiming in with questions or comments or jokes. Nothing cool, nothing interesting, nothing dangerous. It was such a normal family moment that Jackson was left questioning everything, his choices, his desires.

What if it all really had simply been the effect of the lust essence?

It was such a pointed question, like holding broken glass in a tightening fist. It left him doubting everything, most of all the inner feelings of his mother and aunt, but also his own choices. He had a certain amount of resistance to the lust essence, Sierra’s natural aura as a succubus, but it wasn’t complete.

Thinking back to those raw, passionate moments when they’d confronted Sierra in the hotel room was enough to remind him of that fact. He thought about Sierra every night, couldn’t keep her off his mind. The way she’d reacted to him. The look in her eyes as they’d both charged toward that first shared, impossibly intense release.

He hated her. He hated that he couldn’t stop thinking about her.

His memory of the encounter instantly drew a reaction out of him whenever he let himself think about it, even in passing. Blood rushing straight to the head, the cock, body rising degrees in temperature.

He stood up, breathing as he ran a hand through his hair. Molly and Winter shot him a look. The movie still had a bit to go, and it was all he could do to gesture absently to the screen as he stepped toward the stairs.

“I think I’m going to head up to my room,” he said. “Feeling a bit stifled.”

“It’s still early to head to bed,” said Winter, spelling the word EARLY on the coffee table for Molly’s sake.

“I guess.” Jackson shrugged. “Still have to finish filling the vial for Ligarious anyway if I’m going to head over to her shop tomorrow like we were planning.”

He flashed a smile, hoping one of them might volunteer to help him out, knowing they wouldn’t. Molly’s eyebrow twitched, and she glanced toward the Scrabble pieces as though hoping Winter might concede permission. Such a small thing to read into, but to him, it felt like victory.

Besides, what had he really been expecting to happen while watching a movie with both of them? They had a dynamic of their own as sisters that all but kept each other in check, regardless of how horny or hopeful he might have been.

An idea came to him that was just a little bit evil as he headed up to his room. He left the door ever so slightly open and put on headphones.

CHAPTER 3

WINTER – LOOK BUT DON’T TOUCH

 

Winter sat on the couch, finishing what was left of the movie with Molly, who’d gone suspiciously quiet. She knew what her sister was thinking. She didn’t need to hear it, and they didn’t need to have that particular conversation… but she knew it was coming anyway.

“He doesn’t quite seem like himself,” said Molly.

Winter sighed. “Maybe not like the version of himself you met recently when this place was brimming with lust essence.”

She quickly spelled  NOT HIS FAULT, LUST ESSENCE, appreciating how her and Molly’s sisterly telepathy let her fill in the relevant gaps.

“To be completely honest about that, Winnie, I’m not feeling a major difference within this house from how it felt before,” said Molly.

“Speaking as someone who recently had a near OD on lust essence and is still dealing with the… effects of it.”

MAYBE THAT’S WHY YOU CAN’T SENSE IT

“Sure,” said Molly with a shrug. “Or maybe you’re just naturally more sensitive to it. My point is that it still must be really hard on Jax, in its own unique but obvious way. We kind of spoiled him with all the teasing and kissing… and touching.”

Winter wrung her fingers together, mouth pulling sideways like she’d just tasted something sour. It was so much more complicated than Molly was making it seem. Of course, it was hard on Jax. It was hard on her, too! The intensity of those memories… the sound of his low, aggressive grunts… his strong hands.

WE HAVE TO STOP

“Of course, we do!” Molly spoke quickly, defensively almost. She swallowed and turned one palm up. “I just mean… he’s basically

been cut off with no warning. It’s got to be hard on him.”

Winter folded her arms and glowered at the Scrabble pieces, wishing she could think of something to spell back that would make her sister understand. She didn’t want to admit that Molly had made a good point… even though she had.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” whispered Molly.

Jax was too young and immature to understand what he was doing when he teased them. He was impulsive in that teenage way, never thinking ahead, incapable of appreciating the consequences of his actions, the consequences of sex.

It was why she still hadn’t admitted to him or to Molly that she’d possessed Sierra in the way she had. Her face heated up at just the thought of it. She wouldn’t have admitted it to  herself  if there’d been a way to forget it, a way around it.

She could still hear his words echoing, the gruff dirty talk, feel the lock her arm had been in as he’d pinned it back behind her, thrusting, thrusting. Faster and faster.

Winter took a breath, annoyed at how vivid the memory still was.

Probably just the lingering echo of the lust essence. She needed to talk to her son. Not about what happened in that hotel room, not about anything, really. Just to hear his voice and be heard in return.

She made her way upstairs, slowing to a stop with a frown outside Jax’s door. Molly was already there, back pressed against the wall at a stealthy angle, peering through a slightly cracked door.

Winter came up next to her with a scowl and flicked her earlobe.

“That you, Winnie?” Molly barely whispered.

Winter flicked her earlobe again, and Molly made room, dropping low so Winter could peer through the cracked door over her head.

Winter silently cursed her sister for assuming she’d want to join her in spying, doubly so because… she did.

Jax had his headphones on, the bulky white ones that covered the entirety of his ears. He was at his desk, clearly watching an

erotic video judging from the action on the screen. One of his arms was reaching under the desk, moving rhythmically. Winter blinked and felt her face flush, knowing he could only be doing one thing.

“Kind of a waste, don’t you think?” whispered Molly. “He really needs to get a new girlfriend, or at least  someone in his life to help him with stuff like this.”

Winter scowled and flicked Molly’s earlobe again, annoyed at how one sided their conversations were whenever they were away from the Scrabble pieces. Jax suddenly slid back in his desk chair, and the two of them scurried to flatten against the wall, holding in their giggles against the tension of spying.

Slowly, they returned to their places. Jax was angled toward his desk now. He wore only a tight A-shirt, so tight that the muscles of his abdomen were visible underneath. His boxers were down, looped around one ankle, and he held his huge, hard cock in one hand, slowly stroking it as he continued to watch his dirty video.

It was so much to see. So much and so wrong. She glanced at Molly and could practically see Jax’s stiff member reflected in her eyes. Winter wanted to flick her earlobe again in annoyance, but was she any better?

Jax let out a low groan and sped up. The video he was watching was just some teasing thing of a woman in a low-cut shirt with no bra flashing the camera. Barely a tease, barely more than what he was probably subjected to accidentally by her and Molly on a daily basis, but apparently it was enough.

“He needs someone,” whispered Molly. “All that energy and nothing to do with it, nowhere to go with it.”

She wasn’t wrong, but Winter couldn’t let her be right. She focused on Jax, watching his arm muscles tensing and bulging as his hand moved faster. There was a vein visible on the side of his bicep, and his cock had a tiny little bead of cum on the tip that made her wonder what he was planning on doing with the mess.

 The vial, she thought, absently.  You held it for him last time.

Winter felt a powerful urge to simply dispense with her reluctance and go help him, go help Jax, her beloved son. She glanced at Molly, who seemed right there on the verge with her.

What the hell would Molly have done if it’d just been her and Jax alone in the house? What would she have done had Molly not been there to bear witness?

It was a stalemate, each of them keeping the other in check. A stalemate openly contradicted by the borderline hungry way in which she and Molly continued to watch Jax in this private, horny, masculine moment. Winter found herself almost wishing he’d look over at them, if only so she could see how he’d react to being caught. See how she and Molly would react to his reaction.

Jax let out a low grunt and reached for something on the other side of his desk. It glinted off the light of his desk lamp as he brought it into view — the vial Ligarious had given him, already three quarters full of his seed. He deftly plucked the cork out and, with some trouble managing the angle, brought it to the tip of his erection.

Winter flicked Molly’s earlobe again, and this time her sister took the full extent of her meaning. The two of them slipped back downstairs, not without a few a glances back down the hall as they listened to Jax’s heavy breathing, Jax’s satisfied groans.

He came downstairs no more than a minute or two later, probably directly after cleaning himself up. Winter tried to act natural in the kitchen alongside Molly as he swept in, coming up to each of them with a smile and a kiss on the cheek.

“Mom,” he said. “Aunt Molly.”

“Jax,” she said.

“Jackson,” said Molly.

He’d thrown shorts on, a pair of battered grey ones that were far too enthusiastic in showing the outline of what lay underneath. The air within the kitchen seemed to swelter, like someone had turned

the oven up to 450, as he rifled through the fridge, grabbing himself a seltzer and cracking the tab.

“I didn’t realize the two of you were staying up,” he said.

“I was… just about to head to bed,” said Molly, blushing for no reason.

“We were talking,” said Winter.

“Ah.” He smiled and took another sip. “Well, I’ll let you finish your conversation then. Probably just going to turn in and pass out now.”

He waited again, as though expecting one of them to volunteer to come upstairs and join him. Winter wondered if perhaps that was fair, after everything that’d happened.

Everything that’s still happening,  she thought.  He knows it’s not over. 

CHAPTER 4

JACKSON – PAYMENT UP FRONT

 

It happened again, for the first time in a while. Sleep paralysis. If anything, Jackson was more aware of the situation, the context, than ever. He was a soultorn, and this wasn’t a mere quirk of waking up wrong, but a facet of his deeper power.

Which was terrifying, in an abject, primal sense. Jackson felt the sensation of his body slipping off him, as though he’d tossed a button up shirt onto a clothes hanger with no friction. He was suddenly looking at his body from the outside, panic fluttering through him as the obvious question bubbled up.

What happens if I can’t get back in? 

The question was like an eclipse, drawing his attention as he desperately tried to avoid looking directly at it. Jackson was reminded of his first few experiences of sleep paralysis as a child, that hopeless terror, senseless urgency. He looked at his body, asleep and oblivious in bed, and felt a sudden wave of vertigo.

The realness of it made him feel vulnerable, naked, exposed.

This wasn’t a mere trick of his sleeping mind — this was reality.

Soulwalking, if he had to guess. He’d left his body, and unless he found a way back in, he’d end up just like his mother. He felt guilty for feeling so much fear at that, perhaps in comparison to how resolute she’d always been about her situation.

“No…” he muttered. “No!”

“Jax?”

He gasped, sucking in a breath, a  real breath, with his real lungs. He was back in bed, back in his body. His sheets were soaked in sweat, but the sensation was as grounding as it was uncomfortable.

“Are you all right?” Winter poked her head into his room, phasing partway through the door. “I thought I heard something?”

“Just a bad dream.” He exhaled, wanting to close his eyes but not quite letting himself. “I’ll be downstairs in a minute.”





***



The morning was uneventful. Molly claimed to have been up late and was half asleep on the couch while Jackson made breakfast under Winter’s supervision. He fed himself and Molly and then decided on a plan for the day.

“I’m going to see Ligarious,” he said. “I have a vial to hand off to her, and there’s a chance she may have new info for us.”

“Seems reasonable,” said Winter.

“I’ll hang out here,” said Molly, with a yawn. “Not looking to unburn that bridge just yet.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Winter.

Jackson nodded, pulling her into his soul matrix and touching her hand. “I’d appreciate that. I felt a little out of my depth the last time I was in her shop.”

He threw on clothes, grabbed the vial, and said goodbye to Molly on his way out the door. It felt a little odd climbing into his mom’s car with her in the passenger seat and him driving, but it was hard to separate the incongruity out from the general tension that constantly hovered between them as of late.

“Seatbelt?” asked Winter.

“I was in the middle of putting it on,” he said.

“Just a reminder.”

He set the vial down in one of the cupholders and pulled out of the driveway. Winter wore a loose tank top and sweatpants, but it

wasn’t as though she had anyone to dress up for, other than him. He still felt his eyes lingering on her as he glanced out the passenger-side window, noticing the way her shirt clung to the curves of her chest.

“Jax?” she said, smiling.

“Yeah.”

He set off. It wasn’t a long drive, and there was plenty of street parking outside of  Arcane Antiques.  Jackson took a second to scan the area before approaching the doorway, feeling increasingly cautious about his position within the supernatural world.

“Her wards are far heavier than they were the last time I stopped by,” said Winter. “Three or maybe even four times stronger.”

“Does that mean anything?” asked Jackson.

“I’m… not sure.” Winter pursed her lips and glanced over one shoulder. “Don’t agree to anything she asks for without hearing my take on it first.”

“I thought you trusted Ligarious?”

“I do, but she is always going to have her own interests in mind.”

Jackson nodded, sensing it was the truth. He swept inside the shop, steeling himself for a much more guarded encounter, only to find Ligarious nowhere in sight.

Her daughter, Dani, was manning the shop’s counter. Jackson caught her eyes and felt a familiar flutter, that intangible sense of intrigue, compatibility, even. She had dark brown hair, long and straight and glossy, and gorgeous emerald eyes. Her outfit consisted of a loose-weave tan sweater and tight jeans along with a pair of thin silver hoop earrings.

“Jackson,” she said. “Good to see you again.”

“Oh my God,” muttered Winter. “Is that Danica? She’s grown so much! It couldn’t have been that long since I last stopped by Liggie’s… but I suppose it must have been.”

“Good to see you too, Dani,” said Jackson. “Is your mother around?”

“She’s upstairs,” said Dani. “I sometimes watch the shop in the morning so she can work on a project or sleep in. I can probably help you with whatever you need, though.”

Jackson opened his mouth to reply, hesitating as he saw a ghost step into view behind the attractive teenager. Ronnie, Ligarious’s deceased husband, had made it very clear to Jackson that his protectiveness as a father hadn’t evaporated on death. Jackson heard Winter let out an annoyed breath and felt the situation grow even more complicated.

Ronnie was one of Molly’s boyfriends, or at least a former flame, he thought.  Meaning my mom probably knows him. 

“Ronnie,” said Winter, curtly.

“Uh… Winter,” said Ronnie. “You’re looking… well.”

“I’m looking  dead, but I didn’t come here to make small talk,”

snapped Winter.

“Um… Jackson?” said Dani.

Jackson coughed, realizing he’d just been standing there, staring. “Sorry. I drift off sometimes. Can you go get your mom for me?”

“Well… no, not really,” said Dani. “She gets mad at me when I wake her up or interrupt her when she’s working on a new spell or enchantment. I guess you could wait around, if you wanted, I mean.

Or I could try to help you!”

She smiled with a level of earnestness that caught Jackson off guard. He nodded slowly, aware of Ronnie mean-mugging him in the background.

“I have a few questions for her, and I also came to drop this off.”

He pulled the vial out of his pocket and held it between two fingers.

“I’ll take that!” said Dani, reaching out to accept it. She smiled broadly and held the vial of semen up to the light. “Potion ingredient, I’m assuming?”

“Yeah.” He smiled, only barely suppressing laughter. “Potion ingredient.”

She blinked, her eyes widening as she realized what it was. The vial slipped from her fingers and started to fall. A new hand snatched it from the air before it could hit the ground.

“Careful!” cried Ligarious. “Dani, how many times do I have to tell you to come get me if an important customer shows up?”

“I was going to,” said Dani. “I just… thought it might be nice if I could, you know, help him first.”

Ligarious sighed and tutted, though the core of her attention shifted between Jackson and the vial. She was an older woman with a prominent, perfectly circular scar around one eye and streaks of grey through her dark hair.

Jackson watched in muted shock as Ligarious extracted the cork from the vial, dipped a fingertip in, and tasted it. Dani clamped a hand over her mouth, slowly pulling it downward to reveal deep red cheeks.

“Nice to see you again, Ligarious,” said Jackson, as casually as he could.

“You don’t eat much pineapple, do you?” Ligarious dipped another finger into the vial, this time bringing it to her mouth to swirl against the inside of one cheek.

“Mother!” cried Dani.

“Not as of late,” said Jackson.

“You should,” said Ligarious. “They’re in season.”

“She distracts easily,” whispered Winter.

“She does,” agreed Ronnie.

“I’m here on business.” Jackson took a seat in an ornate chair to one side of the counter and laced his fingers together. “I managed to find and confront Sierra, but it didn’t get me any closer to helping my mother. She’s working for someone, and it seems as though her master is the one I need to find.”

“And you want my help finding this mysterious master,” said Ligarious.

Jackson held his hands out as though it was a self-evident fact.

“You’re going to have to do me another favor,” said Ligarious.

“I brought you a filled vial.”

“That was payment for the help I gave you previously,” said Ligarious. “I have something else in mind this time around. My daughter, Danica, has a friend who has recently gone missing.”

“My friend Alex,” said Dani. “Nobody seems to know what happened.”

“You want my help with looking for her?” Jackson furrowed his brow.

“…Yes.” Ligarious gave him a sad smile, and the obvious clicked into place.

She wants me to confirm whether a ghost of this friend is lingering around. 

“I’ll do what I can,” said Jackson.

“It’s probably best if I go with him,” said Dani. “We can stop by Alex’s place of work first.”

Jackson nodded slowly, a bit reluctant for multiple reasons.

Ronnie was glaring at him, teeth slightly bared in a manner that instantly reminded him of the older man’s previous threats concerning his daughter.

There was also the practical concern of how hard it would be for Jackson to break the bad news to Dani personally if he did end up

discovering her friend’s ghost. Ligarious was pensively rubbing the edge of her mouth and eventually nodded.

“Yes, I think that would be for the best,” she said. “I can handle the shop. Danica, bring Jackson with you and milk him for all the help he’s worth.”

She waggled the vial as she emphasized the word  milk. Ronnie’s glare swung her way, but Ligarious was oblivious to it, lacking the ability to see ghosts.

CHAPTER 5

WINTER – CHAPERONE

 

“I just need to grab my phone,” said Dani. “I’ll be right down!”

She grinned at Jax and hurried through the door in the back of the shop. Winter met her son’s eyes as he shot her a glance that she couldn’t quite decipher. There was no time to ask for his thoughts, however, as Ronnie stepped forward and into Jax’s face.

“I thought I told you to stay away from my daughter,” snarled the tall, muscular ghost. Ronnie, despite being entirely ethereal, still had the robustness to seemingly pose a physical threat.

“In case you didn’t notice, your wife set this up,” muttered Jax.

“Hmm?” said Ligarious. “Did you say something?”

Jax shook his head and waved a hand.

“Here’s what you’re going to do,” snarled Ronnie, right into Jax’s ear. “You’re going to apologize and say that something came up and you can’t help out after all. You understand me?”

“Ready!” Dani emerged from the door, smiling and looking surprisingly happy, given the circumstances and her missing friend.

Winter eyed Ronnie, who was actively baring his teeth, as Jax walked out of the shop alongside Dani.

“Don’t you ignore me!” screamed Ronnie. “Get back here, you little bastard!”

Jax held his hands up. Ronnie made to follow, his ethereal body already wisping at the edges as he left the area surrounding his point of nexus. Winter took a step, putting herself in between the furious specter and her son.

“Calm down,” she said, holding her hands up.

“Don’t tell me what to do, Winnie!” snarled Ronnie. “You have no more right to do that as a ghost than you did as a person. Jackson, you get back here! I will haunt you for the rest of time if you touch a single hair on her head.”

“Stop shouting and be reasonable,” said Winter. “He’s not going to—”

Ronnie attempted to shove her aside, still bleeding essence just like she had before mastering the ability travel further out from her point of nexus. Winter caught his shove and, losing her temper, yanked sideways. She slapped him hard across the face, the impact dropping the larger ghost to the ground as though she’d domed him with a hammer.

“Get ahold of yourself, Ronald!” snapped Winter. She crouched down, glaring at him as he groaned and rolled onto his side. “Jax can see you and hear you. If you’re so concerned about your daughter, how about you talk to him man to man rather than screaming threats that you would never be able to follow through with?”

“You… don’t know what I’m capable of,” muttered Ronnie.

“But I know what my son is capable of.” Winter prodded Ronnie in the forehead with a finger hard enough to make him blink. “Trust me, you don’t want him as an enemy. And your daughter clearly wants him as a friend.”

She turned and marched off after Jax and Dani. Jax was opening the front passenger door for her like a proper gentleman.

Dani gave him a shy smile and climbed inside. Winter thought she seemed nice and sincere in that way that made it hard to imagine her hurting him in the way that someone like Sierra could have.

“Is this your car?” asked Dani.

“No,” said Jax with a laugh. “It’s my mom’s.”

He smiled and glanced at Winter, who’d settled into the backseat. She gave a quick shake of her head and moved her hand back and forth across the neck in a  cut it out motion. The last thing

he needed to do on what amounted to a first date with a sweet young woman was admit that the ghost of his mother was hovering in the background.

“Oh,” said Dani. “Well, it’s nice. I have my license, but I don’t drive much, really.”

“Right,” said Jax. “So where are we going?”

“We should probably stop by where Alex works first,” said Dani.

“See if anyone there knows anything. It’s  Bigby’s Pizzacade. ”

“The game place for kids?” asked Jax. Dani nodded, and with a shrug, he started the car. He turned the radio on and turned the music up as he pulled onto the street.

“You should turn the music down a little bit,” suggested Winter.

“Dani seems nice. You should get to know her better.”

Jax shot an indecipherable glance over his shoulder, but he obliged her request. In truth, Winter thought Dani seemed more than just nice. She was the perfect combination of pretty and polite, exactly the kind of influence her son needed.

“What can you tell me about this friend of yours?” asked Jax.

Winter sighed and tried to catch his gaze in the reflection of the rearview mirror, but he was focused on the road.

“Alex is funny, sweet, smart… fearless.” Dani gave a small shrug. “We’re childhood friends. We’ve known each other for so long and have always had each other’s backs.”

“I mean more in the sense of whether they’re a part of the Covenant,” said Jax. “The situation is going to have a much higher ceiling for danger if so.”

“I’m… not actually sure.”

“This is like a close friend of yours, right?” said Jax. “How can you not be sure?”

Winter let out a low chuckle but left Jax to flounder. He was all but announcing how new he still was to the supernatural world with the question, but she supposed that wasn’t really a bad thing. If anything, it would only serve to endear Dani to him, sweet as she was.

“Um… that just isn’t how things really work,” said Dani.

“What do you mean?” asked Jax.

“It’s not like I could just ask her,” said Dani. “The Governing Council tends to get involved in cases where moonlighters start speaking too freely. I thought Alex might be a part of the Covenant based off a few comments here and there. But I never brought it up or felt the need to confirm it.”

Winter heard Jax make a slightly rude noise and take the next turn with more speed than necessary.

“Don’t be rude,” Winter whispered, leaning forward against the driver’s seat. “She’s upset. You should comfort her. Keep her calm.”

Jax pretended to itch his shoulder and made a shooing motion with his hand. “So, there’s a very real possibility that we could be up against a supernatural threat.”

“I mean, I guess,” muttered Dani. “I don’t know.”

Bigby’s Pizzacade was on the next street, a warehouse style building with a cartoonish sign and a massive parking lot. Jax waited for Dani to climb out of the car before leading the way inside through the front entrance.

The interior smelled of stale pizza and was filled with an abundance of screaming children. Winter tried to step out of the way of two boys engaged in a game of chase only to have the one in front dodge at the last second, both of them barreling through her ethereal form.

A thought came to her as she regained her balance and saw Jax and Dani had taken a step closer together. She slid closer to Jax, smiling and whispering into his ear.

“Is this Alex person we’re looking for a guy or a girl?”

“It makes zero difference in finding him, her, or them,” muttered Jax.

“What?” said Dani.

Jax smiled and gestured. “We should ask one of the employees if they’ve seen anything.”

“Right.” Dani smiled and started glancing around. “Good thinking.”

They found another teenager around their age in an employee uniform loitering by the side of the counter where game tokens were exchanged for prizes. His eyes were bloodshot, and the nametag on his chest read “CHOI” with a smiley face drawn into the O.

“Hello,” said Dani, brightly. “Do you know Alex?”

Choi blinked, face furrowing in confusion. “…What?”

“Alex, one of your fellow employees,” said Jax. “Have you seen them?”

“Alex…” Choi’s eyes seemed to glaze over momentarily. “You check for a motorcycle in the parking lot?”

“I didn’t think to look,” said Dani.

“Employee’s lounge doing some yoga, maybe?” guessed Choi.

“Wouldn’t be the first time. You check the bathroom?”

Jax eyed the room and gestured back and forth as he noticed that the men’s and women’s facilities were on opposite walls. Choi waved a hand dismissively.

“The employee’s bathroom is in back, right next to the employee’s lounge,” said Choi.

Winter followed behind Jax and Dani as they checked each spot and found no sign of the mysterious Alex. They doubled back to Choi.

“Are you sure there’s nothing else you can tell us?” asked Dani.

“Can you at least say when you last saw Alex?”

“Last week.” Choi shrugged. “Maybe this week. Today? No, not today. I don’t know.”

“That’s incredibly helpful,” said Jax, dryly.

Choi nodded and ambled off to avoid work elsewhere. Dani let out a fluttering sigh and folded her arms.

“This is frustrating,” she muttered.

“We’ll figure it out,” said Jax. “Let’s try asking someone else.”

Dani nodded and strode off toward another employee, Jax following a step or two behind. Winter drew near enough to Jax to whisper into his ear again.

“You should play one of the arcade games with her,” said Winter.

“Cheer her up. You can suggest waiting around for Alex and maybe even grab some pizza while you’re at it.”

“I’m dubious of both the quality of this establishment’s pizza and your intentions,” muttered Jax. “It sounds a little like you want me to turn this into a date.”

Winter shrugged and did her best to keep her smile in check.

“There are worse people you could take on a date.”

Dani began talking to an older woman, and Jax hung back, giving her space. Winter spotted a loose game token underneath a nearby machine and slowly worked it out with her frustratingly weak ghost fingers. As Dani walked by Jax, lamenting the lack of new information, Winter quickly lifted the token and flicked it into the younger woman’s hair.

Dani grabbed it and pulled it down in front of her face, glancing back at Jax, the assumption that he’d tossed it into her dark locks clear in her expression. She smiled, surprised but not displeased.

Jax narrowed his eyes in Winter’s direction, but only for a flash of a second.

“I suppose this is a sign I should take a break,” said Dani. “I guess I could play one of the claw games. I’ve always liked those.”

“By all means,” said Jax.

Winter lingered near them as Dani chose one of the machines and inserted the token. She immediately phased through the glass and began fidgeting the prizes around as Dani began maneuvering the claw. Winter made sure that, as the metal tongs closed, a red plushie heart was centered underneath it.

“I got one!” said Dani, pulling the heart up.

With some help,  thought Winter. She supported the heart from underneath with both of her ghostly hands to keep it from slipping loose.

Dani pulled it loose from the prize slot, grinning as she presented it to Jax. “I never win at these games. Today must be my lucky day!”

“Yeah, seems like it,” said Jax, unenthused.

“Do you mind if I put this out in your car?” asked Dani.

“My mom’s car,” he corrected, eyes narrowed toward Winter. “It’s fine.”

The forced smile faded from Jax’s face as soon as Dani was out of view.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he snapped at Winter.

“Helping, obviously.” She shrugged without guilt. “She seems really sweet, Jax. I think she’s perfect for you.”

“I have zero interest in Dani,” he said. “Negative interest, now that you’ve started meddling.”

“Oh please. We both know that’s a lie. She’s objectively pretty.”

“I’m objectively annoyed with you!” shouted Jax. “Quit manipulating from behind the scenes and act like an actual person instead of trying to set yourself up for grandchildren.”

The words struck Winter like a slap in the face. She knew Jax hadn’t meant them to hurt her, but hurt her they did.

“An actual person.” She blinked, staring at Jax, feeling like he could see right through her, which he of sort of could. “I’m aware that I’m… a ghost, Jax. Much, much more aware of that fact than you are.”

“You know what I meant!” said Jax. “It’s not about you being a ghost. That’s not the issue here. You did this with Sierra, too. Butting into my sex life like it’s your job, or something.”

Winter felt her heart skip a beat and nearly gasped. She forced herself to calm down. Jax still had no idea it’d been her in Sierra’s body, as far as she knew.

“I… was right about Sierra,” she said.

“Getting yourself killed is not my definition of being…”

Jax trailed off as Dani rounded the corner, blinking and looking confused. From her perspective, it must have seemed like Jax was talking to thin air. Talking to himself.

“Is… everything all right?” asked Dani.

“Fine!” he snapped. “Come on. Let’s keep looking.”

CHAPTER 6

JACKSON – A LITTLE BIT OF HELP

 

Jackson harbored a kernel of hope that Dani would be so put off by his outburst or his insane mutterings that she would demand to be taken home. Luck did not prevail, and as he walked her out to the car, she cleared her throat and offered him a conciliatory smile.

“I guess we should check Alex’s house, too,” she said.

“If you’re up for it.”

“I am.” Dani looked him square in the eyes. “Are you?”

He sighed and gave a reluctant nod. “I’m here to help.”

And to secure Ligarious’s help in chasing down Sierra’s master. 

He glanced back at his mother, who was following a few steps behind them. It annoyed him to no end that she seemed more interested in matchmaking than fulfilling a task that might lead to them tracking down her attacker. It annoyed him but was so prototypically her.

Aside from a few words explaining where they were going, Dani didn’t say anything in the car, which suited Jax just fine. He drove them to Alex’s house, which was on the edge of town in a fairly upscale suburb.

“I don’t see her motorcycle outside,” said Dani.

Jackson sighed and resisted the urge to glare at Winter in the backseat, whom he suspected was smiling at the revelation that Alex was indeed a girl.

“Well, we can still try knocking,” he said. “See if anyone is home.”

“That’s what I did a day or two after I first couldn’t get ahold of her,” said Dani.

“She might have found her way back in the time since. You never know.”

Dani didn’t say anything, but she climbed out of the car. Jackson followed behind, past the property’s open gate, past a uniform line of hedges, up to the front steps. Dani pressed the doorbell and then made to knock, but the door swung freely upon the first contact of her hand.

“Um…” Dani frowned and leaned forward. “Hello?”

She shot a glance back at Jackson, who made a sweeping, onward gesture with his hand and arm.

“Let’s see what’s going on here,” he said.

He felt the brush of his mother’s touch on his shoulder.

“Be careful,” whispered Winter. “If this girl is a moonlighter, this could get dangerous.”

He gave a tiny nod and stepped into the house alongside Dani.

The lights were off, the house was silent, and the air felt strangely stale. He walked into the living room, pausing to stare at a ridiculous monkey figurine poised in the middle of clapping two cymbal halves together.

Dani let out a scream. Jackson whirled in time to see a large shape flying through the air at her, claws scything toward her face.

His reaction was a second slower than it should have been, but he was fast enough to make up for it, blurring into a punch that knocked the monster away and sideways into a wall.

Jackson hadn’t simply been lounging around in the time since discovering his power. He’d developed the habit of always drawing in small amounts of spirit essence to enhance his speed and strength.

Spirit essence wasn’t evenly distributed everywhere, but each time he passed a cemetery, a mortuary, a hospital, he’d breathe in a draw, stockpiling fuel for later.

A morbid power, but a convenient one. 

He could see now that Dani’s attacker was a massive, monstrous bat, with a wingspan easily on par with a large eagle. The punch he’d landed on it should have stunned it, if not broken its wings outright. The fact that it was already airborne again and seemingly preparing for another pass was discouraging.

“Spider bat!” Winter’s voice had a harrowing quality to it, fear outsized in the moment. “Grab Dani and run!”

Jackson glanced her way, then toward Dani, then at the bat, which was now flying in a circle around her. He rushed forward, burning some of his spirit essence to enhance his speed. The bat suddenly contorted as it positioned itself over Dani’s head, transforming into a massive, furry spider.

Dani screamed as the grotesque monster fell upon her head and hair. She stumbled, falling as she grabbed at it. The spider crawled downward, over her face, legs positioning to wrap around her head in a manner that promised a horrific outcome.

Jackson seized it and yanked hard, stripping it from Dani’s face in a manner that left a small scratch across one of her cheeks. The spider wriggled and tried to stab his hand with a pair of fanglike protrusions. He flung it sideways, grimacing at the chalky sensation its fur left against his fingers.

The spider morphed again, becoming a bat and flapping off into the darkness of another room. Jackson hurried over to Dani and helped her up.

“What do we do?” she whispered. “Do you think it can lead us to Alex?”

“Run!” cried Winter. “Get out of there! Spider bats are much, much  more dangerous than they seem.”

Jackson thought the spider bat looked fairly dangerous to begin with, which made the warning that much more unnerving, especially coming from his mother. He moved to position himself between Dani and the doorway it had disappeared through.

“If she was here, she isn’t now!” he said.

“We don’t know that for sure.” Dani made to move past him. “I need to know more about what’s—”

A thin hiss came from the darkness, paired with a blast of ropey spider silk. It connected with Dani’s wrist, not just sticking, but wrapping to encircle her arm. Jackson tried to pull her back a second too late. She screamed as she fell forward onto her hip, the silk actively dragging her back toward the doorway.

He had to jump forward to grab her before she was pulled out of reach. His hand clutched her ankle, but an impossible amount of tension and strength pulled from the other end. Dani screamed, a most unwilling participant in a game of tug-of-war.

“Jax!” Winter had grabbed a thin steak knife from somewhere, though she could barely move it with her strength as a ghost. She managed to lift it and bring it down on the silk. A tiny tear opened up, which instantly became a fault point. The spider silk broke into pieces with a sound like a snapping rubber band.

The flap of wings gave Jackson an instant of warning before the monster swooped back in, embodied as a bat. He was ready for it this time. In one fluid motion, he caught one of its wings, opened a nearby window, and flung it outside.

Not so different from how I’d deal with a normal bat,  he thought.

The monster flew back toward the window, sweeping its claws down across it and leaving grooves in the glass. It seemed to think better of smashing through as Jackson squared up across from it on the other side, and after a few more flaps of its wings, it took off.

“We have to follow it!” cried Dani.

“It isn’t safe!” Jackson grabbed her arm as she made to rush by him… with more force than he’d intended.

Dani slipped off her feet in her attempt to pull free and fell hard.

She touched her forearm as Jackson let go, where a couple of bruises matching the press of his fingertips were already visible.

“Sorry,” he said. “Are you all right?”

Dani nodded, but she took a step a back from him, still rubbing her arm. “I’m… all right. Um, I think I should get back to my mother.”

“Let’s wait a minute to make sure the spider bat is gone.”

Dani was watching him. Not the window the monster had departed through or the door. Him. He smiled at her, and she looked away. He glanced down at his hand and took a couple of steps back.

“Maybe give her some space,” said Winter. “She’s a little shaken up.”

A little shaken up… by me. 

CHAPTER 7

WINTER – THE PAST AND THE PRESENT

 

Winter’s hands were still shaking. She wasn’t sure if it was from old anger or old fear, but it needed to stop, regardless. Her neck felt like it was on fire in that one spot, but she didn’t let herself give in to the urge to rub at nothing. She needed to pull it together.

He isn’t ready to hear it all yet,  she thought.  Not now. Not today. 

Jax and Dani sat in the front of her car, neither of them saying much across the drive back to  Arcane Antiques. Despite all her efforts, she sensed that Jax had come across a touch too brusquely, pushy, almost, during the fight.

She blamed herself. Really, she should have spent less time trying to influence his date and more time explaining to him the implications of what he was. Every moonlighter went through growing pains in figuring out their power, be it standard arcane casting, shapeshifting, or more niche abilities.

He was powerful, and all it took was a second of carelessness to accidentally turn that power in the wrong direction. Winter looked at Dani in the front passenger seat. She was still stroking the bruises on her arm, and every time the car hit a bump or an unexpected noise played over the radio, she stiffened, still primed for danger.

Jax parked on the street outside the shop, and the three of them headed inside. Ligarious was finishing up with a customer, a man with glasses who was clearly not a part of the Covenant, just earnest about antiques.

“How did it go?” she asked brightly, as her customer left. “Any sign of Alex? Danica, dear, what is it?”

“We… were surprised,” muttered Dani.

“Attacked by a shapeshifting spider,” provided Jax.

“A spider bat?” Ligarious frowned and glanced toward the windows. “We’re dealing with a vampire, then. Explains quite a bit, to be sure.”

“A vampire?” Jax furrowed his brow and glanced at Winter.

She didn’t meet his gaze. It felt like such a deep admission of guilt, and it was, though he seemed to interpret it as mere uncertainty. Glancing up at Ligarious, Winter braced herself for what her old friend might reveal. She had a heart, a sense of nuance, and a daughter. She had to have at least some sympathy… right?

“Spider bats are generally one of the favored familiars of vampires,” explained Ligarious. “Most mages and sorceresses who opt into segmenting their power into a familiar go with cats, or turtles, or sometimes horses. Anything with a decade-plus lifespan.

Vampires, with their bag of undead tricks, aren’t quite so limited in choices. Not to mention the matching aesthetic.”

“You’re saying… a vampire attacked Alex?” asked Dani.

“Not quite,” said Ligarious. “Vampires are still people. Most often, they exist outside of the Covenant, but there are some who either submit to the rule of the Governing Council or at least work out mutually beneficial arrangements to avoid ending up on their hit list.”

“I think the fact that they sent a monster to attack us would suggest that this one is a bit of a rogue quantity,” said Jax.

“Not necessarily.” Ligarious rubbed the edge of her mouth.

“Were you trespassing at the time?”

“The door was open when we got there,” said Dani worriedly.

“Besides, it was Alex’s house. She’s my friend. The fact that she’s been taken by them seems like evidence enough that this vampire is evil.”

Winter couldn’t help but empathize with Ligarious, who gave her daughter and Jax a patient smile as she held up a hand.

“We live in a small town,” said Ligarious. “I suspect I already know who this vampire is. Niara.”

Winter was a little surprised that she didn’t recognize the name, but also relieved. She watched Jax and Dani exchange a glance before looking back toward Ligarious.

“What do you know about her?” asked Dani. “Did she kidnap Alex?”

“I can’t say for certain,” said Ligarious. “What I do know I think would be more of interest to you, Jackson. Niara, in the past, has taken work from the same mysterious benefactor that Sierra serves.”

Now how would Ligarious know a thing like that?  wondered Winter.

“You’re saying… she might be able to lead me to the moonlighter who attacked my mother?” asked Jax.

“That moonlighter may even be Niara herself,” said Ligarious.

“Unlikely,” Winter told Jax. “Don’t agree to anything just yet.

Vampires are dangerous, and she seems awfully eager to secure your—”

“If she’s involved with the disappearance of Dani’s friend and the attack on my mother, I’ll do whatever I can to help take her down,”

said Jax.

Winter groaned and massaged her thumbs into her forehead.





***



“That was rash,” she told Jax, during the car ride home.

“I don’t think it was.” Jax’s tone held more irritation in it than she’d been expecting. “Ligarious is helping me; I’m helping her and Dani. It sounds like we have an enemy in common here, anyway.”

“According to her.”

“You’re the one who sent me to her in the first place!” he said.

“You can’t have it both ways with your micromanaging. I’m allowed to

make choices for myself.”

“Micromanaging?” said Winter. “That’s not even close to fair. I’m just trying to help you along. It’s not as though you make the wisest decisions when left to your own devices. You’re impulsive, Jax.”

“Would you stop?” he shouted, speeding up to make the next turn through a dwindling yellow light.

Winter didn’t press her point, which left far too much room for her anger to smolder. It wasn’t the fact that Jax didn’t understand his position within the world of the supernatural that annoyed her. That was expected, new as he still was.

His unjustified confidence, his refusal to accept her help, his way of being led around by his  thing when up against succubi and vampires… damn right she was mad at him. He was going to get himself killed, or worse.

Don’t go there,  she told herself.  He isn’t Case. You still have time. 

“You should call Dani and apologize to her for what you did to her arm,” said Winter. She knew he’d chafe at the suggestion, but Danica was more perfect for him than he even realized. So sweet, so earnest, and a moonlighter, on top of it. She’d be able to help serve as a calming influence along with being an outlet for some of his…

baser urges.

“Stop,” he said, gruffly. “Just… stop.”

He climbed out of the car first when they got home, not waiting for her before heading inside. She was more annoyed by the slight than hurt. Part of her wanted to just pull back, watch him make his own mistakes, wait for him to  need her again. But… the stakes were too high for that, and she knew it.

Molly was sprawled across the couch in a loose t-shirt and sweatpants, playing Jax’s Xbox on the main TV, a couple of Chinese food cartons arrayed across the table in front of her. She grunted a greeting to Jax as he came in.

“How did it go?” asked Molly.

“Ligarious was helpful,” said Jax. “Sort of. She thinks we might have a lead on a vampire that could be working with Sierra.”

“A… vampire.” Molly glanced around, clearly trying to deduce where Winter was standing. “What did Winter have to say about that?”

“Ask her,” snapped Jax.

Molly paused the game and held up her hands in mock surrender. “All right, jeez. Thoughts, Winnie?”

Winter scowled and angrily spelled out a couple words with the Scrabble pieces.  NIARA. NEVER HEARD OF HER. 

“Neither have I,” said Molly. “Still… doesn’t it seem a little conspicuous?”

She raised an eyebrow and glanced from where she clearly assumed Winter was standing to Jax, who seemed oblivious to her interest.

MIND YOUR OWN BUSINESS,  spelled Winter.

“Fine!” said Molly, in a huff. “I thought this was my business, given that I’m family and I’m here to help.”

HELP WITH DINNER THEN

Molly shot Jax a quizzical look and shrugged. “Um… sure, I suppose.”

They went into the kitchen together, and Winter began spelling out the ingredient list for a simple dinner of porkchops and broccoli.

Molly silently followed along, perhaps better at weathering the tension given how oblivious she was to Winter’s presence.

“You should talk to him,” she finally said.

WE TALK, spelled Winter.

“You know what I mean,” said Molly. “It’s… probably better if he hears about it from you rather than someone else.”

 IT IS MY DECISION

Molly set one of pans down heavily on the stove. “I’m aware of that, Winter. God, Jax has a point. It’s frustrating when you try to control everything as though this is all a play and you’re the only one who knows her lines.”

SCREW YOU

“Screw you, right back!” said Molly. “You’re a ghost, Winnie. The world isn’t going to hang around in stasis while you’re waiting to get your body back.”

Molly turned and started to storm off. Winter honestly thought she was going to. She stopped at the edge of the door leading to the living room, walked back over to the pan with broccoli on it which was already on simmer, and continued cooking dinner under Winter’s guidance.

CHAPTER 8

JACKSON – FED UP

 

He endured dinner, rather than enjoying it. The tone, if not the words of Molly and his mother’s argument had filtered through from within the kitchen. Everyone was tense as they sat around the dining room table. The fact that they were sitting there was an annoying choice in itself, and Jackson had to wonder if it was deliberate on Winter’s part.

She has to control everything, even where we sit. 

In truth, his mother didn’t look like a domineering mastermind as she watched him and Molly digging into their plates. She simply looked tired, disappointed, and distant, as though her mind was somewhere else, somewhere bad.

“I’m heading to bed early,” she announced, as the meal drew to a close. “Remember to lock the doors and turn the lights out.”

Jackson didn’t say anything as she made her way upstairs. He stood up, clearing his and Molly’s dirty plates.

“She gets weirdly introspective when she’s in a mood,” said Molly. “It doesn’t mesh well with the way she bottles up her emotions.”

“I’ve noticed that,” he said. “Not everything is about her, though.

Sometimes I wish she’d just…”

“Shut up?” suggested Molly. “Stop meddling? Trust me, I’ve experienced it just as much as you have over the years.”

She smiled, and Jackson found that he was smiling back. “Well, I suppose it’s a little reassuring to know that I’m not alone in that.”

“What did she do to spark all this friction between the two of you, anyway?”

“Tried to set me on the path of romancing Ligarious’s daughter.”

A flicker of surprise showed on Molly’s face, but only for an instant. “Not a match made in heaven, I take it?”

“I mean, she’s fine, it’s just…” His thoughts flickered back to the hotel room, to Sierra’s naked, twitching body, sexy succubus horns jutting out from her pink hair. “Not what I want right now.”

“Things are weird right now,” said Molly.

“Very true.” He sat down on the couch next to her as he came back into the living room. “For all of us. My mom has been a little…

high strung since the night we came to rescue you.”

“Well, it was quite the scene to walk in on. Add to that your slightly gonzo method of taking down Sierra and you have to imagine she might still be working through what happened.”

“We all are. That’s what I’m saying.”

Molly blinked and then nodded slowly. She seemed to think about his words, the fingers of one hand shifting to twiddle with a loose strand of thread dangling from the bottom hem of her t-shirt.

“I still think about that night,” she admitted. “A lot.”

“I think we all do,” he said, a little too quickly.

The silence that followed his assertion stretched out for entirely too long. Molly let out a sigh and smiled again, a light blush coming to her cheeks.

“I’m… a little embarrassed by how I was when you found me,”

she said.

“She’s a succubus,” said Jackson. “You were under her spell.”

How many times had he repeated those same words to himself, inserted them like a shield in between those intensely sexual memories and the current moment? Had it ever helped or changed anything about what he’d  felt at the time?

“God,” whispered Molly. “I wasn’t at all like myself. She made me feel like it was the first time I was ever alone with a boy I liked. Or a

girl I liked, for that matter.”

“Yeah,” said Jackson. “When I was with her… it reminded me of the first time I ever had really good sex. Except maybe better?”

“I can’t stop thinking about her,” muttered Molly. “Sierra. A fucking succubus who I knew for all of a day. I can’t stop thinking about her, and I hate it, and I feel like I’m going insane.”

“Molly.” Jackson covered one of her hands with one of his. “You aren’t going insane. The emotions aren’t real. It’s the influence of her aura, lingering lust essence. Magic. You have to let it go.”

Who are you really talking to right now? 

He couldn’t admit it to Molly, but his own emotions were just as volatile. Worse still was the way he was thinking about Sierra, the roller coaster of his attraction to her, made him doubt himself, doubt everything. What did it mean to be happy with someone? Was there really such a thing as chemistry, or romantic connection, or was it all just chaotic alchemy, wide open for tampering?

“Is there… anything you could do with your power?” asked Molly.

“Remember when we first investigated Sierra’s apartment and you used that unspell, or whatever, to clear the lust essence?”

“Dispel,” he corrected. “I suppose I could try it.”

“You don’t sound overly optimistic.”

He shrugged. “I don’t know if it would work. I can’t promise anything.”

“…Do you need me to do anything?” asked Molly. “Get into place or something?”

He really didn’t. All he needed was the smallest bit of contact and a few seconds of concentration.

“Yeah, that’d be helpful,” he said. “Get comfortable. Stretch out on the couch and let yourself relax.”

Molly nodded and shifted into place, fidgeting to pull her t-shirt down as it rose up to flash her navel. Jackson glanced once at the stairs, gaze lingering for a couple of calculating seconds. He was fairly paranoid about being caught by his mother, which annoyed him.

It was easy to imagine her chastising him, chastising them both, turning basic experimentation with his power into a much bigger deal than it was. He was so sick of her trying to control everything, every aspect of his life, helicopter parenting while hypocritically indulging in the same mistakes.

“Jax?” said Molly. “Are you ready?”

“I was about to ask you that.” He grinned and saw Molly’s smile flicker back. “I’m going to have to put my hands on you for this part.”

“Feel free. Within reason, of course.”

“Of course.” He touched Molly’s bare arms and leaned over her.

“This might tingle slightly.”

“In a good way?”

He ran his hand down the side of her forearm, watching Molly shiver before he’d even done anything. “In an interesting way.”

Using dispel reminded Jackson of cleaning, in its various forms.

Sweeping up dirt or carefully vacuuming a carpet, or even just putting a room in disarray back into order. It was about sensing what was off, lingering essence and spell effects, and returning a target to its original state.

The problem was that, as far as he could tell, Molly wasn’t under the effect of any of that. There was no lingering lust essence sticking to her, no active spell effect left over from Sierra’s erotic meddling.

Her bill of health was clean, her mind was her own, and that was both a relief and unfortunate.

“Sorry,” he said, with a sigh. “I can’t do anything.”

“…What do you mean?”

“Molly.” Jackson shook his head and smiled sadly. “You’re not under a spell.”

“…Oh.” She looked down at her body, her boobs, really, blinking fast. “That’s good. But that also… really sucks. Are you sure?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I still have some of Sierra’s lust essence absorbed, so it’s fairly easy for me to recognize its presence, or lack thereof.”

“So there’s nothing you can do?”

An idea came to him as he turned his own words over. “I think the problem is just the intensity of the experience of being with Sierra while she was using her lust essence on full blast. It’s enough to trigger emotions, burn in memories, cross wires in the brain, basically.”

“I think that’s absolutely true,” whispered Molly.

“But, like I said, I have some of her essence.” He held up a hand as though palming a fireball or similar spell. “Maybe if I used some, just a small amount, I could at least get us both moving toward the realization that it’s the magic, not the woman. The lust essence is what made those moments intense, not Sierra.”

“…That makes sense.”

Does it? Or do we just both want it to? 

Jackson let out a dark chuckle and wiggled his fingers, feeling like he had as a child a couple of times when he’d played with literal fire. Standing over a pile of cardboard and twigs doused in gasoline, match in hand. What would his mother say about this?

The question steeled his resolve rather than shaking it. Besides, Molly was counting on him. This was no different from trying his dispel. He knew he could do it — whether it would work or not was the question.

“Come a little bit closer,” he said.

Molly sat up on the couch and he slid in next to her, still holding one hand palm up. With as much control as he could muster, he gave it a try. He didn’t so much cast a spell as let the lust essence out in the equivalent of a magical exhale, creating a thickening aura of lust essence that felt fantastic to be within. He grinned at Molly like a fool and watched her smile back, biting her lower lip.

“Wow,” she said, with a tense chuckle. “You have some interesting tricks up your sleeve.”

“Yeah, I do.” He let his leg rub against hers, the sensation fascinating and electric. “You’re the first person I’ve tried this one on, Aunt Molly.”

She rubbed her leg against his in a matching motion. “First time?

Oh, Jax. Well, thank you for picking me to be part of this…

experiment.”

His cock was rapidly hardening. Every syllable out of her mouth might as well have been her moaning in his ear, and that way in which she said his name.

Oh, Jax. 

“Think you can handle some more?” he asked, touching her leg with grabby fingers. “Or are you ready to tap out?”

“I can handle  whatever you throw at me,” Molly said, voice husky.

“Oh yeah?” He smirked and let out another haze of lust essence.

“How’s this?”

He’d intended to tease her, but the unfocused lust essence was a double-edged sword. He watched Molly’s eyes bulge, mouth lolling open, lower lip curling at a weird angle, and knew his own face looked just as horny. Just as  needy.  His hand was no longer on her thigh. She’d bucked her hips, pressing her crotch into his palm.

“Jax…” She gestured as though wanting him to come closer so she could tell him a secret, cheeks flushed, hips still rolling up to grind herself against his hand.

He leaned in slightly, and then a lot more, and then abruptly fell onto her like a magnet snapping toward its polar pair. He kissed Molly and felt her hungrily kissing and sucking back. They pawed at each other’s clothing like there was no time, nothing but time, nothing but sex.

He pulled her shirt up over her head, blonde locks falling downward in a golden cascade as they escaped the neck hole.

Jackson groaned as he took in the sight of her nude breasts, milk pale and mid-sized and begging to be sucked and squeezed.

Molly was undressing him too, first his shirt and then his shorts.

It felt like she was fighting against him to undress him. So much was going on all at once that even the order of things felt like a distraction. Molly touched his cock through his boxers as she finally got his shorts out of the way. There was already a wet spot on the fabric where the tip of his erection strained against its confines.

She started pulling his underwear. Jackson pushed her back on the couch. He grabbed her sweatpants and yanked down hard. Her panties went with them. Molly let out a tiny gasp and kicked a leg out, briefly setting it along the back of the couch before pulling it in again, wriggling like she just couldn’t sit still.

“Aunt Molly,” he growled.

He kicked his boxers off and pressed himself down on her, between her thighs. Into her. He was as surprised as she was, finding the angle by accident on that first thrust. No accident on the second, oh no, or the third.

“Jax!” cried Molly.

She was tight, but so wet.  Aunt Molly was wet, and he didn’t care whether it was the lust essence, or the situation, or her own obvious, smoldering attraction to him. Was this a dream? He pumped into her again. Molly bucked and urged him on, breathless, begging for it. This… was not a dream.

Enough teasing. Let her have it. 

He pumped into her harder. Molly pressed her teeth into his shoulder, stifling her own dirty, pleasured squeals. Her legs wrapped around him, pulling him in on each forward motion, urging him to fuck her harder, fuck her deeper.

“How’s this?” he growled. “Is this what you needed, Aunt Molly?”

“Yes!” she cried out. She bit his shoulder again, apparently aware of how loud her voice was. “Jax! Yes, yes, yes!”

He kissed her passionately and then squeezed her tits together, still thrusting. Her body was rocking on the couch like a boat on rough waters, back and forth, the couch doing an admirable job of cushioning their energy.

A twitch ran through Molly’s entire body. Her eyes landed on his for an instant, and she gasped, her face flushing even brighter red.

She tossed her head back, spasming, pulling him close, pushing him away. Jackson never stopped thrusting. He fucked her harder, leaning in close to make tiny, deep, masculine noises of effort against her ear as an orgasm rippled through every inch of her.

He didn’t know how much of it was the lust essence. He didn’t want to know how much of it was the fact that she was his aunt. He wondered if the fact that she looked so much like Sierra was a factor, and then he heard her voice, hot against his ear.

“Be quick,” she breathed. “We… can’t get caught.”

His mother could come downstairs at any second. Why was that such a turn on? Why did that have him pumping into Molly faster and faster, greedy and urgent. He gripped the arm of the couch and really let her have it, accelerating slapping noises as his body pressed hard into hers.

“Molly!”

She didn’t warn him to pull out. She pulled him in tighter with her legs and he hugged her back fiercely, grunted as he came inside her.

The sensation was so intense, pleasure so raw, that he felt himself

getting hard even as his release passed its midpoint. He had to do this again, do  her  again.

And he knew that he would. But, as with so many things post-orgasm, that fact flipped around, revealed the inconvenient dark side he tiptoed past, drunk on passion. It would always be dirty and sneaky and illicit with Molly. His mother could never know.

“Jax?” Winter’s voice came from upstairs as though on queue.

“Are you and Molly still up? I thought I heard something.”

“The TV!” cried Molly, already diving forward to collect her clothing.

They both dressed in record time, and they both were still sweaty and slightly disheveled as Winter made her way downstairs and took in the scene. They’d turned the TV on, at least, though Jackson had no idea what it was they were supposed to be watching.

“I’m surprised you’re both still up,” said Winter. There was no suspicion in her voice, but the door for it was clearly open.

“I was on my way up to my room, actually,” said Jackson.

“Goodnight, Aunt Molly. Goodnight, Mom.”

He smiled and pulled Winter into both his soul matrix and a hug on his way by. She smirked, letting herself be drawn into the embrace, and gave a polite sniff.

“You should take a shower in the morning,” she whispered. “You smell a bit ripe.”

“Long day,” he said.

A long day, and it wasn’t over. Jackson could feel an odd, unexpected sensation as he made his way upstairs. From the moment he’d first let Sierra’s lust essence trickle out, he began feeling a far-off, tugging sensation. Like his inner compass was being drawn toward north.

Not toward north,  he thought.  Toward her. 

CHAPTER 9

WINTER – BELOVED BRAT

 

She knew something was up. Molly was acting weird, and it wasn’t as though some of the noise hadn’t filtered up to Winter’s room earlier, though she’d done her best to ignore it. Something was definitely up, but she didn’t know how to go about demanding answers.

“Sorry,” whispered Molly. “I should probably get to sleep.”

Winter’s mouth tightened into a strict line. She wanted to demand Molly explain what, exactly, she was sorry for. She simultaneously felt bad for her sister, guilt stricken as she obviously was. Everything that’d happened since Jax brought his succubus girlfriend home for dinner had become an increasingly tangled knot.

Could she really rake Molly over the coals for getting pulled in?

IT’S LATE,  Winter spelled on the coffee table.  GO TO BED. 

“I will. Thanks, Winnie.”

Winter went upstairs, phasing through the door to her room. She sighed as she stretched out on her mattress, wishing she could pull the blankets over her or hug a pillow with embodied arms.

She could sleep. She’d done it before as a ghost. It wasn’t really necessary, but it was an option. She gave it a try, lying in bed, closing her eyes, letting the minutes pass by until she was sure she’d been trying for at least an hour. Or what felt like an hour.

She needed to talk to Jax. Not just about what may have happened between him and Molly, though that was of course still on her mind. She needed to smooth things over with him, work through their recent tension until they had their closeness back.

Winter slipped back out into the hallway, pausing as she approached Jax’s door. She thought about knocking, but it’d been a

while since she’d seen him asleep, unguarded in that boyish, innocent way. She knew it was a breach of his privacy but chose to phase through his door without announcing her presence.

His bed was empty. She folded her arms, frowning and glaring at his unsettled, unoccupied sheets. Distantly, she heard the sound of the front door closing and realized she’d only missed him by a minute, by a handful of seconds, probably.

Her first impulse was to immediately charge after him, but she bit it back. She had no idea where he was going or why, and confronting him without that information would be fighting a losing battle.

Molly was with him tonight, she thought.  Ask her. 

Winter hurried downstairs and over to the couch. Molly was snoring lightly, knees pulled up inside her baggy t-shirt. Winter reached down and flicked her nose with a ghostly finger. Molly stirred but didn’t wake up.

“Come on, Molly!” hissed Winter. “I don’t have time for this.”

She tried several different methods to stir her sister awake. She tried, rather ineffectually, to steal her pillow out from underneath her.

She tried tickling her feet. She tried lifting a Scrabble piece to drop into Molly’s mouth, and that one finally paid off.

“Ew,” groaned Molly. “What the heck? Why is there a… Winter?

JAX SNUCK OUT,  spelled Winter.

“Seriously?”

LET’S FOLLOW HIM

Molly yawned and made as though to fall back asleep. “Do we have to?”

Winter showered her with a small hailstorm of Scrabble pieces as Molly attempted to get comfortable again.

“Okay, okay,” groaned Molly. “But I’m taking my car. I’m not running around in the cold and in the dark looking for him. Not

happening.”

It was a small miracle that Jax was still in view on the far edge of the street by the time they’d both taken seats in Molly’s car. Molly followed him from a distance, driving far slower than the speed limit to stay out of his peripheral vision. There weren’t many other cars on the street, which was a small convenience.

The question of how Winter would communicate with Molly while the car was in motion was an interesting one. Winter thought she might have an answer. She started playing with the radio, to the best of her ghostly ability, turning it on with a hard slam of her incorporeal finger and then twisting the dial.

Molly glanced in her general direction as she slowed for a stop sign. “If you want music, I can just play something with my phone, Winnie. I don’t think you’re going to find much over the airwaves unless you…”

She trailed off, wincing at an overloud burst of static. Winter turned the volume down, but only a little. She took a breath, and then phased her hand through the car’s center console, into the space where the speaker wires connected to the buttons controlling them.

“I read something about this in  Theory of Soul Mechanics,” said Winter. “Ghosts can sometimes force their voices to be heard through certain avenues. Beats using Scrabble pieces, assuming I can get it working.”

Molly’s face went completely pale, eyes so wide that the reflections of the upcoming streetlights were clearly visible. “…

Winter? Was… was that… uh… you?”

“Yup.” Winter grinned. “You can hear me! This is huge. We’re getting a speaker for the living room as soon as… Molly?”

Molly turned her blinker on and pulled over into a street parking spot, shaking her head as the car drew to a stop. Winter looked at her in disbelief, gesturing wildly at Jax, who was about to disappear around the next corner.

“We’re going to lose him, Molly!” she said. “We have to keep…

uh… going.”

“Winnie!” Molly’s shoulders and voice shook with wild sobs.

“Win…nie! I, I, I…”

“Hey,” said Winter, still amplifying her voice through the radio.

“It’s all right.”

“It’s not all right!” cried Molly. “You’re a ghost! I mean… I knew that already, but experiencing this, hearing you talk through static.

It’s like realizing all over again that you aren’t here, and as hard as this is for me it must be so much harder for you, and, and… you’re inside my car!”

Molly lurched forward, awkwardly hugging her center console.

Winter let out an awkward cough which she was happy to hear also got amplified through the radio.

“I’m in the passenger seat.”

“Well…” Molly touched her face, trying to extricate the tears but only managing to smear them around. “Technically that is inside my car.”

“I’ve missed talking to you like this.” Winter grinned and blinked and blinked some more. “Oh, Molly. Now I’m going to cry.”

“Can ghosts even do that?” Molly laughed and then suddenly grew serious again. “Winter. I… hate to ruin the moment, but I really, really have to tell you something.”

“What?”

Molly glanced down at her lap, neck muscles working as she swallowed some resolve. “It’s something that’s going to make you hate me.”

“…I’m listening.”

“Well, see…” Molly took a breath and proceeded to let out a flood of words. “I asked Jax for some help with some of the lingering emotions kicking around in my heart from Sierra, and he had an idea

about what might work, but it didn’t, so I asked him to try something with the lust essence he’d absorbed and… well,  something happened.”

“Something happened?”

“…Something.” Molly covered her mouth, meeting Winter’s gaze, but only barely. “It happened, Winnie. The lust essence put us both in a state, and neither of us meant for it to go that way, but we just kind of… started… and then finished.”

“Ah.”

Winter felt an appropriate amount of cold fury as she digested Molly’s words, but ninety percent, if not more, was directed at Jax.

She still let Molly dangle for a few seconds, but her mind was already turning over the situation from the agency of her increasingly rebellious son.

Jax had done it to make a point, done it to get back at her. He perceived her advice and guidance as her trying to control him, and fucking his aunt was the ultimate way of shouting back that she couldn’t tell him what to do. He was a willful stallion, trying to buck her loose before he’d been properly broken in.

Well, I don’t give up that easily. I don’t shock that easily. 

“Winter,” whispered Molly. “Please. Say something. Yell at me.

Tell me I’m scum.”

“I don’t care,” said Winter.

“What?” Molly was bewildered, which was fair. “Are you, um…

sure?”

“Look…” Winter took a breath and organized her thoughts. “Of course I care, but I’m not going to explode over it. I’m not going to push you away, and I’m not going to push Jax away. That’s not what he or you or any of us need right now. Besides, this is so prototypically him being a bratty teenager, acting out, fighting for the reins.”

She left it at that, but there was more which she couldn’t say out loud. Her memories of the night she’d possessed Sierra were still so intense, creeping into her dreams, into other, more inconvenient moments that left her craving her vibrator at strange times.

How could she rake Molly over the coals for making the same mistake she had?

“There was a significant amount of lust essence involved,”

muttered Molly. “And it does take two to tango. You can’t put all of the blame on him.”

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that.”

“You… have a sinister smile on your face right now, don’t you?”

“Again,” said Winter. “You don’t have to worry about that.”

Molly pulled back onto the street. Winter was fairly certain they’d never be able to find Jax again, but they spotted him immediately as they rounded the next corner. He was, shockingly, waiting in line to enter the town’s only strip club,  The Pink String Parlor. 

“No fucking way,” muttered Winter. “It’s like he’s swinging for a grand slam of bad decisions tonight.”

“He’s certainly energetic to be in the mood after, well… earlier.”

Molly sped up a bit as they passed the club to keep the car from being recognized. “Definitely a little odd, though.”

“There’s got to be more going on here. Let’s go figure this out.”

CHAPTER 10

JACKSON – THE PINK STRING PARLOR

 

He was less than surprised when the compass of Sierra’s lust essence led him to the local strip club. She’d never talked about having a job but had never lacked for money. He waited in line behind three other men who, judging from the bouncer’s reaction to them, were regulars.

It was late, past midnight, and as much as Jackson wanted to stop caring about his mother’s rules, he knew there was a fairly decent chance she’d noticed he’d snuck out. He was annoyed by that phrasing, even though he was the one who’d chosen it. He was nineteen. He shouldn’t have needed her permission to go out at night.

It’s not that simple and you know it,  he thought.  She’s justified in worrying about you when succubi and vampires are involved. 

The bouncer slapped a red bracelet on his wrist and warned him that if he tried to buy alcohol underage, he’d be thrown out. Jackson nodded and headed inside, nose twitching at the stale air, rife with the scent of cigarettes and spilled beer.

It was dark and music was blaring. He scanned the room for Sierra, but only a few strippers were on the floor, mostly giving lap dances or chatting up men at the bar. It was hard to make out any of their faces, and the link the lust essence had created between him and Sierra still felt like the more direct way to track her down.

As far as he could tell, she was backstage. He made his way over to the raised runway with a central stripper pole that he assumed was the main show area. Just as he was getting comfortable, a voice boomed over the speakers.

“Our next dancer is a fan favorite!” called the announcer.

“Heavily requested and often heavily tipped, may I present the

infamous and beautiful  Nevada Pink!” 

Jackson recognized Sierra instantly as she walked out, as much through the lust essence as by her posture and bearing. She had on a pink wig and an insubstantial black microkini and strode about with the confidence of a queen in her court.

She was a good dancer, too, but he already knew that. With the music blaring, under the flattering effect of the lights and heavy makeup, she looked every bit the succubus he’d met and almost lost his free will to that night in the hotel.

It was hard not to wonder if he’d stumbled into a massive blunder by walking into the joint. Memories of the intense, passionate sex came back in a rush of color and smell, taste and sensation. Men were pushing past each other to lean onto the stage and stuff bills into Sierra’s cleavage as she blew them kisses, which somehow made him want her even more.

He had an erection of the painful, attention-stealing variety, an erection that competed for blood that his brain probably needed. He ran a hand through his hair, wondering if it was worth taking a shot at the bar anyway.

Either he’d score a drink to calm him down, or he’d be thrown out. Neither option seemed all that bad in comparison to enduring what amounted to a siren song from Sierra.

After several arduous minutes of watching her jiggle and strip on stage, Nevada Pink’s performance came to an end. Jackson took a couple of minutes to calm himself down, though he remained acutely aware of the direction the lust essence was pointing him in.

He stood up, still aroused, and went looking for her with that budding, sex-soon urgency, as though they’d prearranged the encounter ahead of time. Following the path of his inner compass, he passed through a door leading to an alley in the back of the strip club… and there she was.

She’d taken the wig off and thrown a robe on and was currently smoking a cigarette. It was far from a complete transformation from the woman he’d just seen on stage, but it was enough to remind him of  Sierra.

Sierra, the oversharing drunk girl who’d thrown up and soiled her pants in the back of his mom’s car after tacos and tequila.

Sierra, his fascinating female friend who, as it turned out, he’d never really known that well to begin with.

Sierra, a study on extremes, polar opposites bundled together into a moonlighter serving a mysterious master who’d attacked and almost killed his mother.

“Jackson!” She made to snuff the cigarette out but stopped herself as though making a point of not caring about what he might think. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

She was leaning against a clean spot on the bricks of one of the building walls composing the alleyway. Jackson took the spot next to her, ignoring the dirt and graffiti. She took a drag of her cigarette, waiting for him to say something. He gestured to the cig and took it from her, taking a small drag of his own.

“Since when do you smoke?” she asked.

He didn’t answer her.

“I thought we were… supposed to be enemies now,” she said.

“We were friends before we were enemies.” He took another drag of the cig, unsure why he was even smoking it. “Plus, it’s not as though I have rough but passionate sex with the majority of my enemies.”

She gave him an odd look, as though she was dissecting what he’d just said and not liking the result. “I don’t remember that.”

“You blacked out from the pleasure?”

“Not from the pleasure, but basically, yeah.” She shrugged and looked embarrassed. “I remember kissing you. I remember the beginning, maybe a minute past when you started fucking me. Then it all goes blank.”

“Blank as in…?”

“As in I have a weird gap in my memories at a super inconvenient time. What the fuck did you do to me anyway? I’d scream rape, but I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t what I’d intended, being a succubus and all.”

He thought she’d been kidding or exaggerating at first. When he realized she was serious, his first impulse was to deny doing anything, but he hesitated, wondering if it suited his purposes to leave her guessing.

A gap in her memory? She was lucid. Active. Fucking me back. 

“I’m not here to rehash what happened in that hotel room,” he said. “Tell me about your master. What are they after?”

“I can’t talk to you about that.”

He leaned in closer to her, letting his breath tickle her ear. “You sure?”

Seeing her with the wig off, cigarette in hand, had grounded him, reminded him of why he’d never felt a strong attraction to Sierra outside of when she was really pouring on the lust essence. The inverse, however, was a different matter. He suspected she still burned for him, and he wasn’t above exploiting it.

“Jackson.” She smiled, quirking her mouth sideways. “I  really can’t talk to you about that. Especially you.”

“Why not?”

“If I answered that, it would ruin everything. Look, I’m sorry about what happened to your adopted mother, but maybe you should just… let it go. Forget about revenge. Live your life and let things play out.”

“You know me. I’m a meddler at heart.”

She shot him a halfhearted glare and stepped in front of him, poking him in the chest. “You’re awfully brave to confront a succubus alone, you know. If I wanted to, I could—”

Jackson grabbed her by the hip, spun sideways, and pressed her against the wall, slamming his palm into the brick hard enough to crack a section of mortar along the edge. He wasn’t an idiot. He’d drawn plenty of spirit essence on the way in and practically had his dispel on a hair trigger in case she tried anything with her lust aura.

“Let’s not pollute our friendship with pointless threats,” he whispered. “I doubt it would end well for either of us. If you can’t tell me anything or help me, I’ll go.”

“That simple?” Sierra blinked and jutted her chin out. “I was half hoping you’d punish me for bad behavior.”

“I bet you were.” He took a step back. It’d been worth coming out, even if he hadn’t learned anything. At the very least, he was now confident that he could handle Sierra as long as he kept a clear head.

“Wait,” said Sierra, as Jackson turned to walk away. “I suppose I could try to set up a meeting between you and my master. She does want to speak to you. That was the message she had for me to deliver last time around.”

“She wants a meeting with me? Why?”

Sierra shrugged. “You’d have to ask her that yourself.”

It sounded like a trap, high risk, high reward, but clearly weighted in the direction of the former.

“I’ll think about it,” he said.

“Call me.”

“I’ll think about it.”

CHAPTER 11

WINTER – PARENTING

 

Winter was exhausted when she woke up the next morning, which was especially odd given her ghostly nature. It wasn’t a physical exhaustion, at least not in the standard sense, but more of a mental fatigue born from rehearsing within her head exactly how she planned on confronting Jax.

She knew if she played every card she held and called him out on both his sneaking out the previous night and the events before that, it would be too much all at once. She didn’t want to confront him about what’d happened between him and Molly. It was too much for her to handle, acknowledge, hold him accountable for, at least without feeling like a hypocrite.

So, as Jax finally woke up late in the afternoon and made his way downstairs, Winter folded her arms and focused on a single wrongdoing to call him out on. Jax pulled her into his soul matrix with a small touch on the shoulder, but the smile faded from his face as he saw her expression.

“Um… Morning, Mom.”

“Where were you last night?” she asked, already knowing the answer. Setting the trap.

“Strip club.” Jax flashed a grin that he must have known would infuriate her. “Fun stuff.”

“A strip club?” Winter took a breath, which didn’t help much.

“Why? What, exactly, would possess you to run off to a strip club in the middle of the night?”

“Beats going in the middle of the day. As for what possessed me, I live with two extremely beautiful women. Sometimes, I just need to go somewhere to blow off some steam.”

She tilted her head sideways, smiling with barely held in check mom-fury. He went to a strip club, and he was flaunting the fact like he was  proud of it, and, most infuriatingly of all, she couldn’t confront him about his motivation. He’d already “blown off steam” with Molly earlier last night, according to her. Why the hell had he’d gone out after that?

She and Molly had known they would have stood out too much to actually follow him inside the strip club when they’d trailed him the previous night. They’d waited with the plan to confront him upon his exit, but Jax had apparently chosen not to leave the establishment through that same door. They’d arrived back after he’d already gotten home, in fact, meaning Winter and Molly were operating off even less sleep than he was.

“You’re helping with chores today,” she snapped. “The house is a mess.”

“What?” Jax sighed and sank down into one of the stools next to the kitchen counter. “Why am I getting punished just because you’re uncomfortable with the idea of me going to a strip club?”

“It’s not a punishment,” lied Winter. “Your aunt is going to be helping out, too.”

“Are you expecting me to tell her that?”

Winter smiled. “No need. Do you still have that old, broken Bluetooth speaker?”

She took her foot off her anger for a few minutes as Jax brought down the speaker, setting it on the living room’s coffee table with an obvious furrow in his brow. Winter had him turn it on and then poked one of her ghostly fingers through the vestigial auxiliary cable port.

“Molly,” she said. “You’re helping with chores today.”

Jackson and Molly both winced and covered their ears at the sudden burst of volume.

“Sorry,” whispered Winter. “Anyway, today is a cleaning day.”

“Whatever, Winnie,” grumbled Molly, still sleepy.

“When did you figure this trick out?” asked Jax.

“Last night.” She didn’t elaborate on the where or how and shot Molly a look through sisterly telepathy.

Jax cooked breakfast, basic bagel breakfast sandwiches with bacon and fried eggs. The house really had fallen into a state of relative disarray, and Winter treated Jax and Molly like employees as they set out to restore the abode to order.

“We’ll start down here,” she said, still amplifying her voice through the Bluetooth speaker. “I trust the two of you can handle picking up the garbage to begin with?”

“I can’t speak for Aunt Molly, but I’m capable of it,” said Jax.

“You brat!” said Molly, with a grin. “Just because I’m messy doesn’t mean I don’t know how to clean.”

“Show me, then,” he said.

She rolled her eyes and slowly bent forward to pick up a candy wrapper that had ended up on the floor somehow. Her shirt billowed downward, flashing her cleavage and bra, as she dropped down to her knees in front of Jax. There was a horrible moment of tension that Winter endured rather than acknowledged.

“See?” said Molly, still on her knees.

“That only shows that you know how to clean,” said Jax. “Not if you’re any good at it.”

“It’s kind of funny to hear a teenager talking such big game about cleaning,” said Molly. “Sure you can back it up?”

“Oh, I think you’ll find out soon.”

“Let’s… try to keep things moving,” said Winter, with a cough.

She ordered Molly to work on the living room and sent Jax into the kitchen to start on the dishes. They still chatted, flirted, with each

other, despite being in separate rooms. Jax would make a joke or call something, and Molly would respond with a subtext-loaded barb.

It was never anything that stepped too far over the line, which left Winter stewing in her annoyance, unable to call them out. She paced back into the kitchen and felt a rush of sensation as Jax touched her arm and pulled her into his soul matrix.

“Just finished putting a full load into the dishwasher,” he said, letting his fingers slide down to hold her hand. “Need anything else?”

“Um…” She shook her head, thrown off by the sudden intensity of his gaze. “The floors. Vacuuming and mopping.”

“Consider it done.” He kissed her on the cheek, the spot where his lips touched seeming to emanate heat through the rest of her body.

Why is it so darn hard to stay mad at him? 

“We’re on floor duty, Aunt Molly,” called Jackson. “Would you prefer to vacuum or mop?”

“I’ll mop,” said Molly. “I don’t mind getting wet.”

“Oh, I know.”

They shared a lingering glance that made the room feel hot even from where Winter was standing. She cleared her throat over the Bluetooth speaker.

“Let’s keep moving. The more focused we stay on cleaning, the sooner we’ll be done.”

They behaved themselves for a while, doing a serviceable job of vacuuming and mopping. Jax took a break to empty the vacuum’s dust trap, heading into the kitchen to dump it into the trash. Molly smiled wickedly and  accidentally ran the mop over his foot as he was headed back.

“Hey!” he said, with exaggerated dismay. “Watch where you’re mopping, woman!”

“Don’t  woman me, you little brat.” Molly dabbed his foot again with the mop.

“I’ll woman you for however long it takes for you to apologize!”

He wrapped her in his arms, play wrestling as Molly squealed in mock horror. Jax whispered something in that gruff, pre-bedroom tone that Winter knew all too well. She reached her breaking point.

“Jax!” she snapped. “Upstairs, now!”

Jax was literally groping one of Molly’s breasts and only slowly pulled his hand down. He looked sheepish, scratching the back of his head and dropping his gaze, though he was clearly still smiling.

He followed Winter upstairs. She gestured to his room, to the laundry scattered across the floor, on his dresser, seemingly everywhere but his hamper. He brushed by her, touching the side of her butt with the back of his hand, as though she needed any more evidence that he was drowning in his own horniness.

“Do you want me to grab Aunt Molly’s clothes while I’m at it?” he asked. His tone was so hopeful, and she hated it for some reason.

“No,” she said. “I doubt Molly has much that she needs washed.

But I have a few things. In my room.”

Two can play at this game,  she thought.  You want to be a horndog, Jax? Fine! 

In truth, Winter had only a few things that needed washing, and they didn’t really  need to be washed. Her wardrobe as a ghost was entirely conjured, but that wasn’t the point. Jax needed to know that she was in charge. He needed to be more honest with her, about his actions, about his urges. He needed to  focus, and if that meant starting with focusing on her so she could lead his attention in a safer direction, so be it.

She changed her clothing as she entered her bedroom, putting on the tiny maroon robe that never stayed closed with an insubstantial set of lace underwear underneath that she hadn’t worn

since Case had still been alive. The robe had captivated Jax the last time she’d worn it.

He came into her room a minute or two later, eyes bulging in their sockets briefly as he took in the sight of her. “You… changed.”

“I figured I’d get comfortable since we’re going to be cleaning all day,” said Winter.

“Molly and I will be cleaning all day, you mean.”

“Under my supervision. Close the door.”

He closed the door, looking uncertain, looking at her. She sat down on her bed, crossing her legs, letting the silence linger in a way that set the mood.  Suggested the mood.

“I have a few things in my hamper that are overdue for washing.”

She pointed toward the corner of her room.

“Is that it?”

Winter swallowed, feeling his confidence like a strong wind. “My sheets, and comforter, and pillowcases.”

“Consider it done.” He pulled her clothes hamper over toward the closed door and then turned toward the bed. Winter stood up as he walked in to start stripping it down. He paused after pulling the comforter off, before lifting the corner of one of the fitted bedsheets.

“Are you just going to sleep on a naked mattress if everything isn’t dry by later tonight?”

“It’s just a single load.” She shrugged, feeling her robe slip open a significant inch. “Won’t take that long. Not that it matters, given that I’m a ghost.”

“Oh. Right.” Jax stepped a little closer. “Just so you know, there’s already a load in the wash, Mom.”

“Then put this stuff in once it’s done.”

They stared at each other, engaged in a game of chicken that Winter knew Jax would win if she let it go on for long enough. He

touched her hip and started to draw her closer. She touched his chest, stopping him with the last of her willpower.

“Goddammit!” came a shout, from Molly downstairs.

“You should… go see if your aunt needs any help,” she managed.

Jax furrowed his brow. “Are you sure?”

She really wasn’t. “Yeah.”

Jax nodded and stepped back, still eyeing her up like a lion on the hunt. Winter took a minute to breathe and play with the hem of her robe before following him downstairs. She tried not to imagine what might have happened if the two of them had been alone in the house, if wine and a bad decision or two had been thrown into the mix.

It took her a few minutes to compose herself, time which Jax and Molly had apparently taken full advantage of. Winter came into the kitchen to find the floor covered in mop water and suds. Molly’s t-shirt was soaked through, the outline of her breasts so clear against the wet fabric that Winter could make out the pink of her nipples. Jax was behind her, kissing her neck, Molly’s eyes fluttering, a willing sexual captive.

“Jackson!” snapped Winter. “What, exactly, do you think you’re doing to your aunt?”

“She threw a wet towel at me,” he said, not quite letting go of her. “I was just… getting back at her.”

“It was all him, Winnie.” Molly smiled, still moving her hips in a manner that clearly suggested that she was rubbing her butt into Jax’s crotch. “He was… ah!”

She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Jax whispered something in her ear that Winter couldn’t hear. Winter reached her breaking point.

“Enough!” she shouted. “Just… enough already. Molly, why don’t you go for a walk or something?”

Molly finally pulled away from Jax, blushing furiously. “That’s…

probably a good idea. Sorry, Winnie, I just…”

“I know.” Winter was well aware of how Jax could be, on top of how hard it was sometimes to stop him from being how he could be.

Molly headed straight out after changing her clothes. Winter put her hands on her hips, all but staring her son down as they listened to the front door closing behind Molly.

“Well,” said Jax. “I suppose I should get back to cleaning.”

“I suppose you should,” replied Winter.

She kept her eyes on him, but even though he looked away first, it didn’t feel like she’d won.

CHAPTER 12

JACKSON – LAZY AFTERNOON

 

The mood within the house was tense with just him and his mother home, and he knew his actions were the source of most of it.

The last thing Jackson wanted was for things to get weird… well, weirder than they already were.

Winter had completely misinterpreted the scene with him and Aunt Molly in the kitchen, but so had Molly, for that matter. He’d wanted to talk to her about the previous night, about the fact that they’d had sex, what it meant, and especially whether Molly had told Winter.

They’re sisters, he thought.  There’s no way she hasn’t. 

He sighed and got back to mopping up the extra water on the kitchen floor from the bucket Molly had knocked over. His pride wouldn’t let him simply go up to his mom’s room and apologize, but in his heart, he knew it was what he needed to do.

He finished cleaning and headed down into the basement for a workout, seeking not only to burn off extra energy but to find some clarity. They didn’t have a serious home gym setup, just a collection of free weights and a pull up bar. Jackson had never really felt like he needed more than that to challenge himself, until now.

He burned a thimble’s worth of stored spirit essence, priming his strength and making every inch of his body buzz with borrowed power. He started with some one arm pushups and moved on to one armed pullups. He did a couple on just two fingertips, a few more on just one. It was beyond easy, effortless, simple movement.

He did a handstand. He experimented with a bunch of silly flips that he’d only before witnessed on YouTube and Tiktok. He landed on his head, the impact barely even registering against his reinforced skin and bones.

His first impulse was to run upstairs and grab his mom to bear witness, but then he remembered the mood she was in and all the tension that would be waiting for him. He felt a little ridiculous, as though he were a little boy and wanted to show off for her, but the feeling wouldn’t go away.

Jackson did eventually head up to the kitchen. Winter was wiping down one of the counters, putting an amount of effort into the small task that seemed like the inverse of the ease with which he’d been performing incredible physical feats downstairs.

She glanced up at him, eyes not stern as he’d been expecting, but patient, forgiving, even. Seeing her look at him like that after what had admittedly been a rocky few days made it impossible for him to do anything but love her.

“Can I help?” he asked.

She smiled and nodded. “Of course, you can help. If you want to, I mean. I don’t want you to feel guilted into it.”

“I want to help,” he said. He reached over and took the dish towel from her, his finger brushing against hers for a distinct instant that he used to pull her into his soul matrix. “Is Aunt Molly still on her walk?”

“She left a message on the answering machine saying she was going shopping for a little bit.” Winter adjusted her robe, fidgeting with the satin belt that seemed to refuse to keep it shut properly. “I think it’ll just be the two of us for another hour or so.”

“Oh.” He started wiping the counter but didn’t take his eyes off her. “Do you… want to keep cleaning?”

Winter let out an odd laugh and took a breath, leaning against the counter. “We’re just about done, Jax.”

“I know, but we’ve been cleaning all morning.” He shrugged and slid the towel along the counter in a manner that brought him closer to her, almost too close. “Why don’t we take a break and do something else for a while?”

She opened her mouth but hesitated instead of shooting him down as expected. “…Something else as in?”

He turned around, leaning his elbows against the counter, holding her eyes so hard that the room felt like it was pulsing at the edges. “As in… something else.”

She was going to say yes… or she was going to say no. She was considering it, and that was almost more interesting to him than any definite answer could have been. She seemed to sense it, too, the rareness and value of the opportunity.

Molly had been a homebody, and while it was awesome to have her around, having an afternoon with just the two of them again felt so loaded and perfect. Like something neither of them wanted to pass up.

He had to make his move, and he did. He touched her hip, watched her react, affront and interest warring in her expression, in her heart. He reached further around, groping the side of her ass, and saw her bite her lip, could all but hear her heart beating, pounding out of her chest. She was there. She loved him. She was ready. She—

A heavy knock came at the door, cutting through the moment like a grenade through the window. Jackson glanced toward the living room and then back at Winter.

“Molly has a key,” she said. “Were you… expecting someone?”

“No. That’s odd.”

He paused at the door, peering out through the peephole, and furrowing his brow at a mostly familiar face. It was one of the moonlighters he’d met at Club Sinestra the previous week, one of the bouncers, in fact.

“Friend or foe?” asked Winter.

“Friend, I think.” He made room for her to look through the peephole herself. “Should I invite her in?”

“Hmm…” Winter exhaled and gave a small shrug. “I don’t see why not. She must have a reason for coming by. A good reason. But be on guard.”

Jackson nodded slowly. He opened the door and greeted his guest.

“Celeste,” he said. “This is a little unexpected.”

“I know.” She smiled and turned her palms up. “Sorry. I would have called first, but I didn’t actually get your number the other night.”

She was pretty in that same way he’d noticed in other moonlighters, with that aspect of intangible, supernatural beauty.

They’d only danced together briefly after their initial exchange outside the club, but it’d been long enough to alert him to the fact that she had more assets than just her wings.

She had on a cream-colored top with exposed shoulders, plain white bra straps extending upward proudly, along with tan shorts and a perfectly white messenger bag hanging at her side. Her hair, which he hadn’t really noticed in the dark of the club, was closer to a dark purple or blue than black, but that was the only obvious unusual thing about her.

“Come on in.” He stepped aside from the door and held an arm out, glancing at Winter. To Celeste, it must seem like he was home alone, which was interesting. But of course, he wasn’t. Their entire conversation and anything else would be taking place directly in front of his mother.

“Thank you,” said Celeste, with a smile. “Rare for a male moonlighter to know how to treat a lady. I was beginning to wonder after seeing you the other night if…”

She trailed off, blinking as though slightly uncomfortable. Which made sense, as Jackson had begun staring… gaping at her, really.

He was dumbfounded by her lack of wings as the side and back of her body came into better view.

He knew it was rude and proceeded to make himself even ruder by walking a full circle around her as though the wings might be folded away somewhere. They simply were not where they’d been the last time he’d seen her, and it wasn’t a veil or illusion, either. He could normally catch a hint of those as a soultorn.

“Huh,” he said, mystified. “No wings today?”

“Usually when men ogle me, it’s not my wings that are the target of their attention.” Celeste smirked and brushed her fingers across one bare shoulder. “No, Jackson. I pull them in when I’m among the mundane world for… obvious reasons.”

“I see.” He continued staring at her. It was fascinating to think about the fact that she could simply pull her wings in and look indistinguishable from other humans. Sierra had done the same thing of course, but he’d known her as a human first. Meeting Celeste in her winged, moonlighter form, and then seeing her as a girl who’d fit right in at his college made him question everything he thought he knew about how boring people generally were on average.

“I was about to ask if you were new to the world of the Covenant, having just kind of appeared at Club Sinestra like you did. I think I already got my answer.”

“Careful,” whispered Winter. “Don’t let her take advantage of you, Jax.”

“I’m a fast learner,” he said. “Why are you here, and how the hell do you know where I live?”

“Let’s start with the how and move on to the why.” Celeste looked around the living room and politely came to stand next to the couch. “Everyone knows where the infamous Winter Ambrosia lives, and the first thing I learned when I started asking around about you is that you’re her son. You weren’t exactly hard to find.”

The  infamous Winter Ambrosia. Jackson shot a circumspect glance in his mother’s direction. She had an abashed smile on her

face and gave a small shrug.

“It’s not as though anyone could simply walk in uninvited,” said Winter. “My wards are top notch.”

“You found me,” said Jackson, focusing back on Celeste. “So what do you want?”

“Straight to the point.” Celeste smirked and leaned against the couch’s back. “Again, I was a little curious if you’d try to play games with me or make things hard. I don’t mind a direct touch, though. I’m here about a mutual friend of ours. Alex.”

Alex. Another puzzle piece fell into place, and he eyed Celeste in a new light. If she was working with whoever had kidnapped Dani’s friend, he needed to be extremely careful.

“What about her?” asked Jackson.

“That’s what I’m here asking you,” said Celeste. “What’s your interest in Alex? Why do you want to find her so badly?”

“A friend of mine is a friend of hers and she noticed that Alex had gone missing. She’s justified in her concern. Now, how about you tell me how you’re involved? Where is Alex?”

“Alex is safe. I don’t have permission to say more than that. I’m not here to threaten you or warn you or anything like that, Jackson.

Just to open the line of communication.”

He folded his arms, letting the silence hang for a couple of seconds. “I’m listening.”

“My master could both alleviate your concerns and answer your questions. Assuming you were open to having a meeting arranged.”

“Terzio?” Jackson thought back to the amusing goblin who’d apparently been running the show at Club Sinestra.

“Oh no,” said Celeste. “My job at Sinestra is just that — a job.

Albeit a rather convenient one.”

“Who, then?” asked Jackson. “Don’t tell me you work for the same master that Sierra, the town’s resident succubus, serves?”

“Again, things aren’t that simple. My master has had dealings with the moonlighter you’re speaking of in the past, but they have divergent interests.”

“How so?”

“I don’t have permission to disclose anything more,” said Celeste.

Jackson stepped closer to her, wondering if his presence might be enough to throw her off. He was a male moonlighter, after all.

From what his mom and aunt had told him, there was an element of power, presence, rarity, in that.

“Are you sure?” he asked. “Maybe we could talk more about it up in my room?”

“Now, why would we need to go all the way up there when we’re already alone in the house together?” asked Celeste. She didn’t quite have a  knowing smile, but there was a hint of something there, perhaps more playful than insightful.

Jackson glanced at Winter, who didn’t look pleased, but wasn’t objecting. He started leaning in closer to Celeste, eyeing her lips.

She stood up, brushing by him.

“Meet with us, Jackson,” she said. “Come to this address. My master and I will be there waiting, and we’ll have answers for you.

About Alex. About other things. Tonight. Come alone.”

She pressed a folded slip of paper into his hand and headed for the door.

CHAPTER 13

WINTER — FOOL ME ONCE

 

“You aren’t seriously thinking about actually showing up to this meeting alone, are you?” she asked.

Jax shrugged, favoring her with that infuriatingly cavalier smirk.

“I’m considering it. She seemed pretty legit. Open about her intentions, at least.”

“Oh yes, she was  very open with you, Jax.” Winter sighed and laced her fingers together. “Why can’t you just find yourself a nice, normal, boring girlfriend?”

Jax sputtered out a laugh. “What does me not having a girlfriend have to do with anything?”

“I don’t think it’s just her offer that has you tempted.”

“Would you stop?” he said, with a wave of his arm. “Besides, not everything is about sex.”

Winter rolled eyes. She’d seen how her son had been looking at the moonlighter, the  celestial, a type of supernatural cloud being often mistaken for angels in mundane encounters. Celeste the celestial, how incredibly original.

“Can I fling that statement back at you if you do end up having sex with her?” asked Winter.

“You can do whatever you want. Your general point is ridiculous.

Did you ever think that part of the reason I don’t have a nice, boring girlfriend right now is not lack of effort on my part but the insanity of my current life circumstances?”

“I’m aware of that, Jax.” She came up behind him and gently set her ghostly hands on his shoulders, feeling him embody her within his soul matrix. “I just worry about you. Especially with everything that’s happened. I don’t want you to end up with a… complicated

view of relationships and intimacy after how weird everything has gotten.”

A deviant view of relationships and intimacy,  she thought.

Twisted and depraved and totally out of control. 

Jax had a pensive look on his face, and he touched her hand, holding it as he turned around. “I have to tell you something. It’s about last night.”

“I’m listening.”

“I… went to see Sierra,” he admitted.

“At the strip club,” said Winter, the pieces suddenly clicking together.

“Yeah.” He squeezed her hand. “Nothing happened. I just talked to her for a little bit. We didn’t fight or… anything.”

“You could have forced her to tell you about her master,” said Winter.

“I suppose I could have, if I didn’t mind making a scene in a public place. But that’s not why I’m bringing this up. She mentioned that she doesn’t have a complete memory of what happened when we were, um…  fighting in the hotel room.”

Winter froze. She made an effort to control her expression, which probably only made the way she was blinking that much more of a dead giveaway.

“That’s… interesting,” she managed.

“That night is still so blurry for me,” he said. “I was completely drunk on lust essence. I’m not sure if I’m just misremembering, or…

Is it possible that she was out of it? Unconscious, even, and I was just still going at it. Using her like a doll.”

“I… doubt that’s the case,” said Winter. “She’s a succubus, Jax.

You would have noticed if she wasn’t enjoying it.”

She had to sit down on the couch. Her thighs felt hot, along with all of the space in between them, and she was blushing hard. Oh, she’d been  enjoying it alright. She’d been so into it that the memory still haunted her dreams, left her whimpering and wiggling and touching herself at odd hours of the night.

“Did you see anything?” Jax looked just as embarrassed, scratching his chin awkwardly as he asked the question. “Or even just… hear anything?”

“I mean, I wasn’t watching,” she said, truthfully. “I… could hear what was going on. I had the sense that it was  very much consensual.”

He was going to hear it in her tone. Oh, God. She couldn’t say anything more. A single wrong word choice or misplaced vocal inflection, and it would all click into place for him. He’d know that he’d already taken her in that gruff, possessive way. Primal, like he’d branded her with his cock, and she’d always bear the mark of the encounter.

“You’re sure?” he asked. “There wasn’t anything off to you about it?”

The fact that your cock filled me up in a way that made me question whether I’d ever had real sex before? Yeah, that’d been a little off, for sure. 

“No, of course not, sweetie,” said Winter. “You shouldn’t be asking me about this. I’m your mother.”

“I’ve never lost myself like that before,” he said, not seeming to hear her. “I was so into it. It was like a chase, gaining on her with every thrust, and then I was right on her. I  had her, and I could do whatever I wanted, and I did. I was just pounding her as fast and hard as I—”

“Jax!”

He shook his head, coming back to reality, and then drew closer to her. “Sorry. I was just trying to explain how it felt.”

 I know how it felt, you little brat! 

“Hey.” She stood up and surprised herself by taking a step toward him, setting her hand flat on his chest. “You have to let it go.

Just try to forget about it. Move on.”

“That’s just it.” He touched her waist, and Winter felt electricity, muscles tensing along her back. “I don’t want to forget.”

Her stared into her eyes, and for a moment, she thought he knew. He didn’t. He  couldn’t. She got that familiar fight or flight urge anyway, fight or  fuck. That same feeling Case used to stir within her, except times ten. She had to stop him, because if she didn’t… she wouldn’t be able to in a few seconds. Quite the opposite. She’d let him do whatever he wanted.

Molly gave in, she thought.  She let herself experience him like that. Full surrender, decadent and nasty. 

“Anyway…” Jax took his hand off her waist and stepped back.

“I’m going to finish my workout. Probably take a shower after.”

“Okay.”

“Thanks for listening.”

“Of course,” she said. “Have a good workout.”

Her heart was pounding in her chest, but her smile was calm and reassuring.





***



The rest of the afternoon passed by without incident. Jax was downstairs for most of it. Winter secured his help for an experiment, having him set the old-school wireless landline down next to her Bluetooth speaker, buttons facing upward.

With a significant amount of repeating herself and speaking slowly and clearly, she managed to order takeout, a large pizza with

a side of chicken wings. It was hugely satisfying, and she even paid for it with her debit card, making use of the money that’d been sitting untouched in her bank account for the past few weeks.

Jax was grinning as he answered the door and accepted the food from the deliveryman. He brought it into the kitchen, shaking his head and looking at Winter with a fondness that made her proud. Not just proud. Like a mother. Like she should feel.

“This is awesome,” he said. “I don’t mind helping out with the cooking, but it’s nice to change things up.”

“It’s not going to be an everyday thing,” said Winter. “Takeout is unhealthy.”

“We can splurge a bit, here and there.”

“On occasion.”

Jax queried her on the flavor of chicken wings she’d gotten —

buffalo and teriyaki, Molly’s and his favorites, respectively. Molly arrived home a few minutes later, but she and Jax mostly just nibbled on the food over the course of the afternoon, none of them sitting down for a proper meal.

Molly had bought a nice foldout couch as part of her shopping spree, and two movers arrived to dutifully deliver it up to Winter’s office. She promptly announced that she was taking a nap as they left. Jax was playing video games, and not for the first time, Winter found herself without much to do.

She decided to take bath. The simple act of filling the tub was challenging, especially turning the faucet knobs, but not insurmountable. She was shocked to find that the sensation of the warm water was still infinitely relaxing and pleasurable, despite her insubstantial, ghostly state. She sank into the water naked and let out an indulgent sigh.

Her goal, the focus of her family, had been on getting her body back for days, weeks now, but she never really let herself think about it. Too much was wrapped up in that objective, the promise of

success, the terror of failure. She spent more time considering how she’d break it to Jax, if and when it became clear that they had to give up, than she did actually imagining that they might one day pull it off.

It still niggled her to think that some audacious moonlighter had actually taken an interest in stealing the empty shell that currently was Winter Ambrosia. The more she turned it over in her mind, the more ridiculous it seemed.

She took a mental inventory of all her recent research and published papers, wondering what kernel of knowledge she’d stumbled upon that would motivate someone to attempt to extract it by force.

Who knows? Does it even matter? You can’t let them win. 

She washed her hair, knowing it was superfluous, just a thing of habit. It was nice to just be alone with her own thoughts, not managing herself, not worrying. Distantly, she heard the front door open downstairs. As far as she knew, Molly was still asleep, meaning…

He’s trying to sneak out again. I thought I warned him not to go to that meeting alone! 

She hurried downstairs in just her towel, feeling ridiculous as she fretted about the imaginary water she felt like she was tracking across the floor. Jax had doubled back inside to grab something he’d forgotten, and he winced and rubbed his head when he saw her.

“Hey,” he said. “I was just…”

“Sneaking out to meet up with the celestial who stopped by earlier today?”

Jax let out a sigh and shrugged. “She told me to come alone. I didn’t want to worry anyone.”

“You’d have to walk a lot more quietly than that to worry me,”

said Winter. “You’ve gotten so secretive lately, Jax. What’s going on?”

He looked at her then, holding her gaze in that full-on, unpredictable way. “Everybody keeps secrets, Mom.”

She glanced away, thoughts immediately looping back to that night at the hotel, how she’d possessed Sierra. The truth needed to be guarded even more tightly now that she’d been forced to dodge around his questions once.

“You aren’t walking into what could potentially be a dangerous trap by yourself,” said Winter, voice leaving no room for argument.

“Wake Molly up. She’ll drive, and we’ll both be near enough to help if anything happens.”

CHAPTER 14

JACKSON – BLUE MOON

 

“Wake up. Aunt Molly, hey. Come on. We have somewhere to be.”

Jackson shook her shoulder again. She was sprawled on the couch in a manner that might have been unflattering for someone else, but only seemed to paint her in a more endearing light.

“…What?” She let out a yawn and rolled onto her stomach, bunching her knees in, pushing her butt into the air. “Time is it?”

“Time for us to go to a meeting with a vampire.”

That got her attention. She sat up and brushed her hair out of her face.

“If I’d known that was on the agenda, I’d have brought my silver,”

she said. “I suppose my ring wand is technically made from the stuff.

It’ll have to do if we get up close and personal.”

“Fighting isn’t on the horizon just yet, but I appreciate the commitment.”

They piled into Winter’s car, Molly driving and Jackson navigating in the passenger seat. Winter climbed into the back, but she leaned forward as Molly pulled out of the driveway, touching Jackson’s shoulder with cold, insubstantial fingertips.

“Tell Molly to put one of my Bluetooth earbuds in,” she said.

Jackson blinked. “…You think that would work?”

“If a Bluetooth speaker does, I don’t see why it wouldn’t. Though I’m not sure how clear my voice will be.”

He reached forward into the small storage shelf behind the cup holders in the center console to grab one of the expensive earbuds.

“Molly. Here. My mom wants you to put this in.”

Molly nodded and fiddled it into her ear, already on the same page. “If this works, it’s going to be a game changer. Winter? Can you hear me? Winnie!”

“You don’t have to shout,” said Winter, reaching out to touch the earbud with a finger. “I’ve always been able to hear you just fine.”

“Oh my God!” Molly laughed and pumped her fist. “You’re a little static-sounding, but I can hear you well enough.”

“Good,” said Winter. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind turning your focus back to the road?”

“Just a heads up, I swear I’ll take it out of my ear and lob it out the window if you can’t contain your back seat driving instincts.”





***



Jackson hadn’t done any preliminary research on the address Celeste had given him. He was only slightly surprised when the car rolled to a stop in front of a remote cemetery on the edge of town. A thick ring of trees encircled the cultivated grave garden from the outside, preventing them from seeing what awaited them by the light of the harvest moon.

“All right,” he said. “Molly, you’re serving as emergency backup and getaway driver. Celeste did ask me to come alone.”

“I’m still going with you, though,” said Winter. “It’s beyond unlikely that they’ll realize I’m there unless you tell them, Jax.”

He nodded slowly. “I agree, and I think I could use your advice.”

“Be careful,” said Molly. She leaned across the car to give him a quick kiss on the cheek.

“I know.”

He climbed out and shut the door as quietly as he could, watching his mother phase through the car to follow in his wake. The

cemetery was as thick with spirit essence as any place Jackson had gotten a sense of before, and he took several deep draws of it. So much power thrummed through his body that it created a distinct, physical sensation, like being in a hot tub with all the jets running on max.

Celeste and her friends came into view as soon as he passed through the main gate. Jackson approached them slowly, still wary of a potential trap. There were four of them, all women, all beautiful, but intimidating under the light of the pale moon. He came to a stop about ten feet away and slowly nodded.

“Celeste,” he said. “I’m here. I came alone, as requested.”

There was a pause that left him all but expecting an attack.

Celeste glanced at the woman in the center, who flashed back a tiny, secretive smile.

“My name is Niara,” said the woman. “I had Celeste set up this meeting because I think a meeting between the two of us is long overdue, especially given… recent events.”

“I’m Jackson Arsex, the son of Winter Ambrosia,” he replied.

Niara was pale, with raven dark hair and a healthy bust. She was attractive in a scary way, like the view of a valley from a cliff’s edge. No illusions or auras or veils surrounded her that Jackson could see, at least not any that came close to overpowering her intense, natural beauty. She wore a simple black dress with a tattered bottom hem that left her calves exposed, along with plain sandals.

“I know who you are.” Niara played with a string of thick wooden beads, fingers moving from one to the next in sequence. “We have much to speak on, but first, I have to be sure of your intentions. My thrall, Kye, will search your person.”

“Careful,” whispered Winter.

Kye, the woman standing in between Niara and Celeste, stepped forward. She was dark skinned, with a shaved head and full

lips. She wore a white sleeveless smock shirt over jeans, and her eyes narrowed on him as she stepped forward.

“Arms out,” she said, in a low voice.

Jackson held his arms out, watching her as she began patting him down. He used the moment to examine the other woman standing with Celeste and Niara, who looked to be about an age with Danica and had short brown hair.

Alex, perhaps? 

Kye’s hand suddenly slid into one of his pockets, the one with his wallet in it. Jackson reacted on reflex, grabbing her arm and yanking upward. She responded with supernatural strength, attempting to twist away from him.

Despite her enhanced physique, however, he was still far stronger. He pulled back, yanking her completely into the air. She snarled and kicked at his face, but Jackson threw her away from him before the foot could land, still only using one arm, a fraction of his strength.

Niara shouted something from behind them, but Kye was already moving again, flinging herself forward into a haymaker of a punch. Jackson sucked in a breath, not expecting himself to be able to move fast enough to block it, but somehow managing it with ease.

He caught her fist in midair, arrested all of the momentum and weight and intention behind it without even needing to shift his stance. It was so clear to him in that moment that Kye was far stronger than any normal human, but he was something else, something way beyond anything she could touch. The realization scared him a little, that sense of power he could feel deep within his bones, power drawn from ambient death.

He flicked her backward with a small movement of his shoulder.

Kye slid across the grass, coming to a stop in a kneeling position, one hand down for balance.

“Not bad for a man,” she growled. “I’ve killed men before. You should know this.”

He looked at her, and without really knowing how, he could tell she was lying. Death had its own aura, a scent that stuck around after the fact, and it wasn’t clinging to her in the way it would have.

He let out a small chuckle.

“Yeah,” he said. “I bet you have.”

She snarled, flashing the white of her teeth. Niara let out a patient sigh and snapped her fingers.

“Kye,” she said. “Stand down. He is my guest, and I don’t think he came here tonight to make violence.”

“I came here for an explanation.” He glanced from Niara to Celeste, to the other girl, whose name he suspected he already knew. “I’ve been helping a friend of mine find a missing person. A girl named Alex.”

Celeste and Kye both glanced toward the other girl, all but confirming Jackson’s suspicion. Niara watched him, her eyes critical, unblinking.

“A missing person,” she echoed. “Are you supposing that Alex has been kidnapped? Stolen in the night by the big, bad vampire?”

“I’m not supposing anything,” said Jackson. “I’m simply following where the trail leads. Celeste, your servant, was the one who arranged this little get together.”

“She is my thrall, not my servant.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t honestly give a shit about the distinction.”

Niara began playing with her beads again, but there was an edge to her gaze now that made the hair on his neck prickle. “Why are you really here, Jackson Arsex? I sense that your interest in me extends beyond my involvement with a stray.”

“Don’t try to dodge around it,” whispered Winter. “She’s smart.”

He gave a small nod, more to his mother than the vampire. “The succubus, Sierra. I’m going after her master, and I’ve heard rumors that the two of you are familiar with each other.”

Ligarious had said specifically that Niara had taken work from Sierra’s master. The phrasing seemed to imply less than absolute loyalty, but there was still a decent chance that his question might trigger the vampire and her thralls into attacking him. It was an unavoidable risk, and if the situation did devolve into violence, at least the venue held ample spirit essence.

“I am familiar with her, yes,” said Niara. “As are many moonlighters within the city. Including Ligarious, whom I suspect sent you on this task of yours to begin with. She goes by the name of the Red Queen. ”

That caught Jackson off guard, but he tried not to show it.

“Ligarious? Care to expand on that association?”

“I will not answer your questions. Not until you’ve proven yourself worthy of the information.”

“What, exactly, would you have me do to earn that distinction?”

He shot a subtle glance at Winter, who looked as worried as he’d ever seen her.

“Don’t let her touch you,” she whispered, urgently. “Don’t let her bite you. Do not, under any circumstance, let her turn you into her thrall, Jackson.”

He gave a small nod, very much on the same page.

“You will go to the goblin, Terzio, and collect a payment for me,”

said Niara. “That is all I ask. For now.”

“Terzio? You want me to barge into Club Sinestra and hold him accountable on your behalf? This sounds like something you could easily have handled by one of your thralls. Celeste works at Club Sinestra, even.”

“I would not ask her to handle this for me,” said Niara. “Terzio and I have an arrangement with Celeste. She is a… shared quantity.”

Jackson pursed his lips and glanced at Celeste, who didn’t give much away with her expression.

“You have other thralls,” he said. “Why not ask them?”

“Because I’m asking you. It serves my purposes to have you, the newest male moonlighter in the city, run this errand. It is the perception that pleases me.”

“Perception. Right.” He shook his head, taking the opportunity to look sideways at Winter.

“You might not have much choice here,” she whispered. “I think you should play along. She’d make a dangerous enemy and a valuable friend.”

“Seriously?” he mouthed. It was surprising to hear that kind of advice coming from her.

Winter shrugged. “I’ve taken on worse deals before.”

“What say you, Jackson Arsex?” called Niara. “Will you do this favor for me?”

He waited for a full three seconds before slowly nodding.

CHAPTER 15

JACKSON – NIGHT TERROR

 

He knew he was in his bed. He knew that, after meeting with Niara, he’d returned home with Winter and Molly and, after a brief discussion, they’d all retired for the night. He knew all of this and was still on the verge of panicking.

The sensation he’d once thought was sleep paralysis had him tight in its grip. He wasn’t in his body, but he was, at the same time.

He couldn’t move, and to an extent, he was seeing himself from the outside, from the perspective of a spirit, the attachment thinning out by the second.

“No,” he muttered. “Come on! I can’t keep letting this happen.

Just… let me stay in my body!”

Wake up, he thought.  Get up! You have to move. 

It was the old, infectious terror of sleep paralysis mixed with the new, raw truth of the situation. It was sleep paralysis made real, an actualized nightmare he’d been thrust into without being ready with impossible stakes. He had to get back inside himself. He was trapped on the outside if he couldn’t find the one path back in.

“No,” he said. “Enough! Just… stop this already!”

The face of his sleeping body looked so stupid and oblivious.

Jackson’s heart pounded, each beat making a flickering darkness push in at the edges of his vision. He couldn’t breathe. He could barely see. He was losing it, and if he lost it now, he would  be lost…

forever separated from his sleeping body. Soulwalking his way into purgatory.

“Jax?” Winter phased in through his door. “What’s going on? Are you… Oh! Wow, okay.”

He was leaning over his body, pressing down on himself. The sound of his mother’s voice relaxed him for the briefest moment,

which he seized like a drowning man finding a floatie. His body’s eyes flickered open… his eyes, and he was back.

“Whoa.” He let out a huge groan and flexed his fingers. “Damn.

That one was… rough.”

“What just happened?” asked Winter. “I swear when I first poked my head in here it looked like you were, well…  like me. A soul outside of your body.”

She came to sit on the edge of his bed, barefoot and clad in only her nightrobe. Jackson touched her knee, embodying her in his soul matrix, and nodded.

“That’s exactly what it was, at least I think,” he said. “It’s called soulwalking. Remember how I used to suffer from what I thought was sleep paralysis?”

“You were using an aspect of your power in your sleep?” asked Winter.

“Yeah.” He sighed and ran a hand over his forehead. It came back damp and clammy, and only then did he notice that his sheets were soaked in sweat. “Thanks.”

“For what?” Winter smiled and rubbed his shoulder.

“Your voice helped me… come back to myself,” he said. “I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to. It was terrifying.”

“Well, I’m glad I could help,” said Winter. “You still look so pale.

Is there anything else I can do? Molly is getting started on breakfast downstairs if you want me to…”

She trailed off, blinking once as her eyes flicked down to his crotch. Jackson realized that on top of being sweaty and shaken up, he had a huge boner.

“I can think of  one thing that might help,” he ventured, with an edge of cockiness in his smile.

“Ahem.” Winter looked like she was trying to contain her humor as she reached a single finger down and poked the tip of his erection

that was actively tenting the sheet. “I thought you said the experience was terrifying.”

“My body apparently reacts to terror differently than my soul.” He closed his hand over hers, gently moving it back to his cock.

“Please?”

“It feels a little like you’re trying to leverage this situation to your advantage,” she said, not moving her hand.

“I just gave your question an honest answer. You shouldn’t have asked if you weren’t ready for me to be blunt.”

“There’s being blunt, and there’s being entirely inappropriate,”

said Winter.

“I know.”

“The fact that you’d even think it acceptable just to throw that out there to begin with is the real problem.”

“I know.”

“Jax… I’m your mother.”

“Jesus,  I know,” he said. “I’m aware of all of this.”

Winter’s mouth tightened and pulled sideways. “Does… your aunt ever sneak into your room around this time of morning to field similar questions? Is that why you’re asking me?”

“Never. This isn’t… really the kind of question I would ask her.”

“You little liar.”

He chuckled and shrugged. “Okay, maybe I would, but it’s easier to ask you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I just mean… given the choice. I’d rather ask you. Tease you.

Talk to you. Which isn’t to say I don’t love Aunt Molly, too.”

He wasn’t really sure what point he was trying to make, but from the way his mom was smiling, he’d said something right. He ran his

hand up the side of her body, letting one of his fingers slide into the shoulder strap of her nightgown and twist it into a loop.

“Jax…” Winter sighed and leaned in, kissing him once on the cheek, once on the lips, again on the cheek. “…Is your door locked?”

“Yes!” he said, more in victory than in answer.

“You really do need to find yourself a girlfriend,” said Winter, shifting down the bed slightly. “Now that you’re a part of the Covenant, fighting succubi, making deals with vampires, it isn’t just a matter of emotional health. You need someone you can rely on to sate your desires.”

“Someone I trust,” he said, meeting her gaze. “Someone I love.

Maybe… multiple someones?”

“Oh, shush.”

Jackson slid the sheets down to find that his cock had already found its way loose from his boxers. He took them off anyway, enjoying the look he saw in his mother’s eyes, the light flush that danced across her cheeks as she took in his fit, naked, male body.

“Danica seems really sweet.” Winter set her hands on his thighs and gently rubbed, repositioning herself so her face was in between his legs.

“I don’t have much of a sweet tooth,” he said, stroking Winter’s hair. “I think I’d be a little too much for her to handle.”

“You never know.” Winter spoke in between kisses, lips running up the inside of his thigh. “She might surprise you.”

“It’s pretty clear that she’s… inexperienced,” he managed, as her breath began tickling his shaft.

“Experience,” said Winter, pausing with her mouth mere millimeters from the tip of his cock. “It’s just a word, Jax. Chemistry and compatibility matter far more than any tricks.”

“I used to think that until…” He paused, looking at her. She kissed his thigh again, so close to his shaft that her lips nearly

touched the base.

“Until?” she prompted.

“Until Sierra,” he said, with a chuckle. “I thought we had zero chemistry, right up until the hotel room. Right up until our bodies finally locked together.”

Winter frowned. “The two of you had been intimate before that, though.”

“Not really, aside from the one blowjob that you walked in on.”

He shrugged, feeling the memory edging into his awareness again.

“It was so intense. I almost wonder if that one experience having sex with Sierra might have ruined me for other women. I keep thinking about it, wondering if anything could ever match it. What does it mean if nothing can? Will I just have to… whoa!”

He lost his train of thought as Winter ran her lips up the length of his cock. Her eyes were narrowed with a strange amount of annoyance as she closer her mouth over the tip. Jackson arched his back involuntarily in response to the pleasure, feeling a little like he was already eating his own words. She did a couple of small bobs with her head, focusing on just the sensitive tip, and then pulled her mouth off with a tiny plop.

“Good?” she whispered.

“Unbelievable,” he said. “Keep going.”

Winter grinned. “You got it.”

She started sucking slowly, dropping her mouth down his length bit by bit. She was, in truth, making her argument with her mouth, wordless and compelling. The memory of Sierra and the hotel room was shoved sideways by the raw pleasure of the moment. There was an entire world of sexual experience that he’d been ready to close himself off from, apparently beginning with his mom’s hot, wet mouth.

“Oh, fuck!” He shuddered, his entire body arching now. Winter pulled her mouth back, wiping a bit of sticky wetness from her chin,

and grinned as she continued stroking him.

“Promise me you’ll ask Danica on a date,” she said.

“No way.” He shook his head, breathing heavy, desperate for her to start up again. “I’m not that interested in her, and I doubt she’d even say yes.”

“It isn’t about whether she’d say yes.” Winter brought her head in close again and turned it on a diagonal, mouth just in front of his tip.

“Jax. Come on. Promise me.”

“I’d need more than just this. An extra reward.”

She kissed his cock and gave it another stroke. “If she says yes, and if you take her on a nice date, I’d be open to an extra reward.”

“An extra reward as in…”

He trailed off again as she gave him a small, but glorious suck.

“Jax,” she said. “You can’t have sex with me. It would be wrong… so wrong.”

“I know that.” He cupped the side of her cheek, impatiently trying to pull her mouth closer. “I’m just saying…”

What was he saying? He wasn’t sure. He knew what he wanted, but also knew she was right.

“Aunt Molly might get jealous if I start banging Danica,” he teased.

“You brat!” Winter reached around to pinch one of his buttocks.

“You did not seriously just go there!”

“What? She probably would. You know how competitive she can be.”

Winter’s eyes flashed with something devious, and she started sucking again.  Really sucking. Her mouth made wet, sloppy noises, and she gripped one of Jackson’s thighs for purchase. He tried to stay quiet, or at least limit his noises to proper, deep, masculine grunts. He failed in that.

“Oh, fuck,” he cried. “You… might want to slow down. Mom! I…

I’m going to come if you keep going like that.”

She stopped, smirking, and let his cock brush her cheek and the arm of her glasses. “I thought that was the point? You’d prefer that I leave you suffering?”

“No, I just…” He shrugged sheepishly. “I don’t want it to be over so soon.”

“Oh, sweetie.” Her smile grew even broader. “Okay. I’ll slow down.”

She started sucking him off again, staying true to her commitment. It made the moment that much more intimate. Jackson kept making eye contact with her, which made her blush, which made him blush, for some reason. He stroked her hair, whispered things to her, pointlessly honest compliments. Pointlessly horny compliments.

Just because she was going slower didn’t reduce the pleasure, which seemed obvious in retrospect. Jackson was at his bursting point within another minute. He cupped her cheek, gently thrusting up into her face, and then all at once was beyond his limit.

He came so hard that he jerked against his bedsprings, body contorting and curving from the pleasure. Winter’s mouth stayed tight on his cock. She blinked in reaction to the sudden deposit of his seed, but not a single drop escaped her lips.

“That was… incredible,” he muttered.

“Aw, thanks!” Winter wiped the back of her hand across her mouth, grinning. “Remember what you agreed to, though.”

He nodded and gestured for her to slide up to cuddle with him.

She did, but she cradled his head against her bosom rather than letting him envelop her in his arms.

“I’ll take Danica out on a date, if she’ll have me,” he said. “But you have to wait up for me.”

“What? Why?”

“So I can tell you all about how boring it was when I get home.

It’s only fair.”

“I suppose that’s true,” she said, with a sigh. “I love you, Jax.”

“I love you, Mom.”

A loud knock came at the door, followed by Molly’s voice. “Jax?

Win? Are you both skipping breakfast? Why is the door locked?”

CHAPTER 16

WINTER – WALLFLOWER

 

Winter spent most of the day reading, which suited her just fine.

Jax had been going to his college classes irregularly, and she’d finally forced him to get his butt back on campus and start playing catchup. Molly had alternated between watching TV and taking naps for the morning, eventually going for a run and coming home late in the afternoon to take a shower.

Winter set her book down, knowing she could only distract herself from recent events for so long. Jax had stood his ground remarkably well against the vampire, Niara. Of course, he’d known what he was dealing with from the start. He’d known to be cautious.

Case. Did you have everyone fooled, or had it just been me? 

Molly finally emerged from the shower and was marching around the house in a towel as Jax arrived home, much to Winter’s dismay.

She saw the way they looked at each other, and more precisely, the way Jax kept looking at her as though expecting to be called out on it.

He seriously does need to get a girlfriend.   If only to have another concerned party to police his behavior. 

“I was just about to get dressed,” Molly said to Jax. “I kind of wanted your opinion on my outfit since we’re heading to the club together tonight.”

“Yeah, I could give that to you.” Jax grinned and eyed her again in her towel. “Whatever you need, Aunt Molly.”

“Aw, you’re so sweet. Well, come on up. My wardrobe is all in your mom’s old office.”

“She’s more than capable of dressing herself,” said Winter.

“Vetoed,” said Jax, flicking a thumb toward Winter without too much disappointment.

“I suppose that’s fair,” said Molly. “Anyway, let me go get ready.

Club Sinestra should be open, and it would make sense to get this errand done before it gets too busy later tonight.”

“Agreed,” said Jax.

“Be quick about it, Molly,” said Winter. Molly had the Bluetooth earbud in, as she usually did now during the day, and waved a dismissive hand through the air.

“Five minutes, Win,” she said. “That’s all it’ll take.”

Forty-five minutes later, Molly finally came down, taking each stair like a step across the catwalk. She had on tight jean shorts with fishnet tights underneath a pink band t-shirt that had been cut down to expose her taut stomach and navel. Her hair was pulled back into a girlish ponytail, and she had on a copious amount of makeup.

“Wow,” said Jax, gaping at her.

“I like  wow,” said Molly. “I haven’t worn an outfit like this since I was like, twenty-five.”

“I think you could pass for twenty-five,” said Jax. “Easily.”

“Thank you!” Molly grinned and touched his shoulder. “Of course, when I was twenty-five, I was  seriously up to no good.”

“I bet you were.” Jax smirked and set his hands on his hips, and the two of them shared an insufferable little moment of chemistry.

“The two of you can head on out,” said Winter. “I’ll… catch up with you in a second.”

They both glanced at her but didn’t object and headed out to the car to wait. Winter made a trip up to her room and stared at herself in her full-length mirror. Glasses, a loose t-shirt, and baggy sweatpants.

No. Even if nobody else could see her but Jax, she was going to do better.

She ditched her glasses, which she hardly needed as a ghost, and let her hair down. What had she worn when she was twenty-five? One outfit in particular bobbed to the surface of her memory, a peach-colored pleated skirt that Molly had actually borrowed once and never given back, along with a tight fitting, long-sleeved black top that exposed her shoulders and cleavage.

She topped it off with an excellent pair of knee-high black boots and a black lace choker that Case had once gripped her by as they’d been intimate. The memory made her face heat up, but she was grinning as she made her way out to the car… right up until she saw Jax and Molly staring at each other with longing in their eyes in the front.

“Ready?” she asked, annoyed, as she phased into the backseat.

“Almost.” Jax got out of the car and joined her in back, grabbing her hand to pull her into his soul matrix. “Wow! Mom, you look…

unbelievable.”

“What’s she wearing?” asked Molly. “Is she trying to outdo me?”

“I don’t think she’s trying to,” said Jax. “I think she’s succeeding.”

“Hey!” Molly said. “That’s mean. Especially because I can’t even see what she has on to judge for myself. Is she wearing the choker?”

“How the hell could she guess that?” muttered Winter.

“Yup.” Jax reached out to touch it, and then slid one finger between the fabric and her neck. “It’s so… unlike you, and simultaneously perfect on you.”

Winter shuddered and felt a confusing stirring between her legs.

She pressed her hand on top of Jax’s, wanting him to pull back, wanting him to grip it more roughly. A paradox of wants and needs, lines to be respected, rules to be broken.

“Shoot, I forgot there is construction on Bale Street,” said Molly.

“We’re taking the long way around.”

“Fine by me.” Jax was still playing with her choker, smirking like he was a little boy up to some small mischief. “What happens if I pull on this?”

He gave it a small tug and Winter leaned in that direction, trying to narrow her eyes and look stern even as her cheeks flushed, even as her entire body went  hot. 

“I… just don’t want it to get stretched out,” she whispered.

“You’re a ghost.” He grinned and gave it another yank. “I’m sure you could just tighten it up again regardless of how roughly I pulled.”

You little brat. 

He kissed her on the lips, and Winter sucked back greedily, loving him so much in that moment. He was so perfect, the right mixture of confidence and aggression. The  wrong mixture, in some ways, but sometimes wrong felt right.

Molly burst out laughing. “If I wasn’t driving, I would film this. Jax, the pedestrians are giving you weird looks for sticking your tongue out at them.”





***



They headed down the alley leading to Club Sinestra once Molly found parking on the street. Winter performed the customary seven spins to reveal the entrance alongside Jax and Molly and was surprised that she could still get dizzy.

There was only a single bouncer on duty, and it wasn’t the celestial that Jax was fond of. Molly had to pay the tab, but Jax was waved in for free, an old custom that had always amused Winter.

Male moonlighters were rare enough to be a valuable commodity in a supernatural nightclub, even if half the time most of the women in attendance were too shy to approach them.

Lights and sound and chaos washed over them as they stepped into the club. Electronica music blared from the speakers, and the color aesthetic was a mixture of neon pink and purple. The dance floor was busy, female moonlighters of all body types and origin backgrounds getting their groove on. A couple of pixies darted back and forth overhead, leaving trails of sparkles in their wake.

“It has been  far too long since I’ve last had a night out,” said Molly, smiling. “Why did I ever give up the club life?”

“Because you couldn’t control your drinking, especially when you went to mundane clubs and had legions of men offering to buy your next one,” said Winter.

Molly made a show of tapping the earbud. “Sorry, I can’t hear you over the music! Come on, Jax! Let’s dance.”

To his credit, he didn’t immediately rush off with his aunt, even when she tried to steer him in that direction by the arm. He waited, looking at Winter with genuine concern on his face, open to her opinion.

“Is that all right with you?” he asked.

“It’s fine,” said Winter. “I’d rather have you with her than let her loose alone on the dance floor. Even here, with barely any men, she’d find some way of getting herself into trouble.”

“Okay. As long as you’re cool with it. Come get my attention if anything happens.”

“Will do.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Have fun.”

He did have fun. Too much fun, in Winter’s opinion. Molly almost immediately started grinding on him, and Jax took that as permission to get as handsy as he wanted. They were verging into that gropey, exhibitionist realm of dancing that almost always served as a prelude to sex somewhere nearby.

Winter fumed, mostly at herself for giving them permission. It was unseemly to watch Jax grope and grind with his aunt, but what made her even more frustrated was how uninhibited they were. They

were giving themselves over to each other and the music, no shame, no hang-ups. It was more than just unseemly — it was unfair.

A trio of forest nymphs with one odd flame sprite amidst the bunch managed to surround Jax and Molly, casually edging their way into the mix. Jax shouted what must have been an apology as one of the nymphs pressed her leaf-skirt clad backside against his crotch and began twerking against him. The flame sprite pressed herself against Jax’s side, and they whispered flirtations to each other for a minute and then started making out.

Winter, again, felt annoyed. It definitely wasn’t jealousy, definitely not. More just her natural motherly possessiveness, er…

protectiveness. For sure, one hundred percent, definitely not jealousy.

Molly, disappointed and discarded, glanced all around her as she made her way off the dance floor. Winter moved to walk alongside her.

“To your left,” she said, into the earbud.

“Winnie!” said Molly. “Can you believe that little brat? The second he gets the first whiff of some bimbo with bark tits, he’s suddenly entranced!”

“I can absolutely believe it,” said Winter. “He’s nineteen.”

“Is it so wrong for an aunt to want to spend some quality time with her nephew?”

“…Let’s get you a drink,” said Winter.

CHAPTER 17

JACKSON – BACKROOM DEALS

 

He slowly made his way off the dance floor, smiling as he noticed a smudge of lipstick on the neck of his shirt. A part of him felt bad for not sticking with Molly and making more of an effort to fend off his other dance partners, but so much of the supernatural world was still new to him. He didn’t want to deny himself new experiences.

With that said, Jackson was careful to make sure the erection the forest nymph had stirred to life in his jeans wasn’t too obvious as he joined his mother and aunt at the bar. Winter greeted him with a smile as he brushed her shoulder, pulling her into his soul matrix.

Molly scowled but made room for him.

“Did you enjoy the first meeting of your new fan club?” asked Molly with a tone.

“Don’t mind her,” said Winter. “She’s prone to ridiculous bouts of jealousy.”

Molly had a drink with two straws in it, and Winter leaned sideways to take a long sip from hers.

“It looks like Terzio is finally holding court in his backroom,” he said, nodding to the short line of moonlighters queuing in front of the hallway leading to Terzio’s private chamber. “Shall we?”

“You aren’t even going to apologize for ditching me?” cried Molly.

“I was just dancing.” Jackson shrugged and rubbed her knee. “It doesn’t mean anything. You’re the one I’m going home with.”

Molly opened her mouth as though to issue an additional retort and then slowly closed it.

“You’ll be going home with both your aunt and your mother,” said Winter with emphasis. “Should make for quite the rousing night.”

“You joke, but I have high hopes.” Jackson reached over and set his other hand on Winter’s leg, glancing back and forth between the two women with a devious smile. He savored their reactions, Molly’s intrigue, his mother’s façade of authority.

“Um…” A voice came from behind him, and he spun around to find a moonlighter with long bunny ears folded back like hair seeking his attention. “You’re Jackson?”

“That’s me.”

“Terzio requests your presence.”

“And that’s our cue,” he said, hands sliding up to give his aunt’s and mother’s thighs a quick squeeze. “Let’s go see about collecting this payment.”

He was cautiously optimistic, though more in a general sense than in terms of whether he’d manage to get Terzio to pay up. He was beginning to understand the way of the Covenant, how every interaction was a multisided game of chess.

“The wards are down,” muttered Winter, as they approached the hallway.

“What does that mean?” whispered Jackson.

“That I can go with you this time,” she said, looking pleased.

“Some backup in case Terzio throws you a curveball.”

He nodded and was honestly grateful, though from his impression of the goblin on their first meeting, he wasn’t expecting too much trouble. The rabbit hybrid moonlighter led them into the same upscale lounge where they’d met last time, and Terzio was stretched out lazily across his chaise on the raised dais.

The air was hazy with smoke, and Jackson couldn’t place where, if ever, he’d smelled it before. Not tobacco and not cannabis. A spent hookah set to one side of the room gave him a small hint of the answer.

“Terzio.” Jackson leaned forward into a small bow.

“Ah…” said Terzio. “The new man in town. Jackson Arsex. I greet you.”

There was no animosity in his tone, despite the fact that Jackson had all but snubbed the goblin’s authority on his last visit. He wondered, not for the first time, how this tiny, green monster ended up in his position, garnered so much respect.

Remember not to call him a monster out loud. 

“Who is your delicious-looking friend?” asked Terzio. “She is full of vibrance and bounce.”

Jackson gestured to Molly, but she spoke before he could introduce her.

“We’ve met before, Terzio,” said Molly. “Several times.”

“Are the two of you intimate?” asked the goblin, not seeming to hear her. “Which of you is the dominant one within the mating pair?”

“Terzio, I’m here to collect a payment for Niara,” said Jackson.

“She made it sound like you’d be expecting someone to drop by for it.”

The goblin’s wrinkly green face puckered with annoyance. “Why must you piss in my wine?”

“That’s just what life is most of the time.”

Terzio let out a tense growling noise. Several members of his entourage stepped forward, not crowding into Jackson and Molly’s space, but making themselves present.

“Careful,” said Winter. “Goblins are unpredictable. If you make him mad, he may well attack you.”

Jackson found that the prospect of a fight didn’t really put him off so much. He hadn’t had many opportunities to test the full extent of his strength while pumped up on spirit essence. He wasn’t about to start anything, but if getting Niara’s payment required some muscle, he supposed it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.

 What if that’s why she sent you? Her plan may have been to set you up, isolate you, turn you into a dependable ally with no other friends. 

“…With that said.” Jackson held out his hands, smiling and soothing. “I of course didn’t come here just for that. I don’t serve Niara, Terzio. I just need something from her and agreed to a favor.”

“Interesting.” Terzio’s disposition turned on a dime, and he clapped his hands twice. “Eastie! Bring us drinks! And pixie dust.

Please, sit. Both of you.”

There were no seats. Jackson grinned and felt ridiculous, like he was back in kindergarten, as he lowered to sit on the plush carpet in front of Terzio’s raised dais. The goblin came forward to sit on the edge of it, arms braced against knees like a teacher at story time.

“Niara and I have a complicated history,” said Terzio. “We were lovers once, you know.”

“That… seems improbable,” whispered Winter.

“Ours was a star-crossed love!” said Terzio. “A web of many people, feelings and fates.”

“That is absolutely fascinating, Terzio,” he said. “So this payment she’s asking for…?”

One of the rabbit hybrids pushed a large tray up beside them decked out with a bottle of wine, a bottle of oddly glowing blue liquor, and a small bowl filled with glittering pixie dust. Terzio took a tiny spoon from beside the bowl and used it to create three small lines.

“You should know that pixie dust makes me super horny,” Molly whispered into his ear.

“Please don’t start with that,” said Winter with a sigh.

“Well?” snapped Terzio. “Indulge yourselves. We can talk business afterward.”

Jackson shrugged, remembering his first experience with the stuff. He didn’t have much of an addictive personality, at least when it

came to drugs. Pixie dust was fun, but there was a certain amount of… glowing involved that he found off putting.

He snorted his line, as did Molly. Terzio added another spoon scoop to his own before sniffing it down with a gross, phlegmy noise.

Molly let out a shudder. Jackson looked over, expecting to see her face wrinkled in disgust, but her cheeks were red, and she was panting slightly.

“Hurry up and finish talking to him so we can get out of here,”

she whispered.

Terzio barked a laugh. “Your mate seems preheated! You are most welcome for that.”

“Right, thanks,” said Jackson, rolling his eyes. “Niara’s payment?”

“Ah yes.” The goblin waved an arm, and one of his servants slid the tray out of the way. “I have a craving that must be addressed first. There is a certain food which you humans make and treat with disrespect. You feed it to your beasts, oblivious to its true value.”

Jackson massaged his temples. “And, let me guess? You want me to help you satisfy this craving?”

“My servants have not been able to find a reliable supply of it, as of late,” said Terzio. “Blue Buffalo Canine Jerky. Bring me an offering that satisfies my craving, and you shall have Niara’s payment with interest.”

“Dog food,” muttered Winter. “He wants you to bring him… a bag of dog food.”

“This sounds an awful lot like a fetch quest,” said Jackson.

“It is a simple offering,” said Terzio. “Very small and reasonable for one such of my stature.”

Jackson stood up, shook his head, and started for the door, only stopping when he noticed Molly wasn’t following him. He came back

and grabbed her by the shoulder, pulling her along as she continued to stare in the direction the pixie dust had disappeared off to.

CHAPTER 18

WINTER – SOOTHING INFLUENCE

 

“Enough is enough,” snapped Jax. “I’m being led around in a circle by everyone I’ve gone to for help. A circle which includes me literally running from grocery store to grocery store looking for a specific brand of fucking dog food.”

They’d already stopped at two separate stores, though that seemed to be about the limit for the night, given how most weren’t open. Winter tried to catch up with Jax as he climbed out of Molly’s car and hurried toward the house.

“Breathe,” she said, touching his shoulder. “You aren’t wrong.

They’re treating you like what you are, Jax — a fresh moonlighter who is unused to the way of things and simultaneously an unknown quantity.”

“Is that the way of things, though?” He threw the front door open, still bristling with aggression. “What’s to stop me from heading back to Club Sinestra, kicking my way into Terzio’s backroom, and getting a straight answer? Or doing the same to Niara, for that matter?”

“Jax…” Winter wrapped her arms around him from behind, feeling a rush of sensation as he reluctantly pulled her into his soul matrix. “Just take a second and slow down. You’re still under the effect of that pixie dust. God, I can’t stand how Terzio bandies that stuff about.”

“He’s not the only one.” Molly let out a needy groan and ran her hands up her body. “I think I’m going to take a shower and then spend some time laying naked on the new fold out couch. In case anyone is wondering where I am, or what I’ll be doing.”

She let her gaze linger on Jax as she slowly headed for the stairs, hips swaying for his benefit in her skimpy jean shorts and fishnets. Jax didn’t take his eyes off her until she’d disappeared

upstairs. Winter hugged him tighter, though she had about as much chance at holding him back if he decided to follow Molly up as a strong breeze.

“Jax,” she whispered. “Let’s try to avoid rash decisions of all varieties, okay? Sit down. Have a glass of wine. You have my permission.”

“…You’re right.”

He nodded slowly and headed for the kitchen. Winter was more than a little pleased that he still valued her opinion, her authority. He could have disregarded her completely and drank as much as he wanted, and she would have been completely unable to stop him.

He might push against the limits here and there, but he still respects them. 

Jax grabbed the wine bottle and poured two glasses, one with a straw in it, which he set down in front of her on the coffee table as they took places on the couch. He finished half of his own glass before sighing, turning toward her, and speaking his mind.

“Can Ligarious be trusted?” he asked.

The question caught her off guard, but it really shouldn’t have.

Niara had alluded to Ligarious being familiar with the Red Queen, and if that was true, the wizened moonlighter was, at best, holding information back from them. At worst, she was outright using Jax for her own purposes, lying to him to turn him into a problem for her enemies.

“I think she wants to help Danica find her friend more than she wants to help you find the Red Queen,” said Winter.

“That’s not really an answer. You know her better than I do, Mom. I wouldn’t have walked into her shop to begin with if you hadn’t pointed me in her direction.”

“It was the best option, the only real option, that we had at the time.” Winter sighed, wishing she had better advice for him. “Now, we have multiple options. With conflicting agendas. I think it would

be smart to assume that Niara, Ligarious, and Terzio are all acting in their own interests.”

“So I can’t trust any of them?”

“Not until you get a better sense of what they want.” Winter took a sip from her wine straw as a thought came to her. “Danica really does seem sweet, you know.”

“I really don’t feel like talking about Dani as a marriage candidate right now,” muttered Jax.

“That isn’t what I mean. Jax, she seems like the type that might have trouble keeping a secret. Or at least, she might nurse a guilty conscience if put in a situation where she was hiding something from someone she liked. Someone whose company she enjoyed.

Someone who she found  intriguing.”

Jax folded his arms. “You want me to pump her for information?”

“That’s… not exactly the phrasing I would use.”

“It’s a good idea, though,” he said, smiling. “Pump her for information. See if I can expose anything interesting. I like it.”

Winter tried to not to smile as she playfully punched his shoulder. “If it’s what’s required, pump away. But be nice to her, Jax.

I don’t want this to be an idea you seize on as a means to an end.”

“I’m not going to lead her on, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“That’s exactly what I’m implying.”

He sighed, clearly playing up how much of an imposition he would find that to be. “All right. Should I call her tonight or tomorrow morning?”

“I’d call tonight.”

She smiled as he got his phone out. It was always nice when Jax heeded her advice, especially when it came to nurturing a potential love life. He needed to get out more, out more with people who weren’t his mother or his aunt.

“Hey Dani,” said Jax. “It’s Jackson. Jackson Arsex. I… oh, well I’m glad you’re happy to hear from me! Yeah, totally, I’ve made some progress. I think I might have found Alex, in fact.”

There was a pause, Dani undoubtedly reacting to the information on the other end of the line.

“Brown hair, about five foot seven?” said Jax. “It was dark, and I didn’t get much more than that. She seemed in good health and, to be honest, I couldn’t tell if she’d run away or been abducted. She was with a vampire, Dani. The same one that sent the spider bat after us.”

She heard the tone of Dani’s response, if not the words. Relief, appreciation, surprise, all at once. Jax let out a small laugh that had that deep, masculine confidence imbued through it.

“We can absolutely meet up,” he said. “I was thinking around eleven tomorrow morning?”

Did he have something in mind for the date already? He sounded so sure of himself, so at ease with the idea. But in that casual way, cool and spontaneous.

“I was thinking more like a date,” he said. “I want to get to know you better. But I also want to help you find Alex and get to the bottom of this. Luckily for you, I am the undisputed king of multitasking.”

There was another pause, and Winter felt her heart doing weird, unnecessary things. It was a conflict of emotions. She wanted Dani to say yes, for Jax’s sake. At the same time, she felt like there might be some benefit to her saying no. Jax could use a small bruising to his rapidly expanding ego, and it might actually do Dani some benefit to play hard to get.

Strange. Winter found herself wishing that someone would ask her out again. Jax? Case? It was an orphaned desire, either way.

“Great. I’ll see you tomorrow around eleven.”

Jax hung up the phone. Winter slid closer to him and grinned.

“She said yes?”

Jax smirked back at her. “Of course, she did.”

“Jax! I’m so happy.” Winter pulled him into a hug and kissed him on the cheek. Jax kissed her back… several times, the last of which was on the mouth and several leaps and bounds beyond appropriate. She patted his chest as he started to try to shift her so she was lying down on the couch, but he barely noticed.

“Hello?” Molly called down from the stairs. “I’ve been upstairs, in my room, on my bed…  naked. I just want to make clear that it’s a little  boring up here.”

Winter extricated herself from Jax as Molly came downstairs.

Molly was pouting and looking distinctly disappointed that her earlier hint had gone unheeded. Jax shifted his attention toward her like a dog watching a steak on a plate.

“Is your, uh, futon in the right place up there?” asked Jax. “I could help you adjust it if you thought it needed to be tossed around.”

“I would  love the help, Jax,” said Molly, playing with her hair.

“Not happening, mister,” said Winter. “You need your sleep.

Besides, the last thing you need to be doing before taking a sweet young woman out on a morning date is staying up all night helping another woman, ahem,  move her couch.”

“Oh, come on,” said Jax. “I’m sure it wouldn’t take all night.”

Molly shrugged in a manner that left the question open.

CHAPTER 19

JACKSON – RIDING THE RIDES

 

He felt nervous, as close to it as he got, through no fault of his own. Winter had spent most of the morning forcing him to prepare for the date as though he was dressing up for his high school graduation, or alternatively, a high-profile funeral.

Molly had done a bit of sulking, but she’d eventually calmed herself, or at least realized how ridiculous it was for her to harbor any amount of jealousy over the situation. Jackson explained to her, more than once, that he was simply going to pump her for information.

“Pump her for information?” Molly had groaned. “Do you even realize how that sounds?”

“Yes, my mother said something similar, but it’s the best description I can come up with for what’s going to be happening today.”

Molly had almost insisted on tagging along, but he and his mother had combined to veto the tagalong. To Jackson, it was already bad enough that Winter would be hovering around all day, chaperoning,  meddling, as she saw fit.

“You aren’t going to keep me entirely out of the loop as to where you’re taking her, are you?” she asked, as they set out in the car.

“Of course not. We’re meeting up at the carnival that’s in town.”

“Okay,” said Winter, nodding. “That’s good. I like that. Lots of variety. Good opportunities for romance, too.”

Jackson gave her a level look. “I’m going to be just romantic enough to get her to open up to me about Ligarious’s intentions. Any more would be leading her on.”

“Not if the two of you genuinely end up connecting. Don’t write her off before you’ve even finished the date.”

He sighed, wishing she’d understand. Wishing he could explain.

Dani was  fine. She was cute and sweet and presentable, all of the things a potential girlfriend should be in abstract. She wasn’t a succubus, or a vampire, or off limits. Dani was  fine. 

The carnival was packed, and he had to search for a parking spot. He’d agreed to meet Dani just within the entrance, and after making his way through the long queue of people waiting to buy tickets, he spotted her. It was a few minutes after eleven, meaning he was late, and she was early.

“Hey,” he said, coming up to her. “You weren’t waiting for too long, were you?”

Dani jumped up from her bench, surprised. “No! Of course not. I mean, I did get here a little early, I suppose. You’re here now. That’s all that matters.”

She wore a thin white and blue summer dress that bunched up around her bust to emphasize her curves there, along with sandals and sunglasses. Her hair was pulled back in a single braid, and she had on more makeup than Jackson was used to seeing her with.

She looked objectively cute, in that safe, manicured kind of way.

“You look great,” he said.

“Thanks! So do you.”

They stood around for a couple of seconds. Jackson coughed and glanced around, noticing his mother standing apart from him and Dani, but close enough to easily spy on them.

“So,” he said, feeling a touch awkward. “Do you want to…?”

He gestured pointlessly with his hand.

“Sure,” said Dani. “Yeah. Let’s, uh… walk around, or something.”

They started off through the crowd, standing side by side, not quite hand in hand. The carnival had plenty of rides further in, but the

lanes nearest to the entrance were populated by games of skill and food stalls.

Jackson felt an unexpected amount of pressure to perform, to say all the right first date things. When was the last time he’d even gone on a first date with a girl? He’d hung out around his high school, his college, walked with his previous girlfriends to get food or go to a movie, but it’d always felt more like a prelude to fooling around than anything resembling planned romance.

It certainly doesn’t help that Mom is watching my every move from over my shoulder. 

“You want me to get you something?” Jackson asked Dani.

“Candied apple? Fried dough?”

“I’m not hungry,” said Dani. “I mean… I had breakfast before I came.”

“Ah, of course.”

More silence. More aimless walking.

“Want to go on a ride?” he asked.

“Sure. I liked the teacups when I was little.”

“Cool,” he said, less than enthused. “Let’s go on the teacups, then.”

They got in line behind an overweight man in a sleeveless shirt who was apparently not acquainted with the benefits of deodorant. A married couple in the midst of an argument with a pair of screaming children got in line behind them, the noise drowning out any conversation they could have attempted to have.

“Where did you meet with this… vampire who Alex was with?”

whispered Dani.

“In a graveyard,” said Jackson.

One of the screaming children pushed the other, and the drink he was carrying splattered against the grass, droplets spraying


across Jackson and Dani’s feet.

“Gross,” she said.

When it was finally their turn to climb into one of the teacups, they attempted to sit next to each other only for one of the carnies to explain that the weight needed to be distributed more equally.

Jackson moved to sit across from Dani instead, forcing a smile onto his face as the gentle ride began moving them around in a spin akin to the Earth’s orbit… except at the speed of molasses.

Dani, on the surface, seemed to be having a good time, so he did his best to go with the flow and content himself with being mildly underwhelmed. Despite how slowly they were moving, the sensation of spinning within the teacup while also rotating around the ride’s main center-point was a recipe for dizziness.

By the end, Jackson was not only having a bad time, but on the cusp of that fluttering,  will I throw up or not sensation. He bumped into Dani as they climbed out of the ride, and she frowned at him.

“Um… do you want to sit down for a minute?” she asked.

“That would be nice, yeah,” he muttered.

“Wasn’t that fun, though? The teacups are exactly how I remember! I could ride them all day long. Let’s come back after for round two!”

Jackson nodded and wiped a few clammy droplets of sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand.

“She’s starting to have fun,” whispered his mother, from just behind him. “Just keep doing what you’ve been doing, and I bet she’ll open up to you.”

“Does it matter that I’m not having fun?” he muttered.

“To me it does, but to the rest of the world… not really.”

He moved to walk alongside Dani again, and they soon found a bench to sit down on. Jackson brushed a persistent fly away from his head, nearly batting Dani’s shoulder in the process. She seemed to

misinterpret the movement as him perhaps aborting an attempt to put an arm around her, sliding an inch or two sideways to keep the distance between them respectful.

“So…” he began. Nothing clever to say came to him, so he circled back to his original purpose. “How’d your mom react to hearing that Alex had gotten involved with a vampire?”

“Gotten  kidnapped by a vampire, you mean?” corrected Dani.

“Sure,” he said. “Assuming that’s what really happened.”

Dani’s eyes narrowed for an instant at that, but she didn’t lose track of the question. “My mom was just her usual self.”

“Ah,” said Jackson. “I see.”

How very helpful. 

He waited, wondering if silence might coax her into saying more.

When it didn’t, Jackson sank back against the bench, watching the flow of people. A pair of attractive women passed by, and he blinked in surprise as he made eye contact with one and immediately recognized her.

“Celeste?” he said, feeling a smile tugging onto his mouth.

“Jackson?” Celeste was in her human form, clad in pink workout shorts and a white tank top, like she’d just come from the gym.

“Hey!”

“Hey, yourself.” He glanced at Dani and then gestured to her.

“This is my friend Dani.”

“Nice to meet you, Dani,” said Celeste. “Enjoying the carnival, I take it?”

“Yeah,” he said. “It’s a good day for it.”

“The perfect day.”

“Nice weather for it, right?” He felt his smile turning into a full-blown grin.

“The best weather for it,” said Celeste. She had a popsicle which she brought to her lips for a slow taste. “Ridden any rides yet?”

“Just the teacups,” he said, with a mocking smile.

“I’ve always found those to be a bit underwhelming. The whole point of the carnival is to get your heartrate up.”

“Well, you know, different strokes for different folks.”

Celeste glanced at Dani and then back at him, and then took a step away. “I should probably let you and your  friend get back to it, then. Maybe I’ll see you later?”

He kept his eyes on Celeste and the woman she was with as they walked off, wondering if they were both moonlighters or if Celeste had a penchant for making mundane friends. Dani looked distinctly displeased when he swiveled his gaze back in her direction.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s hit another ride.”

“She’s a friend of yours?” asked Dani.

“More of an acquaintance.”

“Jax,” whispered Winter, from behind. “Please don’t get too distracted.”

He let out a hiss and shot a glare her way. The last thing he needed was his mother meddling again, but she did have a point.

Touching Dani’s shoulder, Jackson stood up from the bench, gesturing toward a ride in the distance. “Why don’t we get in line for Swan Canal?”

“Oh!” Dani blinked as she took in the ride’s aesthetic, the sign over the first tunnel displaying two beautiful swans nuzzling necks with a wreath of pink hearts around the scene. “Um, okay. I think I’d like that ride.”

He offered her his arm, and she looped hers through it. He could still see Celeste walking off in the distance, and he made a small

motion of the head to his mother that hopefully communicated  watch her with the right intensity. If his investigation of Ligarious through Dani was running into speed bumps, spying on Niara through Celeste was the next obvious step.

The line for Swan Canal was blessedly short. Jackson climbed into the boat first, not really enjoying how unsteady it felt in the water, or the slight dampness in the seat that may have been from something other than the ride’s water. He helped Dani find her place next to him, and the carnie running the ride pushed them into the start of a canal with a long paddle.

The tunnel was dark and smelled heavily of weed smoke.

Crackling music, some opera ballad intended to be vaguely romantic, emanated from speakers at regular intervals along the way. He could sense that Dani had tensed up in her seat next to him and wasn’t sure exactly how to play the situation.

She was just too… sweet? Too normal? His move, had he been on the ride with Sierra, or Molly, or even his mother, would be to go the for the knee, let his hand wander as it inevitably would from there. Everything about Dani seemed to scream that she wouldn’t respond well to that kind of ballsy approach.

He tried to hold her hand, which felt lame and went over like a messy sneeze. Dani flinched her hand away from his and then seemed to realize a second later how her reaction came across.

“My hand is wet,” she said. “Sorry.”

“That’s… fine,” said Jackson.

They stewed in the awkward silence for the rest of the ride. It wasn’t that he couldn’t think of anything to do or say to salvage the situation, just… actually, that was exactly it. His mind was blank. He was tired. He wanted to be done.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” said Dani, as they climbed off the boat.

“I’ll wait here.”

He turned toward Winter, who was nearby, as Dani walked away.

“Anything?” he asked, glancing around for Celeste.

“Not really,” she replied. “As far as I can tell, Celeste is just enjoying herself. Her friend doesn’t appear to be a moonlighter, but it is technically possible. They’re just having fun.”

“Well, good for them.” He rubbed his chin, turning the situation over. “Maybe I should go talk to her?”

“That’s a terrible idea,” said Winter.

“I could be blunt. Really press her to give it up.”

“Celeste isn’t your focus right now, Jax.”

She was right, but it was a close thing. His date with Dani was going so poorly that he didn’t expect to get much more out of her.

When she finally returned from the bathroom, his agenda had already shifted from gathering information to trying to salvage the situation for entertainment value.

“How about we go on a rollercoaster?” he suggested. “Or maybe that crazy harnessed bungee jump ride? Something to really get our hearts racing.”

“Oh, no,” said Dani. “Those would be  way  too scary for me.”

He nodded slowly and sighed. “Of course. I should have guessed as much.”

Various carnival games were arrayed on either side of the nearby walking lane, and Jackson settled for trying to win Dani a prize at the ball throw, distracting himself with a goal that was technically achievable, if only just.

He took a draw of spirit essence before one of his throws. It said an enormous amount at how badly the game must have been rigged that he still wasn’t able to knock all of the bottles down.

“You have to turn your hips more.” Celeste’s voice was suddenly in his ear, followed by a soft touch of hands just underneath his

beltline, along the sides of his body.

“Oh, so you know the trick, then?” he asked, grinning.

She shouldered her way past him, confidently took the ball from his hand, and hurled it at the recently reset arrangement of bottles.

The ball pinged off them without knocking a single one down.

Jackson snorted with laughter as Celeste fumed with a smile.

“That was the last throw,” muttered Dani.

“I’ll try again in a second,” said Jackson.

“Do you mind if I steal him for a minute?” asked Celeste. “I have to pick his brain about something, and it can’t really wait.”

The question was ostensibly directed at Dani, but her eyes never left his.

“Sure,” he said, not waiting for Dani’s answer.

“Jax,” whispered Winter.

He glanced at her, hoping she could interpret his motive from his expression. Dani was a dead end. Celeste might prove more lively, and perhaps he could pump her for information in Dani’s place.

CHAPTER 20

WINTER – SWEET AND SOUR

 

It  infuriated Winter that there was nothing she could do to keep Jax from running off with the flirty celestial and ditching his perfectly sweet date. She folded her arms and pouted at him as he walked off alongside Celeste, the two brushing shoulders and talking easily.

Dani had found a bench to sit down on, and while she looked slightly annoyed, she was still composed. She was strong and not the type to simply melt down or give up over an unexpected bump in the road. She would soldier on.

Winter couldn’t help but wonder how many times she’d been the odd one out in that exact same scenario, the third wheel, waiting behind somewhere while Case and Margot snuck off on their own.

She knew exactly how it felt, being stuck between leaving, which always felt like the wrong move, and waiting around, which always felt like the naïve move.

It’s not the same,  she thought.  You were spared, in some ways. 

Case used Margot up, and as much as you wanted him to pick you instead, you should be glad he didn’t. 

She read into Dani’s posture, the tense back, the twiddling fingers. Dani made as though to take her phone out and then crossed her arms instead. Would she storm off or maybe even start crying? Winter certainly had on more than one occasion.

Enough was enough. She was going to find her son and have a stern talk with him about how to treat a lady on a first date. She started off in the direction that Jax and Celeste had disappeared in.

Her course took her past the building the bathrooms were in, past a handicapped stall with suspicious noises coming from it. She heard a laugh that sounded like Jax, followed by a feminine gasp… followed by even more telling noises.

The door bucked as though somebody’s weight had just been pressed against it, and then began tapping against its lock in lewd rhythm. Soft grunts, low moans, a muttered name that was clearly Jackson spoken from a passionate throat.

She knew that barging in would neither change anything nor be a scene she wanted to witness. She did it anyway, phasing through the far corner of the building and then into the bathroom from the back, praying she’d happen upon some other lustful couple.

No such luck. They were both facing away from her, both half-clothed and fully engaged. Jax was taking her from behind, one hand groping her breasts underneath her tank top as he speared into her, each thrust shaking the door and forcing a gasp from Celeste’s throat.

She was in her true form. The slutty little bimbo had revealed herself to him completely, her wings folded inward to keep from getting in the way of the act. No more than fifteen minutes had passed since the two of them had walked off together, and Jax had talked her out of both her panties and her veil.

“You bad girl,” he growled. “You couldn’t even wait until my date was over.”

“You left your date to come fuck me,” hissed Celeste. “Better hurry up.”

He pulled her arm back in that brazen, dominant way. He’d done the same thing to Winter while she’d been in Sierra’s body. The thought sent a stirring through her, and her mind was suddenly awhirl with memories of them fucking, memories of the last time Winter had watched, the way his face had looked while Sierra sucked his cock.

This was different, illicit and heartbreaking and, above all else, raw. He had a condom on, of course, probably the same one he’d brought hoping to use on Dani. Raw as in unplanned, unpredictable, unstoppable. Raw as in that magnetic kind of sex where bodies instantly snap together when given a modicum of privacy.

Winter forced herself to pull back and phase out of the bathroom, heart still pounding. She slowly made her way back to Dani, wishing she could comfort the poor girl somehow. Dani was sitting on the bench with her legs crossed, talking on the phone with someone, probably her mother.

“I have no idea how much he knows,” said Dani. “He asked me how you reacted to Alex being involved with Niara. I dodged the question, obviously.”

There was a pause as whoever she was talking to said something. Winter moved in closer, frowning at the deadly serious expression on Dani’s face.

“Alex is a big girl,” said Dani. “I’m sure she can take care of herself. Though if she has been turned, we’ll need to get a new spy.”

Another pause that seemed to mirror Winter’s own dumbfounded surprise.

“He seems really sweet,” said Dani. “Surprisingly awkward, too. I bet if I give him a kiss at the end of the date, I’ll have him eating out of the palm of my hand.”

Winter narrowed her eyes, wondering why it was that all of the girls Jax got involved with were so devious. Dani’s conversation petered off over the next minute without any more notable revelations. Jax was on his way back in the distance right as she finished, hair disheveled and still flushed in the face. Winter hurried over to meet him before he reached Dani.

“Finished having fun?” she asked.

He shrugged sheepishly. “What? I had to pump someone for information. Dani’s not too mad, is she?”

“Oh, she’s not mad. She’s plotting.”

“…What?”

“No time to explain right now,” said Winter. “Play dumb when you get back to her. Act like you’re nervous and overinvested in the

outcome of her date. Don’t bring up Ligarious or Alex.”

“Got it.” He grinned at her, curious but trusting.

The rest of the date was fairly tame. Jax and Dani got food, eating across from each other and having surface level conversation.

Jax actually seemed to be enjoying himself, though it was hard to tell if it was because he’d already gotten laid or out of appreciation for discovering that Dani did have more going on underneath her boring exterior.

He walked her to the edge of the carnival as their time together came to an end. Jax gave her a hug, and Dani responded by giving him a chaste kiss on the lips. He pulled her back in for a deeper one, stealing a quick grope of her butt that left her blushing.

That’s the Jax I know and love,  thought Winter.

She caught up with him as he waved and watched her head toward her car. “Ready to go?”

“Not just yet.” He smirked and revealed an extra ride ticket. “I have one left. Come on. Let’s go ride the Ferris wheel.”

He took her hand, pulling her into his soul matrix, and Winter tried not to smile as he dragged her back through the carnival. The line was short. Winter brought him up to speed on what Dani had said over the phone. The line started moving, and they quickly settled down into their own booth.

“Dani would have enjoyed the Ferris wheel,” said Winter.

“I think she would have vetoed it on the basis of it being too interesting. Or the vibe of it not fitting with her ulterior motive.”

“Celeste, then.”

“Celeste can fly,” he pointed out. “I’d rather share the experience with someone who appreciates it like I do.”

The Ferris wheel jerked as the booths started moving. It was midafternoon, and an amazing view revealed itself, intricate clouds over the sight of their familiar hometown experienced from above.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

Jax was still holding her hand and gave it a small squeeze. “It really is.”

They shared a comfortable silence. It was a moment that bordered on perfect for her, holding her son’s hand, feeling the wind in her hair, sunlight on her face.

“I really was trying to get information, you know,” he said. “It’s not like I was all that attracted to her.”

“You said the same thing about Sierra.”

Winter wished she could take the words back as soon as they’d left her mouth. Jackson nodded and then leaned his head sideways, as though conceding the point, which made it even worse.

“Sierra was different,” he muttered. “I still think about what happened in the hotel. The sex. The fact she says she can’t even remember it, when to me, it’s a moment I’ll never forget.”

“Why does it matter that much?” snapped Winter. “Why can’t you just put it all behind you? The succubus, everything that happened with her. Everything that happened that night.”

“I don’t think I know how to.”

Winter had to look away. The view wasn’t beautiful now, more like a stark reminder of the normal life she’d once had. Hard questions came to the fore as she kept her gaze averted, fearing if he saw her eyes, he’d know the truth.

Would that really be so bad? Was there a part of her that wanted him to figure it out, wanted him to be all right with it? More than just that. Was there a part of her that wanted to go there again, regardless of how wrong it was? Again, and again.

And again.

“Jax…”

He put his arm around her waist and pulled her closer to him, kissing her cheek and then her lips as she turned to face him, and then her lips once more, deeper. She touched his chest, forcing him to slow down.

“What’s wrong?” he whispered.

“Everything.” She shook her head. “I don’t blame you. It’s not your fault. I’m your mother, but not your birth mother. You’re a teenager, as horny as they all are. Our house was literally doused in lust essence by that blonde bimbo. Jax, can’t you see that this isn’t real?”

Her heart pounded in her chest, contradicting every word.

“I was attracted to you before Sierra,” he admitted. “Maybe not as strongly, but those feelings were still there.”

“You never would have acted on it if not for the lust essence,”

she pointed out. “I never would have let you. Sierra was the catalyst.

I suppose it makes a certain amount of sense that your attraction would loop back around to her.”

“I don’t care.” Jax touched her cheek, and then her lips. “I can only act off what I feel. I trust myself, even if this is just the result of a series of random events. I trust my heart.”

His heart or his cock?  wondered Winter.

He kissed her again and rubbed her knee, rubbed a little higher, and a little higher still. It was so bold, so greedy. Winter glared at him, but her body wasn’t on the same page, legs sliding slightly wider, back arching to present herself to him for the taking.

“Sierra,” he muttered. “Danica. Celeste. Who cares? When I see this beautiful view of our boring little town, I just think about how badly I want to put you back into your body so we can have lazy Sunday mornings. Make shopping lists together. Eat dinner. Play Scrabble.”

“Jax.”

His fingers dug in, and he kissed her in a way that seemed to both contradict and reinforce his words. He certainly didn’t have Scrabble on the mind right then and there. He rubbed her inner thigh, and Winter was completely at his mercy.

The Ferris wheel came to a stop not a moment too soon.

Several moments too soon. She wasn’t sure which.

CHAPTER 21

JACKSON – SECOND OPINION

 

“What did Celeste say to you while the two of you were  talking in the bathroom?” asked Winter.

“Very little of substance.” Jackson smiled as he unlocked the car.

“She seemed intent on getting me to bring Niara her payment and potentially working with her.”

“Becoming enthralled by her?”

He shrugged. “Possibly.”

They left the carnival. As much as Jackson had enjoyed himself across the morning and afternoon, it didn’t feel like he’d made any real progress on getting to the bottom of the question they’d set out to answer.

“I don’t think we can trust Danica and Ligarious or Celeste and Niara,” said Winter.

“Exactly my thoughts.”

“But if that’s the case, we’re just back to square one.”

“Not quite.” Jackson smiled and took an unexpected turn into a grocery parking lot. “Let’s take another look around for this gourmet dog food.”





***



It was hardly any easier to find at a time of day when the stores were all still open, but eventually, Jackson and Winter found a bag of Blue Buffalo Canine Jerky tucked away in the very back of the petfood aisle at the second Walmart they checked.

Afternoon had given way to evening, which was convenient in some ways. Jackson planned on heading straight over to Club Sinestra to drop off his rare offering, hoping Terzio could help him find clarity in continuing the search for the Red Queen.

“Wait.” Winter drew nearer to him, hand brushing his shoulder.

“Did you see that?”

He started to shake his head and then noticed movement in the shadows. Movement…  from the shadows.

“Look out!” He threw himself sideways, trying to shield his mother out of a long set, now unnecessary impulse.

The shadow itself slid forward, moving across the concrete like a fast-spreading patch of oil.

Jackson took a breath, drawing in what little spirit essence was available within the vast, mostly empty parking lot. He still had a fair amount stored, along with the remainder of Sierra’s lust essence, but the former he’d burn through fast, and the latter was useless in a fight against a monster.

The shadow reared up, pulling together like a stalk, like a snake, and then lunged at him. Jackson’s first impulse was to try to meet it head on, counterattack, and knock it back. He wisely reconsidered and instead threw himself into a roll across the hard ground, tiny rocks digging into his back as he made it around.

“Jax!” cried Winter. “It’s a shadowslime!”

He nodded, but the information was meaningless to him, just an unfamiliar noun. The monster rose up, assuming a vaguely human form, its body rippling with inky darkness. Jackson circled it, eventually feinting forward to see what it would do.

The shadowslime didn’t so much attack as reach toward him, one arm extending like stretched taffy, until it made contact with Jackson’s shoulder. It was made of a dense and sticky substance that slithered across his shoulder and armpit and then spread outward from there, slowly coating more of his body.

He shouted and spun around as quickly as he could, which was far faster than he’d anticipated, buffed up on spirit essence as he was. The shadowslime slid off him, landing on the concrete with a heavy plopping noise, droplets pulling together as it reformed.

“You can’t fight it!” shouted Winter. “It won’t take damage from physical attacks! Run to the car!”

Jackson didn’t need any more convincing beyond her words and what he’d already seen. He took off at a sprint, hurrying through the empty parking lot, tensing each time he had to pass through a section of shadow beneath the streetlights.

He’d just begun to pick up speed when he felt something wrap around his ankle. It was akin to stepping in thick mud, right down to the way his shoe pulled off as he tried to yank his leg free. His mother screamed something as the shadowslime slithered up around him, wrapping around his waist, his chest… his face.

He fell hard onto his side, unable to even break his own fall. With the shadowslime over his eyes and ears, the world was black and quiet. The urge to panic was almost irresistible, but he knew it wouldn’t get him anywhere and forced himself to at least think the situation through.

You can’t fight this thing. You’re basically fucked. 

Something tingled against his hand. His mother, desperately trying to do something. He pulled her into his soul matrix, wondering if she might be able to at least claw at his eyes enough for him to get a glimpse of what was going on.

Instead, she kept her hand on his, squeezing desperately. Trying to squeeze out a message, maybe? The shadowslime was pulling him across the ground now like a snake with a rat in its belly. Winter squeezed again, and for an instant, he could feel all of her — her presence as a ghost, but more than just that. The essence of her.

She’s a witch,  he thought.  I bet she’d have a spell to handle this, back when she still had a body with its own store of essence. 

Ah. There it was. He knew what he had to do. Whether he could do it or not was an entirely separate question. Squeezing his mother’s hand, he focused on his own spirit essence, trying to push it outward through that connection. It was like feeding tinder into a small fire, giving her the fuel she needed to do what she did best.

The fire analogy became suddenly real as Jackson felt the shadowslime tense and recoil all around him, much like it’d been struck by, say, a fireball. He got the faintest whiff of burning hair as the shadowslime uncovered his eyes and ears and hurried to pat out a stray flame in his curls.

“Whoa,” he muttered, as his eyes readjusted to the scene. The shadowslime was slithering a hasty, wounded retreat, unable to reform into a whole as it hurried off into the darkness.

Slowly, Jackson tried to stand up. His knees felt unstable, and the entire world spun around him. He leaned his back against the side of a nearby truck as he struggled to catch his breath, sweating hard and breathing harder.

“Are you all right?” asked his mother. “I tried to draw only as much essence as I needed for a single spell.”

“I’ll manage.” He took another breath, feeling tired, but too dizzy and unsettled to even consider the possibility of sleep. “Well, it’s good to know that you can theoretically cast spells from my essence.”

“From the way you look right now, I’m going to assume it’s something we shouldn’t make a habit out of.” Winter frowned and leaned in, examining his face. “I’m not sure if I only pulled spirit essence from what you had stored, Jax. I might have used some of your innate essence.”

“I’ll be all right,” he said. “Who do you think sent that thing?”

“I would guess the Red Queen, but…”

“But what?”

Winter folded her arms, face scrunched with worry.

“Shadowslimes normally kill their targets through the most obvious means.”

“Which would be…?”

“They force their way into their opponent’s lungs through the mouth and nostrils and suffocate them.”

“Jesus Christ.” Jackson whistled and wiped more sweat off his forehead. “You’re saying I got lucky?”

“I’m saying it wasn’t trying to kill you, and I don’t know what that means.”

Jackson frowned and shook his head. “When I confronted Sierra in the hotel when we were rescuing Molly, she told me that her master had a message for me. Maybe the Red Queen has decided that she’s done waiting for me to hear it?”

“It’s also possible that Niara, or even Ligarious sent the monster,” said Winter. “To capture you or even just to give you a scare.”

Jackson nodded slowly. He’d dropped the bag of dog food during the altercation, but it was still in one piece.

“Let’s go try to get some answers.”

Club Sinestra was surprisingly busy, despite it still being fairly early in the night when they arrived. Doing the spins to reveal the entrance wasn’t fun for Jackson, still recovering from funding Winter’s spellcraft. He slowly walked by the bouncers, neither of whom he recognized, and found a spot to lean against the bar.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” asked his mother.

She reached out to touch his cheek, and he pulled her back into his soul matrix, catching her hand before it made contact. He took a breath and forced a smile.

“Nothing that can’t be fixed by the line of pixie dust I’m sure Terzio will offer me.”

“Jackson Arsex!”

“I’m joking,” he said. “Come on. Let’s find our way into the back room.”

All it took to get by Terzio’s private guards was flashing the label of the dog food bag and giving it a small shake. Terzio was in the middle of a meeting with a hulking giantess who had to stoop slightly to keep her head from brushing the ceiling. The goblin waved her away upon seeing Jackson, his already broad smile widening even further.

“The mighty male moonlighter Jackson strolls into my fine establishment once more!” called the goblin. “Carrying an offering for me, is he?”

“He is.” Jackson made a small, secretly mocking bow as he held up the bag of dog food. “Blue Buffalo Canine Jerky, as requested.”

“It is very difficult to find,” said Terzio. “I know this firsthand.”

“Yeah, well, the last thing I really wanted to do was go on a fetch quest for you, but after considering my options, it seemed like the best one.”

One of the bunny hybrid women took the bag from him, opened it, and brought it to Terzio. The goblin reached a hand in and pulled out a stubby, shriveled piece, popping it into his mouth with no apparent shame. It didn’t look that bad, to be honest, which somehow justified the work Jackson had put into finding it… partially.

“You wish for my advice, then?” asked Terzio. “You come to me in your time of need?”

Jackson heard Winter sigh from where she stood next to him and felt about the same. “Yes, Terzio. Oh, mighty Terzio, in my greatest time of need, I beseech you for—”

“Mockery is unbecoming,” said the goblin, smiling. “But you are learning, which I like. You have already learned the most valuable lesson. Never judge by appearance. Never judge by first impression.”

He snapped a finger, and one of his companions hurried to bring out the rolling cart with the pixie dust on it. Jackson shook his head, more interested in getting a new lead than getting high.

“Ligarious and Niara both have dealings with the Red Queen, the moonlighter who we believe attacked my mother,” he said. “Is it safe to assume I can’t trust either of them?”

“You ask the wrong question, or at least an incomplete one.”

Terzio waved away the pixie dust and instead had the bunny hybrid bring out a bottle. “Wine, at least?”

“Sure,” said Jackson. “Wrong question, how?”

“Could you trust Ligarious to, say, honestly sell you an artifact or potion from her shop?”

“I suppose,” he said.

“The question you must ask is not whether you can trust unconditionally, but within a defined situation. Ligarious and Niara may have taken money from the Red Queen in the past, but they have their own agendas.”

“How do I make their agendas align with my own?” asked Jackson. “I suppose that’s the question I need to answer if I want to use them to strike at their master.”

“Think about what they cherish most. What do they want? Where are they weak? Find meaning in their motives.”

“That’s interesting,” said Jackson. “But it’s too vague to be helpful.”

“You are in luck, then, that I also have Niara’s payment for you, along with more specific advice.”

Terzio waved to another of his servants, who hurried to bring him a small, leather pouch that looked like a coin purse from centuries past. He tossed it to Jackson, who’d almost forgotten about the money Niara had asked him to collect.

 Celeste asked about it while we were fooling around. Niara’s still waiting. 

“It all comes back to the pixie dust, as it happens,” said Terzio.

“Niara brings it into the city and I, on occasion, purchase it from her.

That’s what this payment is for.”

“That seems like a fairly enriching arrangement.”

“Quite so.” Terzio smiled and leaned back on his lounger.

“Enriching, but also technically illegal, at least underneath the Governing Council’s regulation. I would never deign to jeopardize our working relationship by leaning on this weakness, especially as it is not in my interest to make an enemy of a vampire. But it is information which may help you negotiate from a place of strength, if you so choose.”

“Thank you,” he said. “That does seem helpful.”

“You are most welcome.” Terzio popped another dog treat into his mouth and smiled. “I trust that this help will place me high in your regard in days to come, Jackson Arsex.”

“If it pans out, it certainly will.”

CHAPTER 22

JACKSON – MOTIVES AND MOJITOS

 

“I’m not so sure I got a good return on the effort I put in tracking down that dog food,” he muttered, as he and his mother arrived home.

“He gave you information on Niara’s illegal activities,” said Winter. “You could use it to try to blackmail her, if you went about it carefully enough.”

“I suppose, but it could backfire.”

“His other advice also seemed fairly reasonable, at least as it applies to Ligarious,” said Winter.

“What does Ligarious cherish most, then, and how does that help us?”

“She clearly loves her daughter, and her dead husband is literally haunting her shop,” said Winter.

“I knew all of that already. I tried pumping Dani for information.”

“If you can believe it, not every woman is simply waiting to be pumped for information,” muttered Winter. “How about you try a different approach? A more honest approach?”

Molly was inside, watching TV loudly while sipping an extravagant-looking mixed drink. She had on one of Jackson’s t-shirts, an old, baggy one that somehow looked reinvigorated on her tall, slender body. Her legs were bare underneath aside from the smallest hint of baby blue boy-shorts poking out from the shirt’s bottom hem.

“I have a whole pitcher of mojitos made up if you want one, Jackson,” she said, smiling broadly. “So how did today go?”

“It was a mixed bag,” he said, with a sigh. “I had a bad date. I fought a shadowslime. I bribed a goblin with dog food.”

Winter helped explain the specifics, speaking to Molly through the magic of the Bluetooth earbud. Molly gave a pensive nod as she heard the last few details.

“Interesting,” she said. “You have options, at least. None of them particularly good, but they do exist.”

“Try to use Ligarious’s family to get answers or stake out Niara’s drug cache,” muttered Jackson. “Or I suppose I could beg Sierra to switch sides, depending on how desperate I’m feeling.”

“Vetoing Sierra,” said Winter, with a yawn. “Can we pick this conversation back up come morning? For once, I’m actually tired as a ghost. I’m heading to bed and suggest the two of you do the same.”

“Fine by me,” said Molly.

“Same here,” said Jackson. “I’ll head to bed soon, too.”

Winter made her way upstairs. Jackson glanced toward Molly, who’d stretched out on the couch.

“Are you sure I can’t interest you in a mojito before you turn in?”

she asked, smiling as she arched into a stretch that highlighted various awesome parts of her body.

“I could go for a mojito.”

“You’re welcome to pour yourself one,” said Molly. “You’re also welcome to join me on the couch. I can make room.”

“I could go for that, too.”

He came back into the living room after pouring himself a large mojito and took a seat on the couch. Molly was lying down with her head on the other end, and she stretched her legs until her feet brushed his thigh. Jackson set his drink down on the coffee table, lifted her feet, and set them in his lap, running his thumb over her toes.

“Planning on giving me a foot rub?” asked Molly.

“If that’s what you want.” He smiled as he thought about giving his mother a foot rub weeks earlier. He hadn’t stopped at just her feet. The memory stirred his loins, and he slid Molly’s feet in a little closer, letting her feel his growing excitement.

She was down to play, smiling and flexing her big toe in a way that nudged his cock. “How’d your date go today?”

“It got crashed by a celestial,” he admitted. “I think I got a little bit distracted.”

“A little bit  distracted,” echoed Molly. “You are so much more like your father than I think you even realize.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

Molly smiled and shook her head, moving her foot some more and all but stroking his growing erection with her toes. “You just remind me of him, is all.”

“I know my father was involved with my mom and my birth mom, and… other women.” Jackson paused, weighing how to phrase his next question carefully. “Were you ever involved with him? Even just in passing?”

Molly laughed but glanced away meaningfully and hesitated before answering. “In passing?  You’re asking if Case ran through me on his way to Winter and Margot?”

“I suppose I am.”

“Of course not!” She flicked her foot, nudging his tool again.

“That’s not something that ever could have happened. It would have killed your mother.”

She sighed, and a guilty edge came over her expression.

Jackson let his hands start to roam, gently kneading her calves, fingers marching upward.

“I guess we made our own version of that mistake, doing what we did.” She spoke quietly, vaguely, as though afraid of even saying

it out loud. “Though in our case, with the lust essence, it was at least an accident. Unintentional.”

“Very much so.” He started on the lower edge of her thighs. “It just happened.”

“And it was… just the one time.”

“Yeah.” He rubbed her inner thigh brazenly, smirking as he saw her draw in a quick breath. “Just the one time.”

He’d never known a silence could feel so dirty until that very moment. He slid his hand further up, teasing the bottom hem of her shorts as though testing a boundary. Molly didn’t stop him. In fact, she shifted, sliding her butt more in his direction, subtly opening her legs.

He met her gaze and liked what he saw there. He took a grip of her thigh, tugging her toward him slightly. She set her hand on his, leaning her head back as she drew his fingers into her shorts.

Jackson moved all at once, shifting over her on the tiny little couch. He kissed her, feeling her respond eagerly. Time was of the essence. They both knew his mother could come downstairs at any time. They both also knew that if they went for it, full on and without hesitation, they could get it done, quick and hot and desperate.

Molly pressed her palms into his chest. Jackson thought she was pushing him away for an instant, but she took two handfuls of his shirt and pulled him closer, wrapping her legs around his waist.

“Just one more time,” she whispered. “To get it all… out of our system.”

“Sure, Aunt Molly.” He seized her shorts and pulled them down, panties going with them. “Whatever you need.”

She made this noise, breathless and horny, that was such a turn-on to him. He’d had fun with Celeste earlier that day, but it’d been just that — fun. The here and now, Molly on the couch, nude from the waist down and all but dragging him in with her legs like a sexual bear trap, was so far beyond that. Dangerous, greedy, needy sex.

He caught Molly’s hands as she started to pull his shorts down, lifting them over her head and smirking. Sliding downward, he gave her lower lips a long kiss. Molly ran her hands through his hair as he slowly started licking her pussy. He went slow until he felt her getting into it, giving up to him, and then he alternated, slow, and then fast.

“Oh, fuck!” cried Molly. “Jax!”

Her fingers tightened, almost scratching the back of his head.

Jackson stopped a half second before he felt her reach the point of no return, teasing her with his smile as he shifted upward and lined his cock up. Molly did her thing with her legs again, wrapping him in her thighs and forcefully pulling him into that first, hard thrust.

She let out a gasp loud enough to make him worry. Jackson pulled her mouth to his shoulder as he started thrusting faster. She sucked on his neck, and then it was the couch making noise, wooden legs slipping across the floor as he rocked into her, hard and fast.

No condom. He’d used one with Celeste, but with Molly… it was different. Raw and instinctual. The juicy forbidden fruit that had to be eaten the instant it was plucked from the tree. Molly’s moans were hot and humid on his ear. He sped up, squeezing her into him with his arms as hard as she was squeezing with her legs.

“Jax!” she whispered. “Oh, God! Oh, fuck!”

“Just one more time, right Aunt Molly?” he growled. “Until the next time. Or the time after that.”

She let out a cry, a mix of pleasure and defeat. A cry of submission. Was this his effect on her, as a man, as her nephew? Or was it the afterglow of the lust essence he’d touched her with last time? Was there a meaningful distinction? She was about to come, regardless.

Her entire body went through a series of twitches and convulsions as it happened. He gently stroked her hair, fingers running down the side of her face. He kissed her neck, still thrusting

and pulling her body into his, speeding up as he chased his own release.

He saw her face, and it was simply too sexy. She was biting her lower lip, eyes half-lidded, cheeks rosy, red in that lewd, horny way.

Jackson pulled her shirt up and sucked on one of her nipples. He thrust into her faster, feeling her pussy tightening, a slick, hot lane for his usage, his pleasure.

“Molly!”

He hugged her tight as he finally blew his load, floating on a cloud of raw indulgence. Molly hugged him back, breathing with tiny little whimpers.

“Your mom is going to be so mad at me,” she whispered.

“Want me to be the one to tell her?”

He pulled back so he could see her face. Molly nodded, and then shook her head, and then shrugged.

“…Would you?”

CHAPTER 23

WINTER — DOWN TO BUSINESS

 

“Molly and I had sex again last night.”

Winter stared at Jax, more annoyed, by far, than surprised. She still had ears as a ghost. She’d overheard the efforts of their exertions the previous night and spent hours after the act planning how she’d carefully trick them into admitting it with pointed questions to reveal inconsistencies with their stories.

And he just comes right out and admits it. 

“Okay,” she said.

It was the opposite of okay — an unmitigated disaster of epic, horny proportions. But Winter knew her son, and she especially knew her sister. The path to getting them to listen to reason did not include a stop at her freakout along the way, even if it was still happening internally.

“Okay?” Jax glanced at Molly, who looked moderately horrified by his revelation. “You’re okay with it?”

“I think you’re both completely insane,” said Winter. “Over bored and under stimulated and probably grabbing at each other for no other reason than that you’re both under the same roof late at night.

This entire situation is just so…”

Unfair was the word that came to mind. Molly always got everything she wanted, with seemingly no consequences. It had always been that way since childhood, and now the spoils of life had extended to include a sexual relationship with Winter’s own son.

Molly got to see a side of him Winter had only seen glimpses of, his intensity, his strength applied to aggressive, passionate lovemaking.

Well, she’d seen more than a  glimpse,  but it hadn’t been through her own eyes. It hadn’t been face to face. Again, it seemed like Molly was getting the full range of what life had to offer while little Winter

tried to drown out the sounds of ecstasy up in her room, nose buried in a book. A ghost in her own house.

“Mom,” said Jax. “Are you sure you’re all right with it?”

“What are you even asking with that question, Jax?”

He looked confused. “Molly and I… had sex. Again.”

“I understand that,” said Winter. “It happened. I wish you the very best of luck in sorting through the situation you’re now in.”

“Hold on!” Molly called from the living room. “I just got my earbud in. Winnie, can we all sit down and talk about this?”

“The two of you need to sit down and talk,” said Winter. “I’m not sure I need to be a part of the discussion.”

Molly and Jax glanced at each other, now both looking confused.

“Are you going to date, or something?” asked Winter, with a slightly cruel laugh. “If not, how are you going to handle each other dating other people? Are you using condoms? What happens if Molly has a pregnancy scare?”

The questions landed on them like a series of physical blows.

Good. Winter felt her anger rising again, and though she didn’t give voice to it, she let it flow through her, feeling the full extent of all the emotion she’d suppressed while listening to them fucking like teenagers the night before.

Well, Jax was still a teenager, but still…

“Winnie, come on,” said Molly, shaking her head. “It’s just stress relief. Everyone needs it sometimes. It’s not like I didn’t try to stop Jax at first. But then there was one time when I didn’t stop him, and once the door is open, it’s  really hard to shut.”

She looked at Winter apologetically, and then at Jax, and then she shrugged as if to ask  how can I resist?  Absolutely infuriating.

Winter folded her arms and turned around, again finding it so unfair.

Most of her anger stemmed from the abject wrongness of what they were doing, the taboo of an aunt and her nephew giving in to a lust more powerful than the normal boundaries between them. Some of her anger, however, was undeniably from Winter wanting that same careless, brazen surrender for herself. It wasn’t quite jealousy, but it wasn’t quite not jealousy, either.

Just so unfair.

“Can we move on?” she snapped. “The two of you are having sex. So be it. Please, please, please keep all public displays of affection out of my line of sight.”

Jax and Molly looked at each other and then back at her, both seeming uncomfortable with her frankness. An evil part of Winter couldn’t wait to see the situation blow up in their faces. Though she knew that in all likelihood, given how much she loved both of them, she’d be the one picking up the pieces afterward.

“All right,” said Jax, slowly. “Now that we’ve cleared the air, let’s get down to business. We’ve been spinning our wheels and going nowhere. As I see it, we have three routes that might bring us to our enemy — Niara, Ligarious, or Sierra.”

“Three options?” Winter frowned and shook her head. “How are you including Sierra in this? She seems like the most loyal of the bunch, given what she did to Molly.”

“Don’t get mad, but when I went to see Sierra in the strip club, she offered to set up a meeting between me and her master.” Jax held his hands up in mock surrender. “At the time, it sounded too dangerous to seriously consider.”

“It stills does,” said Winter. “Far too high of a chance that it could be a trap.”

“Ligarious, then,” said Jax. “We show up to her shop, confront her, demand she tell us what she knows.”

“I don’t think she’d respond well to that,” said Molly. “I also would only be able to watch from a distance. She hates me, remember?”

“Are you sure you aren’t the one who hates her?” asked Winter.

“You were quite into Ronald, from what I remember.”

“Oh, shush,” said Molly. “The point still stands.”

“It’s a fair enough point, especially the first part,” said Winter. “I think Ligarious is going to need a more nuanced touch.”

“I suppose I could simply bring Niara her payment from Terzio,”

suggested Jax. “It might buy us some goodwill, but if not, given what Terzio told us about her pixie dust dealings, I might still have some leverage on her.”

“Trying to apply leverage to a vampire seems like a volatile prospect,” muttered Winter.

“It also seems like the best of our bad options,” he said, with a shrug.

“I agree,” said Molly. “I’ll have my silver with me in case things go south. Vampires used to be one of my specialties, you know.”

“Nice,” said Jax. “You’re a woman of many talents.”

Molly smiled and leaned toward him. “Oh, more than I think you know.”

They shared a lingering look that left Winter smoldering. She cleared her throat when the tension between them reached a point where even she could feel it.

“Call the celestial and have her set a meeting up,” she told Jax.





***



Jax made the call, and the meeting was scheduled for dusk, once again at the graveyard. The day was lazy and routine, with Jax dipping out to make an appearance for one of his classes at Winter’s insistence, and Molly helping out with chores, again at Winter’s insistence.

She had a front row seat to Jax reacting to Molly’s outfit as they prepared to set out. Molly had put on a black leather bodysuit with loops diagonally across the chest for her to hang her silver stakes from. She looked sexy and deadly, and it both annoyed Winter and made her briefly consider redoing her own ghostly outfit in a similar vein.

You have that one sexy witch robe,  she thought.  But why change into it if only Jax can see you? 

“Wow,” said Jax. “Does that zip up in front?”

“Yup.” Molly grinned and revealed the zipper track. “From my navel up to the bottom of my cleavage.”

“It fits you so tight,” said Jax. “You must have to wiggle into it.”

Winter scowled, stepped into the kitchen, and spun around, changing her outfit with a burst of willpower. Her  sexy witch robe, as she’d always thought of it, was more of a gown, black and red in color. It had a sash that held it together at the waist, a tight chest with a little boob window that her cleavage peaked out through, and lots of bare, exposed thigh down below.

“Ready?” she called out.

“Yeah, ready to…” Jax paused, mouth falling open as he saw her. “Whoa. Mom, you look… I mean.  Wow.  Have I ever seen you wear that before?”

“It’s been a few years.” She smirked and spun around for him, letting the skirt flare out. “Still fits.”

They piled into Molly’s car and set off for the graveyard. The sun had only just gone down when they arrived, which was akin to the break of dawn for a vampire like Niara.

As much as Winter had some justifiable issues and concerns with Jax and Molly’s recent decisions, she couldn’t deny that they both looked serious and dialed in to the current situation. Jax took a slow breath, and Winter could feel him drawing in ambient spirit

essence with that cool trick he used to power himself up. Molly was testing the sharpness of her stakes.

“Celeste said that Niara wants me to come alone again,” he said.

“The likelihood that this boils over seems much higher than it was for the last meeting. If the situation goes south and I need one of you to pull off a surprise attack, the codeword is  interesting. ”

“A surprise attack?” Winter looked at him seriously. “What, if anything, do you have in mind, exactly?”

“Molly’s got her silver stakes.” He gave a small shrug. “If it comes down to it, you can surprise them with a spell, like we used against the shadowslime.”

“That spell very nearly made you faint from the toll it took on your body,” pointed out Winter.

“I’d rather faint than be enthralled by a vampire, as it happens.”

He climbed out of the car and rolled his shoulders, then his wrists, and cracked his knuckles. It was unusually cold out for the season, and each of his exhalations was a puff of white smoke against the dusk. He looked confident, ready for action, capable and powerful.

“I’m proud of you,” said Winter.

“I haven’t even done anything yet.” He pulled the coin pouch from his pocket and hefted its weight. “I don’t even know what this payment consists of. It’s not money in here. There’s no jingle to it.”

“Gold dust, most likely,” said Winter. “It’s more useful for potions in its broken down form but can still be exchanged for mundane currency at a premium rate.”

“And Niara trusted me to carry this from Terzio to her?”

“She was testing you.” Celeste’s voice cut through the moment, surprising Winter to the point of flinching. The pretty teenage moonlighter stood by the cemetery’s gate, watching Jackson and

Molly carefully, expression pale against the early night. It was anyone’s guess how much of their conversation she’d overheard.

“Well,” said Jax. “I’m eager to see if I passed.”

He glanced at Molly, gesturing for her to wait as he strode forward. He smirked at Celeste, drawing near and leaning in for a kiss. She smiled dangerously back at him, dodging his lips for an instant before letting her mouth meet his, black wings fluttering once as they finally parted.

Unseen, Winter walked alongside Jax, already listening carefully for the codeword he’d established. Molly would only be able to get so close, given that she hadn’t been able to set herself up in a decent hiding place before Celeste had surprised them. Jax would likely have to fend for himself if the situation deteriorated into violence.

Niara was waiting for him in much the same way she had been the previous night. She was barefoot, and her dark hair and torn black dress gave her the ambience of a scavenger, a crow in humanoid form.

Her thralls flanked her on both sides, Alex and Kye, disinterest and disdain. Jax looked at each of them in turn and then back at Celeste behind them, perhaps searching for an ally, or at least someone slightly less than an enemy.

“Well now,” said Niara. “Jackson Arsex. You’ve returned.”

“I have.” Jax slid his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Terzio was cooperative but slow about it. He wanted me to perform a favor for him as well, just as everyone seems to.”

“I care not for your difficulties,” said Niara.

“You should. Certain dog food brands are apparently worth their weight in gold.”

Niara’s only reaction was a slow, inhuman blink. He took the pouch out and held it up in his clenched fist.

“I’ve got your payment,” he said. “But I want information on the Red Queen first.”

“Ah, youngling,” purred Niara. “You are intelligent and vital. I’m sure you’ve realized now that I took a risk on you. I placed trust in you. There was no guarantee you would return with this payment, and small as it is, it was very much a test. One you are on the cusp of passing. But I will not have you hold what is mine hostage in demand of answers.”

It was very much the expected answer, from where Winter was standing. She looked at Jax, who glanced at her, brow briefly furrowing in a  what now, questioning way.

“I don’t think keeping the payment is going to get you anywhere,”

she said. “It may feel like surrendering an advantage, but I don’t think she cares about it that much.”

She saw a hint of a smile on his face and could almost hear the cocky reply he was holding back. Jax was the kind of guy who would put his foot down when and where he felt like it, consequences be damned. A lot like his father, though she hated how often she drew that comparison as of late.

But Jax was also smart.

“Of course, I’m going to give you your payment, Niara,” he said, opening his hand to hold it outstretched. “You must understand the position I’m coming from, however. I’m pursuing an enemy who likely has me outmatched in an attempt to save the person I love most.

The word  desperate is an understatement.”

Celeste walked forward from behind them, taking the pouch and delivering it to Niara’s hand. Niara opened the drawstring, briefly revealing the glimmer of pulverized gold, and then closed it.

“I understand completely,” she said. “I believe that I can help you. Please, follow me inside and I’ll provide you with answers within a more agreeable environment than this.”

She turned without awaiting his reply, striding deeper into the graveyard. Winter was unsure of the situation, but Jax was already following, so she kept pace.

CHAPTER 24

JACKSON – MIXED SIGNALS

 

He could see how much his mother hated the situation from her face, posture, reluctant gait, basically everything about her outward appearance. He also was not a fan.

Niara, flanked by her three thralls, lead him toward the far edge of the graveyard, the section furthest from the road and any witnesses. They passed by two open graves along the way, dug, but not yet filled, obvious and ominous.

She stopped in front of the heavy door leading to an ancient mausoleum built from old, weathered stone. The hinges let out rusty groans as she tugged it open with one powerful arm, and warm light spilled forth from the interior.

The space had been converted, or at least coopted, into the coziest looking vampire den that Jackson had ever seen. Several bean bag chairs were arrayed around a leather recliner. A TV was set up on top of the central dais, and a small coffee table near the chairs had a Nintendo Switch on it along with a couple of extra controllers. A mini fridge was tucked away between two coffins, and Niara opened it to extract a bottle and several glasses.

“Sit,” she said, flashing a white-toothed smile.

“…All right.” Jackson settled into one of the bean bag chairs, which groaned as the fill material shifted against the fabric. The thralls sat down as well, Celeste and Kye setting up on either side of him while Alex stayed close to her master.

Niara poured him a glass of deep red wine, or at least, a red liquid, from an unmarked bottle. Jackson swirled it around to get a sense of the viscosity before taking a small sip.

“Before we arrive at your topic of inquiry, is there anything else we might offer you to make you feel more comfortable or

contented?” asked Niara.

Celeste’s hand settled on his shoulder, and Kye, on his other side, touched his thigh. He was caught far more off guard than he would have expected from himself and instinctively glanced toward where he’d last seen Winter. She looked more worried than annoyed, which was concerning.

“I’d rather just get straight to the point,” he said.

“Please, let yourself relax, Jackson Arsex,” said Niara. “Breathe.

Drink. Indulge.”

She took a small bag of glittering powder out from under the table and slowly poured two lines out. Pixie dust. What the hell was with moonlighters and their obsession with the stuff? It was fun, but the high was over almost before it began. It seemed, at least from Jackson’s limited experience, that it was more of a status symbol than a thing to be enjoyed.

“I’m good on that,” he said. “Tell me about the Red Queen.”

“Is now truly a time for talking, when so much can be said without words?” asked Niara.

Celeste had slid closer into him and was now nuzzling, not quite kissing, his neck. Kye’s fingers were spider walking their way up his inner thigh, toward the obvious imprint of his cock against his shorts.

He’d never pined for group sex in the way that some men seemed to, but he could suddenly understand the appeal.

“Jax!” called Winter. “Focus! You’re in danger, right now!”

“I know, but… come on!” He wished for once that she would give him bad advice instead of good. The thralls and Niara looked at him oddly, his words probably sounding strangely disconnected to them.

“I chose to become a thrall, you know.” Alex stepped forward, dropping first to one knee in front of where he was sitting, and then both. “It’s a blessing, not a curse. More like choosing a true family over the one that you’re born into, a family that lifts you up, makes you whole.”

“I’ve already got a family, thanks,” he said. “As far as feeling whole goes, I…”

He trailed off as Kye’s fingers started massaging his cock, and Alex began kissing her way up his inner thigh. Celeste was still nuzzling against his neck, with the addition of some sexy breathing and moaning in his ear.

“They all chose thralldom willingly, Jackson,” said Niara. “I would like it to be the same for you. Male moonlighters are so vanishingly rare. I think you would find that you would be highly valued among us. Valued… and rewarded.”

“Jax!” cried Winter. “You’ve already let this go on for too far! Stop fooling around and get out of there.”

Jackson took another sip of his wine, groaning as Alex started planting kisses on the tip of his cock through his shorts. The idea of simply pushing the three thralls away from him and walking out of the mausoleum was smart, but unappealing to the point of being totally absurd. He had no interest in becoming Niara’s thrall, but he simultaneously had a  ton of interest in letting this foursome, potential fivesome, play itself out.

“You have the bearing of a man who seldom finds women who can handle you completely.” Niara padded forward on bare feet, lowering herself down to take Alex’s place kneeling in front of his crotch. “What if I gave you pleasure with my mouth? Do you think you would last long? Do you wonder how it would feel to go even further than that with me? To discover the caress of my most precious place, a place no man has known in decades?”

“Jax!” Winter’s voice was as sharp and authoritative as the crack of a whip. “Don’t you dare!”

Sorry, Mom. 

He nodded his head slowly, drunkenly, almost. Kye and Celeste pulled at his shorts, and he lifted his hips to let them be pulled down.

His cock came loose like an unsheathed saber, pointed directly at Niara’s deep red lips.

She wasn’t the one who started it off, but that hardly mattered.

Celeste and Kye began smothering his shaft with kisses. Alex shifted in from behind and slightly to the side of Niara, kissing from the back, fondling his balls. Niara watched it happen with a smirk that seemed to pose the question of how much better it would feel when she finally joined in.

He really hoped he could last that long. The thralls weren’t fooling around. It was a sexual experience above and beyond anything he’d encountered up to that point in his life.

Except for that one time with Sierra, in the hotel. 

That memory was dangerous, and he had to tamp down on it before it made him come early. The current moment, with a tongue and two sets of lips teasing his manhood, was incredible enough to bring his attention back to the present. Alex started sucking on the tip while Kye and Celeste kissed each other with the base of his shaft nestled in between their mouths. It was unreal.

He started to wonder, without meaning or wanting to, whether being a thrall would be so bad, really. Maybe he could convince Niara to make him a full-blown vampire? He was sure his mother would absolutely lose her shit if he went through with it, but would it really be such a bad choice? Hard to answer a question like that in the negative when sex with three, potentially four, women was in motion and dependent on the answer.

“They won’t let you come unless I tell them to,” whispered Niara.

Everything stopped at her words, three mouths poised near his cock, but not on it. He could feel the humidity of Celeste, Alex, and Kye’s breath.

“Who says I’m ready to come?” he asked, a little surprised by how confident his own voice sounded. He wasn’t ready to come, per se, but he was very much at the point where the gun was loaded,

safety was off, finger clutching the hair trigger, in the middle of an earthquake.

“Jackson,” she cooed, making his name sound like a cloud. “You aren’t ready for me.”

She managed to look smug and superior even as she turned her head slightly sideways and planted the first of hopefully many kisses on the tip of his cock. Jackson groaned, aware he was grinning like an idiot. Practically salivating, as he watched Niara open her mouth, take him, start sucking.

Her eyes were so intense, focused on him, unblinking, pupils like black holes with unimaginable gravity. Niara bobbed her head, sucking with such force that he suspected there was a supernatural aspect to the grip and slurp of her lips. Jackson was at her mercy but too horny to let that be the case for long.

He heard the thrall’s gasp as he set his hand on the back of Niara’s head and began forcefully guiding her. Niara’s gleaming eyes narrowed, but she didn’t resist, willing to play along. Jackson thrust his hips in time with each directed movement of her hot, sweet mouth, using it for his own pleasure like a dangerous, fanged sex toy.

It was a greedy moment. It was too much. He took a fistful of Niara’s hair and pulled her head back right as he came, blowing his load mostly onto her forehead and the bridge of her nose.

He wasn’t trying to demean her — he was trying to piss her off.

He knew that if he was still in her good graces in that hazy, post-orgasm period, he’d agree to anything up to and including being her thrall. Jackson knew himself well enough to know that, so he was doing his future self a favor by firing the first shot, so to speak, in the fight to come.

“You insolent little…” Niara bared her fangs at him, fingers curling into clawed nails. “I will give you a single chance to apologize for that.”

“I’ll apologize when you stop playing games with me and tell me what I came here to find out.”

Niara wiped a hand down her face, and the visage revealed on the other side was tight, twisted, evil, if Jackson were to editorialize.

“What makes you think you can make demands of me?”

Alex and Kye moved at some unseen, unheard signal, reaching for his arms. Jackson threw his hands sideways, pushing them both hard in the chest. With spirit essence thrumming through him, he could push pretty damn hard, and both women were flung back against the far walls of the narrow mausoleum.

“Interesting!” said Jackson, and then again, louder. “Isn’t that just so  interesting?” 

He backpedaled toward the door as Niara let out a hiss, fangs sliding loose from flesh cavities within her mouth. Winter finally phased through the wall of the mausoleum, having apparently noped out of her front row seat to the many-mouthed blowjob.

“Grab my hand!” she shouted.

He did, trusting that she had a useful spell in mind. Blindingly bright light burst into existence, forcing him to avert his gaze. Niara cried out, and several of the thralls gasped in surprise.

“Sun burst,” whispered Winter. “Only blinds typical mortals, but to a vampire, it’s like a splash of acid.”

“Nice.” Jackson staggered slightly from the draw of essence she’d taken from him. It wasn’t as bad as her fire blast against the shadowslime had been, but his legs still felt unsteady as he hurried out of the mausoleum, into the shadows of the graveyard.

The thralls gave pursuit. Celeste was airborne, flying to catch up with him. He’d held out hope that she might remain neutral if it came to a fight, but that’d been overly optimistic.

He watched her shadow, using it to judge her position as she dove at him from above. Crouching, Jackson launched himself

upward at the last second, slamming into her stomach with a blind shoulder check that elicited a pained gasp.

He grabbed her around the torso and twisted, taking her down with him as gravity brought him back to earth. Celeste flapped her wings, slowing their descent slightly, but not enough to keep her from landing underneath him in a modest body slam.

Kye rushed toward him as he rose to his feet, running low, dark against the night. He knew she was a capable fighter just from her stance, not to mention their brief exchange when she’d patted him down on their first meeting.

He tried to back away and bumped into a large tombstone. Kye attacked, trying to seize on his surprise. Jackson dodged sideways, getting out of the way but tripping in the process. Bits of stone and dust burst through the air as Kye slammed into the tombstone and virtually obliterated it.

Celeste had risen to her feet, wings flapping as she regained her balance. Jackson blurred as he burned spirit essence to move fast enough before she got completely out of his reach. He seized her by the arm and, spinning around once, threw her shot-put style into Kye, bodies colliding with a hollow, bony thunk.

It was time for him to leave. He took off at a dead sprint through the graveyard, which felt very appropriate. A lowlying grave tripped him on his way to the gate, and he was moving so fast that he traveled a surprising distance before hitting the ground hard and rolling and regaining his feet. His mother only just kept pace, and she was breathing heavy as they made it out to the street, which was amusing to see a ghost do.

“Time to go!” he said, climbing into the front passenger seat.

Molly was asleep, a slight line of drool hanging from the corner of her mouth, silver stake held limply in the fingers of one hand.

“Molly!” He shook her shoulder hard. “Go!”

“Wha?” Molly shook her head and blinked a couple of times.

“Oh. Whoops. Are we fighting or are we leaving?”

“Go, go, go!”

CHAPTER 25

JACKSON – FOLLOW THROUGH

 

“So how was it?” asked Molly, yawning through the last syllable.

“Terrible,” said Jackson. “But I suppose I feel somewhat vindicated in having gotten the better end of the encounter.”

“Nice!” said Molly. “Did you acquire a taste for kicking some vampire butt?”

He shrugged and let out a bemused chuckle.

“I think it would be more appropriate to say that the vampires got a taste of him,” said Winter.

Molly frowned, glancing at him as she rolled up to a stop sign.

He watched as she took notice of the fact that there were no bite marks on him and made sense of what Winter was alluding to.

“Oh,” she said, glumly.

He wondered then if perhaps his mother had a point about the potential complications looming between him and Molly, regardless of what they called what they’d been  doing, or how seriously they both did or didn’t take it. The car was silent for a minute. Molly put her turn signal on as she neared the street that would take them home.

“Hold on,” said Jackson. “I think we should go straight to  Arcane Antiques. ”

“You want to confront Ligarious tonight?” asked Winter, skeptically. “After how things went with Niara?”

“Hear me out,” he said. “I think if I show up looking like I am right now, slightly bedraggled, still shaken up from a fight, I might get sympathy points.”

“You might also present yourself as an easy mark to take advantage of,” said Winter.

“She’s already done enough of that.” Jackson shrugged and stretched one arm against the edge of the car’s window. “It’s a long shot, but between her and Danica, at least one of them might have a conscience.”

Winter sighed. Molly was fiddling with the Bluetooth earbud.

“Sorry, it keeps turning off for some reason,” said Molly. “What’s the consensus?”

“Drive him to Arcane Antiques,” said Winter, with a shrug. “It’s not a great idea, but it’s all we’ve got right now.”

“Can do.” Molly pulled into a convenience store parking lot, turning the car around. “Keep in mind that Ligarious and I still have an ongoing feud. You’ll be on your own again, Jax. If I intervene, things will get messy.”

“I’m not expecting danger,” he said.

“You never are,” muttered Winter.

Molly parked on the street, a little down the way from Ligarious’s shop. Jackson gave her a kiss on the cheek before getting out of the car and walking alongside his mother to the door. They shared a look before he knocked, a look which he couldn’t help but interpret.

Don’t do anything stupid. 

He knocked on the door of the shop, unsure if the sound would even travel all the way up to the apartment that Dani and Ligarious shared above. Half a minute passed, and he was about to knock again when the door swung open, revealing Dani on the other side in her nightclothes, hair damp as though she’d recently showered.

“Jackson? What are you doing here? Did something happen?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Ran into some trouble with Niara.”

“Here, come inside.” She stepped back from the door, pulling it further open. “You have a cut on your cheek.”

He furrowed his brow and touched his face until he found it.

“Apparently, I do.”

“Let’s go up to my room,” said Dani.

“Is your mom here?”

“No. She sometimes runs errands at night. I don’t think she’ll care, though.”

He followed through the shop and up the stairs in the back.

Dani’s room was at the end of a creaky hallway, a modestly sized room with a small bed, a computer desk, and a surprising number of stuffed animals.

There were small signs here and there of her background as a moonlighter, such as a large crystal within a copper wire holder on her desk, or the cloak hanging loosely on the back of the door in the same way a mundane person might toss aside their bath robe.

He sat down on her bed, the springs of the mattress squeaking.

Winter had followed him up and frowned in a way that made him feel like he was doing something wrong by making himself comfortable.

“Alex was there again tonight,” he said.

“That’s not surprising,” muttered Dani.

A silence followed. Jackson could sense Dani weighing the various questions she probably wanted to ask, deciding how much of her and her mother’s game she wanted to reveal. She said nothing in the end, which said a lot, in its own way.

“I just want to help my mother.” He looked at Winter’s ghost, though his words were for Dani. “That’s all I care about. I didn’t go to see Niara tonight with anything more than that in mind. I didn’t come here for anything else, either.”

“You make it sound so simple and noble,” muttered Dani.

“I suppose that’s one way of putting it.”

“Was it noble of you to take me out on a date just to see if you could get me to reveal my mother’s secrets?” asked Dani. “I care about her just like you care about your mom.”

“Did you to go on said date without checking in with her first?” he countered. “You called her and checked in with her while we were at the carnival. You kept her updated as though your main purpose was to be there as a spy.”

“And how would you know that?” snapped Dani.

“Look, I didn’t come here to throw accusations back and forth.”

He stared at Dani and spoke as honestly as he could. “I just want to help her. Please. I know your mother has had dealings with the Red Queen. I need to find her.”

Dani shrugged and glanced away. “I… don’t know anything about that.”

“I’m going after her, one way or another,” he said. “You and your mom aren’t going to be able to stay out of this forever if you keep protecting her.”

Dani’s expression sharpened. “Is that a threat?”

He shook his head slightly. The room felt warm, hot, even, and smaller than it had earlier. Absently, Jackson wondered if he was beginning to find conflict with powerful women to be an aphrodisiac of sorts.

“It’s not a threat. It’s a plea. I don’t have anyone else to turn to for help on this, Dani. You’re my last shot at saving my mother’s life.”

She sighed and ran a hand through her hair, still slightly wet and scraggly from whatever she’d been doing before he’d arrived. “…

What would you need me to do?”

“Help me find a clue,” he said. “Anything that can help me track this mysterious Red Queen down.”

“It’s not like my mom works directly for her, you know,” said Dani, a touch defensively. “My father racked a lot of debts when he was alive. Some of them he owed to scary people, including the Red Queen. She threatened to retaliate against us. My mom just wanted to protect me.”

“That makes sense,” he said. “Ligarious doesn’t seem like a bad person.”

He touched Dani’s hand, and she set it within his. They sat there on her bed for a moment, holding hands, feeling emotions. Jackson leaned in, searching for her lips, finding her lips, kissing her.

Dani looked at him and then looked down. “Are you just kissing me to do all that you can for you mother?”

“That was part of why… most of why I took you out on that date.”

He touched her chin with the edge of his knuckle and slowly lifted her face so she was looking at him again before drawing nearer. “But I’m kissing you because it’s fun.”

Dani let out a singular laugh, as though he’d been joking, but he kissed her again, and once more after that, until she was having just as much fun. She coughed and stood up from the bed, suddenly flustered.

“My mom’s alchemy lab might have something,” she said, with a quick shrug.

“Like what?”

“I have no idea, but something. She keeps her notes in her desk.”

Dani led him back out into the hallway and a few doors down.

Ronnie, her ghostly father, stood with an arch expression. She stepped through him, oblivious to his presence, but Jackson could see him and was a fair bit wary.

“What were you and my daughter doing in that room?” growled Ronnie.

Jackson tried to get by him to either side, but Ronnie leaned to keep blocking the way. Technically, he could just barrel right through the man, but it felt incredibly wrong, somehow.

“Are you looking for somewhere new to defile her?” snapped Ronnie. “Huh? Well?”

“Get out of his way, Ronald!” snapped Winter. “You’re being ridiculous.”

“Ridiculous?” The ghost was all but yelling now. “What’s ridiculous is you thinking I’ll just stand back and watch while he FUCKS MY DAUGHTER!”

Jackson groaned and reluctantly prepared to defend himself.

“Jackson?” called Dani. “Um… What are you doing?”

“Nothing.”

Ronnie had turned at his daughter’s voice, leaving a gap that Jackson forced himself through. Dani led him into a small and cozy room filled with books that seemed oddly familiar in a way he just couldn’t place.

Ah. Mom’s office. 

He had no idea what he was looking for but suspected he’d never get a better chance to look. Ligarious wasn’t as neat and tidy as his mother, which was both a blessing and a curse. Half-finished potions and scribbled notes were arrayed across her main desk and side table, along with a couple of partially formed ring wands and a charm with some kind of bird feather in it.

“Over here,” whispered Dani. “RQ? Red Queen, maybe?”

She pulled a sticky note out from underneath a dog-eared tome.

There wasn’t much written on it, just “RQ – 218 Bridge Street.”

She passed it to him, and Jackson slipped it into his pocket.

Footsteps sounded from the stairs, loud, ominous creaks. Dani grabbed his arm and pulled him out into the hallway, but it was already too late.

“Dani.” Ligarious frowned and narrowed her eyes. “Jackson.

What, exactly, were the two of you doing in my private space?”

“He was defiling your daughter, woman!” screeched Ronnie.

“How can you be so blind?”

The ghost began thumping around, knocking into a standing lamp in the far corner of the hall with enough ghostly energy to make the lampshade shake with small noises. Jackson froze, wishing he could bid the entity to silence without seeming like a crazy person.

“Knock it off, Ronald!” snapped Winter.

“Fuck you, bitch!” snarled Ronnie. “If you want me to stop, why don’t you make me a more interesting offer? Maybe whip out those nice—”

Winter slapped him hard across the face, and the ghost dropped like a properly demolished building. He spat another series of curses at her on the floor. Winter kicked him hard in the crotch, eliciting a noise of such high pitch that Jackson couldn’t help but let a certain amount of sympathy show on his face.

“Well?” asked Ligarious, voice cold.

“Jackson had a runny nose,” said Dani. “You were bragging about those allergy potions you’ve started selling, but there weren’t any in the shop.”

“I do keep selling out of those,” said Ligarious. “But still. You should have told me that you were… having a friend over.”

She eyed Jackson with open suspicion. Dani made a noise and crossed her arms.

“I have to check with you before hanging out with someone?”

asked Dani. “I thought I was past that.”

“You are, I just…” Ligarious winced and shook her head. “I prefer to be kept abreast of what’s happening underneath my own roof.”

“Debauchery is happening, woman!” cried Ronnie from where he still lay on the floor. “He’s having his way with her! She could already

be pregnant! With child!”

“Enough!” Winter kicked Ronnie again.

Ligarious said something at the same time, and it took Jackson longer than it should have to realize that it was a question directed at him. He was about to ask if she could repeat that when a heavy bang came from downstairs.

“Jax!” cried Molly. “I’m here! Shout if you can hear me!”

Ligarious blinked several times, an odd expression taking hold on her face. “Is that… Molly Ambrosia?”

“Hold on!” said Jackson. “She’s just, uh… concerned about me, I think!”

“If you hurt him, Ligarious, I swear to God I’ll make our last duel seem like I was doing you a favor!” shouted Molly.

Ligarious shouldered by everyone and rushed down the stairs. “I was the one going easy on you during our last duel, you ignorant harlot! I certainly won’t this time!”

“Who is that?” asked Dani. “What’s going on?”

“That’s my aunt,” said Jackson, hurrying after Ligarious. “She…

may have slept with your dad at some point in the past.”

“What?”

Jackson made his way downstairs in time to find Ligarious and Molly pointing their wands in each other’s faces on the main floor of the shop.

“Do it!” said Molly, sneering. “I dare you.”

“I fucking dare you!” Ligarious shouted back.

“Hey!” shouted Jackson. “Let’s take a second to breathe. We’re all friends here.”

“Friends?” Ligarious let out a dark cackle. “She fucked my husband!”

“Ronnie fucked everyone!” Molly snapped back. “You might as well go off on a hundred other women.”

“And a few men,” said Ronnie, with a low chuckle. “She makes a good point, though.”

“Go put a stop to this!” hissed Jackson.

“Kid, what the fuck are you expecting me to do here?”

A salvo of red and purple sparks issued from the tips of both moonlighters’ wands, but Jackson couldn’t tell if they were both attacking, both defending, or perhaps just both posturing with intimidating spell effects. No damage appeared to be suffered by either combatant… yet.

“Aunt Molly!” shouted Jackson. “Calm down! I’m all right. I’m not being held prisoner.”

“This isn’t about you anymore, Jax!” called Molly.

“Molly, get ahold of yourself!” Winter screamed into Molly’s ear.

Jackson saw her flinch and then reach up, taking the Bluetooth earbud out.

“The hardest part of being a male moonlighter is trying to keep everyone happy,” mused Ronnie. “If you take any advice from me, any advice at all, take this — mind where you stick your prick.”

Jackson ignored him and nudged Dani with his elbow. “I’ll grab my aunt; you grab your mom?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“You wretched skank!” screamed Ligarious. “Don’t you have somebody else’s husband to be fucking at this time of night?”

“Maybe if you’d been able to keep him satisfied, he wouldn’t have gone looking elsewhere, you circle-eyed old prune!”

“Time to go!” Jackson quite literally hefted Molly over his shoulder as he headed for the door. He heard the sound of a display

case being jostled as Dani attempted to get her mother under control in a similar manner.

“Ah, the memories,” muttered Ronnie. “All I have left these days.”

CHAPTER 26

WINTER – AN ADDRESS AND A DOOR

 

“Was that really necessary?” Jax asked Molly as soon as everyone was in the car.

“I only busted in because I thought you needed saving!” said Molly. “If you don’t want me to worry, be quicker next time.”

“Regardless of why you came running in, Molly, you seemed awfully unwilling to deescalate,” said Winter. “Next time you should…

Molly? Dammit! Jax, can you tell her to put the Bluetooth thingy back in her ear?”

“My mom is trying to talk to you,” said Jax.

“What kind of tone is she using?” asked Molly.

“Molly!” shouted Winter.

Jax laughed and shook his head. Molly did eventually put her earbud back in as they set off to the address Jax had uncovered through his snooping.

“It isn’t about Ronnie,” Molly emphasized, for at least the third time. “It’s the fact that she insists on holding a grudge about it all these years later! It pisses me off.”

“Do you want my honest opinion?” asked Winter.

“No, not really.” Molly sighed and flicked her turn signal up with unnecessary force. “Honestly, I just want to stop talking about it. So what? I was promiscuous when I was younger? Big whoop.”

“Yes, when you were younger,” said Winter, with a generous eye roll.

“Easy,” said Jax. “I think one witch duel is enough for tonight.”

“Jax, you really shouldn’t just throw that word out there as a male moonlighter,” said Molly, with a frown.

“Sorceress duel. Whatever.”

Molly sighed, and Winter found herself wishing her sister could see her so they could share a knowing look, like they always used to. Jax still had so much to learn. Calling a moonlighter a  witch was something reserved for close female friends joking around, intense insults, and occasionally… during sex. He couldn’t just drop it so casually.

“Things are about to get interesting,” said Molly. “It’s just up ahead.”

She took the next turn onto Bridge Street, and all three of them paid close attention to the road as, according to Molly’s phone, they neared their destination. They were in a rundown part of town, and Molly turned into a large parking lot riddled with potholes in front of a seemingly abandoned warehouse.

“Jesus Christ,” muttered Molly.

“That’s… one way of locking the door,” said Winter.

“What?” asked Jax. “What am I missing?”

Molly let out a breath and shook her head. Winter tried to think of the best way to describe it to him, given his power didn’t allow him to see the finer workings of defensive wards. The building was so heavily warded that they were overlapping in places, glowing and pulsing like hot metal.

“It’s like the body of a tattoo artist who’s decided to start practicing on their own skin,” said Winter. “There are so many wards on this building that it’s almost silly.”

“I can’t even see a place where you could add another one without tripping off something,” said Molly. “I have so many questions. How, but also… why?”

“What is the one that I want answered,” said Winter. “There’s no way the Red Queen would go through all of this effort without there being something major hidden behind that door.”

“Maybe this is her base of operations?” suggested Jax.

“It’s possible but unlikely.” Winter rubbed a finger along her chin.

“From the outside, at least, this place doesn’t look all that comfortable, and there are no other cars parked in this lot.”

“Let’s get a closer look.” Jax climbed out of the car and started toward the warehouse. Winter glanced at Molly, again wishing her sister could see her. The warding on the warehouse really was remarkable, unlike anything Winter, at least, had ever witnessed.

She followed Jax out, only realizing at the last second that he was walking up to the warehouse’s door with the intention of simply seizing the handle and pulling it open.

“Jax!” she shouted.

Molly had come to the same conclusion and was sprinting toward him. She tackled him at the last second before his fingers touched the handle, the two landing in a heap of bodies and limbs on the ground. Jax burst out laughing and squeezed his arms around her, much to Winter’s annoyance.

“Stop it!” said Molly, laughing. “We’re in public.”

“You saved me,” he said. “Don’t you want your reward?”

He openly groped Molly’s butt and stole a quick kiss.

“Later, for sure,” said Molly, in an erotic voice. “But right now we have other priorities.”

Winter tapped her foot impatiently as they disentangled themselves from each other and slowly rose to their feet.

Jax eyed the warehouse, turning his head to look at it sideways.

“What would have happened if I’d grabbed that door handle and turned it?”

“We don’t really have a good way of knowing for sure,” said Molly. “If the wards directly connected to the door were only designed to stun, you might have survived.”

“There’d be no point in having this many of them if that was the caster’s intention,” pointed out Winter. “More than likely, it would have set off a massive chain reaction.”

“Meaning…?” Jax made a rolling gesture with one finger.

“Imagine jumping into the center of a field of landmines,” said Winter. “You’d set off the one you initially fall on, which would set off others nearby, continuing on until all explosives within reach had been triggered.”

“With this many wards…” Molly whistled. “There’s a good chance it would take out the warehouse along with the buildings next door and across the street.”

“Okay then,” said Jax. “No opening the door. So what are we supposed to do?”

Molly glanced around, as though trying to guess in which direction Winter was standing. “That’s up to your mother. She’s one of the preeminent wardsmiths among the Covenant. One of the most talented I’ve ever seen. There was this game I watched her play once at the Tinkerer’s Ball where moonlighters were challenged to disarm complicated wards, and she nailed every single one.”

“That was years ago,” muttered Winter. “Those ones were each designed to be solvable, anyway. This is different.”

“If you can’t do it, I’ll take your word for it,” said Molly. “You know better than I do.”

“I didn’t say that.” Winter adjusted her glasses as she slowly strode forward, eyeing the wards critically, especially how they overlapped at the edges. “Give me a minute or two.”

It was a work of art, a work of intense magical engineering.

Winter stood in place, lips moving as she considered the strength and connections and hidden complexities on display. She had to admit that the challenge piqued her intellectual curiosity. It was a puzzle, confusing and convoluted, but not beyond her to solve.

“I think I can do this,” she said. “But I’m going to need some help.”

“Just tell me what to do!” said Molly.

“Ah, from Jax, I mean,” Winter clarified. “I need you to lend me essence for the spell I’m going to use to unlock each ward. It’s not a major spell, but it’s beyond what I can manage as a ghost.”

“Whatever you need.” Jax pulled her into his soul matrix and put an arm around her waist. “I’m at your disposal.”

“Also, I would appreciate it if you didn’t do anything  distracting,”

she said, smiling and nudging him with an elbow. “I need my full concentration for this.”

He grinned and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll be quiet and keep my hands to myself. For now.”

Winter let out an exaggerated sigh and started to focus on the work. It wasn’t a simple matter of picking a ward and unlocking it, not with how overlapped they were. She needed to start with the oldest and work backward, stripping them away in reverse of the order they’d been placed.

But that only got her so far. Jax dutifully supplied her with essence as she unlocked the first few, exhaling each time she took a hit from his stores. Winter frowned, unable to discern which of two wards was the eldest. It was as though they’d intentionally been placed at once precisely to confuse anyone who attempted unlocking them in the traditional manner.

“How are you holding up?” she asked Jax. “I’m not taking too much essence from you, am I?”

“Not in the slightest.” He smiled, but his face looked pale, and sweat was beading his forehead. “I’ve got plenty left. Keep going.”

She frowned slightly, fretting up a storm, but forced herself to keep going. As serious as the situation was, it did bring her back to days gone by, the Tinkerer’s Ball, and the rush of solving wards for fun.

She had to do the unlocking itself from a single point inside the ward with no margin for error, no second chance if she got it wrong.

Touch anywhere but the right place with a brush of power, and all of them would go off with prejudice.

“Okay…” Winter breathed out. “There’s still a lot of them left, but I’m making progress. If I can just—”

“Look out!” cried Molly.

Movement registered out of the corner of Winter’s eye. She couldn’t look away from the ward to see what it was. Hell, if the three of them wanted to leave the proximity of that warehouse with all their limbs attached, she couldn’t take a step in any direction, at least until she was finished with the ward she’d just started.

“Shadowslime!” yelled Jax.

Oh,  Jax. The thought reached Winter absently that he was in a similar situation, capable of moving only if he could multitask and continue feeding her the essence she needed for her ward unlocking. He shifted to attack the shadowslime, and Winter felt the line go slack.

But it was just for an instant, an interval so short that even wards as finicky as the ones she was currently dealing with weren’t disturbed by the interruption. Winter heard her son grunt with the effort of an attack of some sort, as all the while he once more continued supplying her with essence on autopilot.

Fighting while funding someone else’s spells with essence from a distance,  she thought.  That… should be impossible. 

There seemed to be a difference between  impossible and incredibly hard, but the two were still bedfellows. The shadows shifted at the edge of Winter’s vision as either Jax or Molly passed by the path of a distant streetlamp. Molly let out a pained gasp. Jax made that throaty, intense noise again, attacking for her sake.

She heard him cry out, low and furious, as though through gritted teeth, and felt a gap in the essence supply at the worst

possible time. He was quick to restore the flow, but nobody was that quick.

Winter felt the preliminary prickle of power as the ward she was unlocking went off in her face. She reacted on reflex, casting the strongest shield spell she could manage on the fly. Jax was still funding her magic, ready, eager, even, to give her what she needed.

But she was going to take too much. She’d  survive, if that was a word capable of being applied to ghosts, at his expense. The pull of so much essence would kill him just as surely as it would save her.

She cast her spell at half strength, just enough to hopefully save her while leaving him tired but unharmed. Hope was a liar. It wasn’t enough. She felt her shield shatter, knew she’d undershot it.

Everything went white.

CHAPTER 27

JACKSON – HARD TRUTH

 

He was awake. Awake and unable to move, unable to so much as blink an eye open, wiggle a toe, breathe at a conscious pace. It was happening  again.  Like a cancer that refuses to remiss, an ex that just won’t go the fuck away.

Sleep paralysis. Soulwalking. The bane of his existence.

He was at home, in his bed, which was strange, as the last thing he remembered was battling the shadowslime. His mom had needed essence for a spell, and he’d given her as much as he could, and that was the last thing he remembered.

Jackson tried to force himself up and only managed to pull completely out of his body, a soultorn earning his title. He didn’t panic this time, or at least, he still managed to think rationally while panicking. His body was safe for the moment and so was his soul, aside from the disconnect.

He took deep breaths and made an effort not to notice how each one was out of sync with his body’s breathing. There was a knock at the door to his room, and Molly poked her head in a few seconds later.

“Jax?” she whispered. “You still resting?”

Molly. She must have fought off the shadowslime and carried me to the car. 

He watched her enter his room, tired and clad in sweatpants and one of his mom’s baggy t-shirts. She leaned over him in bed, gently stroking his hair, but making an effort not to wake him up. Molly, the hero of the night. The unsung hero of the past few weeks, really.

He moved to stand back next to his body, realization slowly dawning as he noticed how thoughts of his family affected his

physical self. His soul was outside of his body, but there was still a connection of thoughts and feelings and existence between the two.

He thought of his mother, remembered what’d happened right before he’d collapsed. The wards… had one of them gone off? He had to go see her, make sure she was okay. And with that desire in mind, it was simple. He touched his own hand, flowing back into himself with purpose.

“…Molly?” His mouth and throat were insanely dry as he blinked his body’s eyes open.

“Hey,” she said, smile broadening. “I was going to let you sleep in. You put in some hard work last night.”

“What happened to the shadowslime?”

“I chased it off with a couple of fireballs,” said Molly. “Getting you into the car and home after that actually took longer than what you missed of the fight.”

He nodded slowly. “Is my mom all right?”

Molly hesitated. “She said she was fine.”

His mother would always say she was  fine. Jackson didn’t miss Molly’s implication. He climbed out of bed, rifling through his closet for clothes to quickly throw on. Molly stood in the doorway as he headed for the hall.

“You sure you’re ready to get up?” she asked.

He kissed her thrice, once on each cheek, once on the lips. “I’ll manage.”

He assumed Winter would be downstairs, and he only backtracked to check her room after not finding her down there. He knocked on her door and heard her voice, faint, from within.

“Come in.”

He opened the door and stepped in. She was lying in bed, on top of the sheets and the comforter, one leg curled with awkward

posture underneath the other. Jackson’s eyes focused on it in numb disbelief.

“Mom,” he muttered. “What happened?”

“I’m fine.” She forced a smile onto her face and sighed. “I just…

took a hit from one of the wards that I didn’t quite shield properly.”

Slowly, she pulled her leg out, revealing what he’d expected.

She was missing her foot and part of her calf, the end of her ghostly, translucent blue appendage ending in a swirl of mist.

“Goddammit,” he muttered.

“Jax, it’s not a big deal,” she said. “I’m still here.”

“Does it hurt?”

She shook her head. “No, it’s more like… when your foot falls asleep. Really, I’m fine.”

He grimaced, trying to think of how to phrase his next question.

“Did all of this happen when you took the blast from the ward?”

“It… started from that,” whispered Winter. “You can sense it, can’t you?”

“What’s wrong?” asked Molly, from behind him.

Jackson looked at his mother, who shook her head, though the plea didn’t extend to her eyes. Molly, unable to see Winter, unable to sense souls, couldn’t have realized.

“It’s a  soul wound,” he said, quietly. “It was in one of the books.

She’s leaking essence, basically and… when she runs out…”

He couldn’t finish. Molly pushed by him into the room.

“There’s got to be a way to stop it!” she insisted. “Or slow it down, at least. Jax? Can you do anything?”

Jackson shook his head, not saying no, but that he didn’t know.

“I could try giving her some of my essence?”

“Jax.” Winter looked skeptical.

He wasn’t willing to let her refuse him, not on this. He sat down on her bed and touched her body, deciding the risk of pulling her into his soul matrix was too high. He took a breath and exhaled, pushing essence outward as though feeding one of her spells.

For a second, it felt like it was working… and then Jackson glanced down. Her leg was glowing bright blue where it was missing, essence leaking from it at a rate that matched the speed he was pushing it in. It was like trying to fill a container with a hole — it made no difference whether he poured from the sink or the hose.

“It’s not going to work,” he muttered. “She’s not absorbing the essence.”

“There has to be something we can do!” said Molly.

“I don’t know.” Jackson ran his hands through his hair. “Maybe not to reverse it, but just to slow it down… you could try possessing someone? If you were in someone else’s body, it might stabilize the leakage.”

“It wouldn’t be a fun experience for whoever I possessed,” said Winter. “Especially if it was any longer than just for a few hours.

Besides, I’m not even sure if I could possess someone.”

Jackson sighed, hearing her words, how she quickly added that last sentence as an addendum. “I’m sure that you could.”

His mother blinked several times. He’d wanted to just let it go or put off confronting her on this until she was better, but there was no avoiding it now.

“Jax…” said Winter, shaking her head.

“It was you, wasn’t it?” he asked. “That’s why Sierra had that gap in her memory.”

His mother looked away, head still shaking with small movements, not enough to be a true denial. Molly took a step back but was still there on the edge of the revelation.

“Not for all of it,” he continued. “I remember this moment where the vibe of the sex shifted. After that, it was all you. For the end, it was you. When I made you come. When we… kept going.”

“Jax.” She closed her eyes and slowly nodded. “I never wanted you to know. I was trying to protect you!”

“By making me process it alone?” he snapped. “Do you have any idea how confused I was? Hell, I thought I was in love with Sierra because of how that moment felt. Because of how good it was. And then, when I started to suspect… that was just as hard to make sense of.”

“I didn’t want you to have to make  sense of it,” muttered Winter.

“It would have been so much easier, Jax, if you’d just treated it like all the other times you’d had fun with some girl or some woman! You didn’t have to know. I let you unlock that door… but it didn’t mean I wanted you to open it.”

“It was already open!” he shouted. “I went through it, for God sakes!”

“You have to just… let it go. Now, more than ever.”

“I don’t want to.” He sat down next to her on the bed. “We can figure this out. It’s just a new problem to solve, and then…”

“Jax…” Winter touched his cheek with one of her ethereal hands, the contact cold and absent. “You have to let it go. You have to let  me go. It’s time.”

“No!” He took a breath, shoulders tensing like he was on the verge of a fight. “There has to be a way!”

His phone rang. He ignored the first few vibrations but eventually stood and stepped out into the hall.

“Hello?”

“Hi, is this Jackson Arsex?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s your mother,” said the nurse. “There’s been a small development.”

“…I’ll be right there.”

He turned to look back into the room. Winter and Molly could instantly see that something was wrong, judging from their reactions.

“Jax?” asked Winter. “What is it?”

“It’s you,” he said. “It’s… your body.”





***



He drove them all to the hospital, and they hurried up to the room where Winter’s body was. A doctor was waiting to meet Jackson outside the door, smiling as he delivered objectively bad news.

“She’s stable, but we still haven’t determined what caused the seizure,” said the doctor. “It’s not a good sign that she’s having them while still asleep. We’d like to run some tests, if you’ll allow it.”

Jackson glanced at Winter, who gave a small shrug.

“Go ahead,” he said. “As long as it’s not anything too invasive.”

He knew they wouldn’t find anything. The cause was undoubtedly the soul wound. The soul and the body were still linked, even if the former had stepped out of the latter.

He took a seat next to his mother’s body. Her face was deathly pale, and her breathing seemed slow, faintly labored. He held her hand while looking at his mother’s ghost, feeling so weighed down by everything all at once.

“It’ll be okay,” said his mother. “We’ll figure it out.”

She’d leaned on him the entire way through the hospital, unable to even walk on her own. Jackson could hardly bear to see her like

that. He had to do something, to act instead of waiting and simply letting events transpire. He’d done enough of that already.

CHAPTER 28

WINTER – HARDER TRUTH

 

It still didn’t feel real to Winter, staring at herself from a perspective outside herself. More of an optical illusion than a true out of body experience. But it was her current reality, and said reality was catching up with her.

Which will last the longest? My soul or my body? 

She was numb, past the point of being affected by her situation in an emotional sense. No, that wasn’t entirely true. All it took was thinking about how her true death would hurt Jax to open the floodgates of emotion, to compound her sense of fear and loss into something tangible and scary.

“I’ll be right back,” said Jax. “Bathroom.”

He left the room, and Winter turned her attention to her sister.

Molly was sitting next to her body, holding one hand. To her, unable to see her as a ghost, being up close to Winter’s vacant body must still have been an experience tinged with sadness.

“What am I supposed to do?” muttered Molly.

“Look after Jax,” said Winter. “Stay close to him. I know the two of you are… already  close.”

“I could try to be more of an aunt to him.” Molly shrugged, leaning closer to the body as though it was where Winter’s voice was emanating from. “He’s a teenager, but he still needs guidance. More than he needs someone to fool around with, that much is for sure.”

“He doesn’t seem to like making the distinction between the two.” Winter let out a fond sigh and smiled. “Just do your best. It isn’t going to break my heart if you’re still intimate with each other once I’m gone.”

Molly swallowed. “Once you’re gone? It doesn’t help the mood for you to say stuff like that, Win.”

“Someone has to say it. The world will keep on turning, Molly.

You have to prepare for—”

“Stop it.”

“Molly. It’s going to happen. Jax might still have hope, but—”

“Shut up!” shouted Molly. A nurse poked her head in from outside the room but didn’t say anything. Molly winced and rubbed her temples, continuing in a quieter voice. “We can’t give up yet, Winter.  You can’t give up yet.”

Winter let out a long sigh. “I know. You’re right. It’s too soon to give up. We’ll come up with a new plan once Jax comes back. We could look for new clues. Maybe even stake out my body here in the hospital.”

“Stake out your body?” Molly furrowed her brow. “What are you expecting that to accomplish?”

“I didn’t mention this at the time because I didn’t want to worry you or Jax, but I came to see my body after I first figured out how to extend my range. I watched myself have what looked like a seizure, and caught a moonlighter sneaking off afterward, probably this mysterious Red Queen.”

“Why the hell wouldn’t you tell us something like that?” snapped Molly.

“There was a lot going on at the time,” she said, defensively. “I was worried if I told you, or Jax, really, it would both encourage you to get reckless and give you false hope.”

Molly looked as though she was about to unload some words, but she hesitated, glancing at the door. “Shouldn’t Jax be back by now? He said he was just going to the bathroom, didn’t he?”

“It hasn’t been that long,” said Winter.

They waited for a few minutes, and then a few more, until it was creeping up on a full fifteen minutes that he’d been gone. At Winter’s insistence, Molly finally texted him to get a sense of what was going on.

“He might have been attacked,” muttered Winter. “I should have known better than to let him go anywhere alone!”

“He just texted me back,” said Molly, as her phone finished vibrating. “…I don’t think you’re going to like this.”

“Let me see.”

It took a few seconds for Molly to orient herself so that she was holding the phone’s screen in the right direction. Winter felt her heart cracking at the edges as she read Jax’s responding text.

It’s my turn. I’ve been letting you protect me these past few weeks even though I should have been the one protecting you. It flipped around at some point, Mom. We can’t pretend anymore. 

“Goddammit!” she hissed. “Jax, you idiot.”

It was exactly the type of thing Case would have done, which stirred an annoyingly compelling mixture of love and hate within her.

“…Did he take the car?” asked Molly.

He hadn’t taken the car. They found it in the parking lot, keys helpfully left inside underneath the cover of an old novel Winter had been reading before becoming a ghost.

“He turned his fucking phone off,” swore Molly, bringing her own down from her ear after numerous attempts at calling. “I don’t think he wants us finding him.”

“Of course, he doesn’t,” muttered Winter.

Molly drove them home, and the ride was dead silent but tense with emotional weight. Winter had held out a small amount of hope that they might reach the house as Jax was grabbing something, or that he’d give up whatever reckless plan he’d formed and be there waiting.

The lights were off as Molly pulled in. Not a good sign. Winter felt her concern boiling over into anger and frustration and more than a little panic as she tried to imagine Jax’s plan. Something impulsive, undoubtedly. Something she and Molly wouldn’t have approved of.

She phased her way out of the car and almost immediately collapsed. Getting out of the hospital hadn’t been too hard with her ability to phase through floors and hop across the parking lot, but now so much of her leg had dissolved that it was throwing off her balance.

“Winnie?” Molly spun about upon hearing sounds of distress through the Bluetooth earbud. “Are you all right?”

“I’m… fine.” She crawled forward on hands and one knee and what remained of her other leg across the driveway. “Just tripped.”

Molly reacted as though Winter had told her the truth, admitted that her body was slowly evaporating into ambient essence, and she was actually worried about how fast it was happening. She dropped to her knees, concern writ in her face and posture.

“I’m here,” said Molly. “What can I do?”

“More to your left,” muttered Winter.

“Dammit, how am I supposed to know where you’re standing, Winter?” she said with a sad laugh.

“…I’m not standing anymore, Molly. One of my legs is kind of…

missing.”

Molly couldn’t do much to help Winter inside, but she cheered her on in small ways as she slowly crawled into the house. Winter’s eyes were blurry. She’d started crying at some point, for herself, for Jax, for the unfairness of reality. She hated letting herself cry, but even more than that… she hated having  justifiable reasons to cry.

“You can’t stay like this!” Molly slammed the door with nervous force as they both came into the living room. “Jax mentioned that it might help if you possessed someone?”

“It was a suggestion on his part. I have no idea if it’d work.”

“We’re trying it!” said Molly. “Here. I’ll sit on the couch. Climb inside me!”

“Molly…” Winter let out a sigh, shaking her head even though she knew her sister couldn’t see it.

“Winter Ambrosia, I want you inside me, right this instant!”

“Uh…”

“I don’t care how it sounded!” shouted Molly. “Now, should I lay down on my stomach or my back, or…?”

Winter gave up on protesting and began dragging herself toward the couch. “It’s not about the position, but your state. Try to breathe slowly and just… let me in, I guess.”

“I can do that.” Molly wiggled her shoulders out and started taking deep breaths.

It felt ridiculous, crawling up to her sister on the couch with the intention of hiding inside her body like a lost hiker in a sleeping bag on a cold night. In theory, it might help her, and the fact that Molly was willing to do this for her took so much trust and so much compassion. She loved her sister dearly.

That sense of sisterly affection stayed with Winter right until she’d climbed onto the couch next to Molly and then slowly eased herself into her sister’s willing body. She could sense Molly’s discomfort, but could also sense her pushing through it, willing herself to be a vessel if it meant slowing Winter’s soul wound.

Then, Winter sensed something else. Something from the past that she didn’t want and didn’t need. Memories coming to the fore across a gap of more than a decade.

It hadn’t been like this with Sierra. The context had been different — Sierra, in the midst of hot sex, had been a woman with a mind filled with a specific variety of thoughts and feelings and desires.

There’d only been one thing on Molly’s mind as Winter had first possessed her, and as Molly had realized what possession meant in that short overlapping period of them both sharing control. Molly was trying not to think about something, desperately trying to turn her mental energy away from a specific memory.

Which, like trying not to think of a pink elephant, had the exact opposite effect of what she’d intended. Winter had the memory all but thrust into her face as she gained control of her sister’s body, a memory from another place.

A memory of  Case. 

It was like a train wreck, Winter finding herself unable to watch, unable to look away. Molly had arrived at Winter’s house, the same house they lived in now, back when Case had still been alive. Molly had used her key to open the door, quietly creeping inside.

Molly had often crashed at Winter’s place back when they’d been teenagers in the time after their mother had died but before they’d become bonafide adults. It was close enough to Club Sinestra that Molly could walk if she didn’t mind working her calves or get a close taxi for cheap.

Winter could tell around when the memory was from just by what Molly was wearing and narrowed it down to a specific weekend as she saw the partially finished contractor’s work on the stairs. Molly gasped as Case walked into the living room, and this part of the memory was, unfortunately, new to Winter.

“Jesus!” Molly clutched her chest and took a breath. “You scared me! I… didn’t realize you were here, Case. I thought you went with Winter to Montreal.”

“That was the plan,” said Case. “She forgot that she had some guys coming to work on the stairs, so I hung back to house sit.”

Case. Seeing him again, even through Molly’s eyes, was a gut punch. He looked smaller than Winter remembered, but perhaps she was just comparing him to Jax and his toned muscles. He had that

devilish smile on his face, and she wondered how she’d never taken the devil behind it seriously.

“I didn’t realize you had a key,” said Case.

“Since day one.” Molly shrugged. “I only ever use it when I think nobody’s home.”

“Sneaky girl.”

Molly’s heart skipped a beat in a way Winter was all too familiar with. “I could go, if you want me to?”

“You could go,” said Case, smirking. “If you wanted to.”

Winter tried to shut her eyes, to turn away, but of course, that’s not how memories work. She already knew what happened, the beginning and end and middle already set in stone as historical facts.

They sat down to watch a movie, Case inching closer toward her across the couch over the course of his allotted ninety minutes. Molly warded off his advances at first, even getting up to leave at one point. But Case, the bastard he was, remained persistent but not pushy, presenting himself as though he was the prize. And he always thought he had been, a smug male moonlighter in a world populated nearly exclusively by women.

She gave in eventually, and Case got what he wanted. He fucked Molly on the couch, and Winter had to hear all the things he whispered into her ear, a different flavor of dirty talk than he’d ever used with her. He made her come multiple times. They’d gone up to the bed,  Winter’s bed, the same bedframe she still slept on, though that mattress was long gone.

An entire night of sweaty, illicit sex. A night of betrayal.

But it didn’t end there. Winter was treated to what happened the next day, Molly leaving early in the morning before Case had woken up to buy Plan B. She saw how Molly had avoided Case, and by proximity, her, for the weeks and months after. The entire next year,

really, right up until Case’s death. How she’d started drinking too much, punishing herself in other small ways.

“No…” Winter closed her eyes,  Molly’s eyes. She needed space, even if it was at her own expense. She twisted forward out of Molly’s body, feeling old emotions and heartache taking on new life. Even from beyond the grave, Case was still hurting her, treating her like garbage.

Molly started as soon as she recovered enough from the possession to be lucid. “I’m sorry. Winnie, I’m so sorry. I can’t even…

explain how sorry I am.”

“I was just in your fucking body!” cried Winter. “I know how sorry you are!”

It almost made it worse, somehow, to know that Molly was sincere. Case had ruined at least a year of her life, in essence, by seducing her. Pushed her away from her sister, her best friend, and left her with a ruined, bleeding conscience.

“Winter,” said Molly, in a shaky voice. “Please…”

“I can’t talk to you right now, Molly,” she muttered. “I just… can’t.”

Her face was hot with tears, but none of them ever fell to the floor.

CHAPTER 29

JACKSON – DESPERATION AND DENIAL

 

He kept taking his phone out of his pocket as he made his way down the sidewalk, despite it being turned off. It was a hard habit to break, especially when he knew his mom and Molly were undoubtedly trying to get in touch with him.

He knew they wouldn’t have approved of his current plan of action. The situation had reached a point where they needed a veritable Hail Mary, and the only one he could think of involved taking a stupid risk. His mother might not have been able to stop him, but he suspected she would have been able to talk him out of it, hence, turning his cellphone off.

The Pink String Parlor was just as seedy and smelly as it had been on his first visit. Jackson took in the humble, early evening crowd, moving to sit at the bar, scanning for Sierra. She spotted him first, and he recognized her by her smile rather than her features.

She had on a new wig and a skimpy, BDSM-inspired black leather outfit.

“Jackson,” she said, walking up to him. “I wasn’t sure I’d see you again.”

“Afraid I’d ghosted you?”

“Interesting choice of phrasing,” she said, smiling. “But yes. Any chance I might offer you a lap dance?”

“I don’t have any cash in my wallet.”

“Oh, this one’s on me.”

He nodded slowly and stood up. They went to one of the booths in the far corner of the strip club, and Sierra pulled the curtain back, standing so he had to brush by her chest-to-chest as he made his way inside.

He wasn’t really in the mood, at least not at first. Sierra seemed delighted by the challenge and made a show of moving over and around him first before starting to do more. She started working her butt across his lap, and to her credit, he did get hard.

“I’m wasting my time, aren’t I?” she asked, leaning back against him.

He sighed and gave her a hug, though it wasn’t her he really felt like hugging. “I’m running out of time.”

She reached a hand back blindly, touching his head. “I think I see where this is going. You’ve finally decided to meet with my master?”

“I’ve finally run out of other options.” He rubbed one hand on her thigh. “I have to do something.”

Sierra sighed and stopped undulating against him. “The situation has changed since the last time we spoke. I heard about the noise you made with Niara. You’ve been a busy boy making enemies.”

“I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist.” He let his fingers shift toward her crotch and felt a shudder run through her. “Just bring the Red Queen a message for me.”

“Mmm,” hummed Sierra. “I’m listening.”

“I want her to meet me tonight.”

“Too short notice.”

“Just tell her I’ll be waiting.” He rubbed a little more and kissed her cheek. “You can do that much for me, can’t you?”

“Fuck…” muttered Sierra. “…Fine. I’ll tell her, but I’m not going to mention you coming here in person. I’ll say you sent a text or something.”

“Scared of her?”

Sierra didn’t answer, which felt like an answer, in itself.

“Time and place?” she eventually asked.

He gave her both.

“There?” She stood up, turning around to look at him, brow furrowed. “That’s just an old field on the edge of town, isn’t it? Why would you pick a place like that?”

“No reason.”

Abandoned graveyard, full of spirit essence. 

He kissed her again and started to sidle toward the booth’s curtain. Sierra touched his arm, and he felt the familiar kiss of her aura, lust essence spreading outward in a wafting cloud.

“Leaving so soon?” she asked, smirking.

He took a draw of the essence even as he felt his cock stiffening.

Now that he’d absorbed some of it before, it was simply a matter of

“opening the bag” again to store it away, rather than being affected by it. And it was useful stuff, all things considered.

“If this works out, I’ll come back for the second half of that lap dance,” he said.

“You’d better.”





***



He took an Uber to the meetup location. Night had arrived in full force, and rolling clouds obscured most of the sky, leaving the stars and moon poking through only where they could.

There were no obvious signs of the empty field’s previous usage, few remaining gravestones other than a few sunken low into the grass and dirt. Jackson had found it by sheer virtue of the amount of spirit essence lingering around the area.

He made his way into the center of the field, not aiming for stealth or subtlety. It was just after eight, which meant that the Red Queen, if she planned on showing, was already running a little late.

The idea of leaving never crossed his mind, however. He would wait there all night if necessary, if there remained any chance whatsoever to force a confrontation with his mother’s attacker.

It was nearly half an hour before a figure finally entered the field from the roadside direction. It was difficult to discern detail amidst the dim night, but he made out a dark maroon robe, hood pulled up to conceal the wearer’s face. He said nothing until they came to a stop ten paces away from him.

“You showed up,” called Jackson. “I take it that means you’re the Red Queen?”

“I am.” A woman’s voice, feminine but hard. “But more importantly, I’m your—”

He was so not interested in listening to some demented sorceress’s long, drawn out monologue. He went on the offensive, flinging a handy rock he’d hidden up his sleeve with the force of a cannonball.

His aim was fairly good. The Red Queen dodged, but she reacted slowly, and the rock missed her by a margin that still fluttered her cloak on the way by. Jackson was still in motion, and he crossed the distance to her and levered his knee up, trying to drive it into her stomach.

She suddenly had a glowing staff in both hands and thrust it down into the earth, sending a circle of fluorescent green energy pushing outward that easily knocked him off his feet. He landed flat on his back, and even with just grass underneath him, he was momentarily winded, as vulnerable as he’d ever be.

The Red Queen seemed to mock him by not seizing on the opportunity. Jackson growled as he finally rose to a knee and then staggered upright. His opponent pulled the staff sideways, which he could see now was a conjured weapon made from magic. It looked like she was presenting herself, showing her weapons in a gesture of… peace?

“I didn’t come here to fight you, Jackson,” she said in an odd voice. “We need to talk.”

He weighed his options carefully and came to a decision. “…I’m listening.”

“As I said,” she began. “I’m more than just the  Red Queen.  I’m your—”

He moved as soon as he was sure her guard was down, flinging his palm forward and unleashing the full store of lust essence that he’d taken from Sierra in a wafting blast into her face. They could talk more once she was on the ground writhing and begging for relief.

The sorceress spun her glowing staff in a whipping, windmill of a circle, instantly dispersing the unformed essence before any of it could touch her. It irked him to see it all go to waste, but at the very least, the surprise attack had stolen her attention.

Channeling all of the spirit essence the old graveyard could provide him, Jackson threw himself into a flying punch that probably would have gone through the wall of most buildings.

The Red Queen pointed the tip of her staff at him, and it was the last thing he saw other than a flash of blinding light.

CHAPTER 30

JACKSON – REVELATIONS

 

He blinked his eyes open, feeling the various aches and pains throughout reporting for duty. He wasn’t dead, which was good.

Ideal, even. He was, however, in the back of an unfamiliar car, presumably the Red Queen’s. Not good, not ideal, not fun.

Realizing that she was sitting across from him in the backseat, he slowly steeled his expression and turned his head to face her.

She was staring at him with the most bizarre level of focus he’d ever seen. Her intensity was unnerving, but there wasn’t the slightest edge of malice to it. All curiosity, all obsession, all creepiness.

“Uh…” He cleared his throat and rubbed a lump on his head. “I see you didn’t kill me.”

“You foolish boy.” The Red Queen slowly shook her head and reached out to touch his cheek. “You have been misled and indoctrinated. Ridiculous, for you to think that I, of all people, would ever kill you.”

He brushed her hand away, not liking the texture of her fingers.

With her hood down, there was something familiar about her that he couldn’t quite place. Her hair was red with wispy streaks of grey running through it, and she was missing one of her eyes, the other one so vividly green and intense as to almost make up for its lost partner.

Her face was pale but relatively unmarred by scars or wrinkles. It was hard to guess her age. She could have been pushing forty like his mother, or in her sixties, for all he could figure.

“What do you want from me?” he muttered.

“I’m your birth mother. Margot… well, I suppose to you, it’s just mother. Your dearest mother. Your  only mother.”

The fact that she answered his question sincerely was a little surprising, but the answer itself was what left him entirely dumbfounded. He stared at her for several seconds before the cogs of his brain began turning again, chugging forward.

“That’s… not possible.”

“Did that wretched witch even tell you a kernel of the truth?”

asked Margot. “Or did she simply claim that you were hers and delete me, your birth mother, from history entirely?”

He didn’t like her tone, especially while talking about his mom, and his reply carried an edge in response. “She told me enough to know that you and her and my father had some kinky love triangle open relationship thing going on.”

He heard a slapping noise, felt a hard sting on his cheek along with a sudden panning of his perspective, and finally, realized that she’d slapped him. Turning to face her again, Jackson held her gaze steadily, two eyes locked on one.

“Don’t ever slap me again,” he said, coldly.

“Watch your tongue and I shan’t have to.”

“You told me who you are, but you didn’t answer my question.

What the fuck do you want? I’m a grown man. Even assuming you are my birth mother and you’re here to reconnect, you’re approximately nineteen years late to the party.”

Margot narrowed her eye. “There are good reasons for my absence. Pacts and responsibilities I needed to fulfill that consumed my prolonged attention. But I’m here now, and while I can do nothing to return that lost time, I can at least bring you the truth and the chance for a new beginning.”

“I think I’ve heard enough already.”

“The woman posing as your mother killed your father,” said Margot.

He stared at her, caught off guard. His mother had always sounded so sad when she’d spoken of his father, but there’d been flashes of anger, too. He’d always just assumed it was owed to their complicated relationship… but had it been more than just complicated? Abusive? Violent? Murderous, even?

“I’m not sure I believe you,” he said. “Even assuming that I did, she would have had a damn good reason. She’s both the most logical woman I know, and the most loyal.”

“Logical. Cold. Ruthless.” Margot ticked each adjective off on her fingers. “I’ve gotten a better look underneath her mask than you have, Jackson. Your father was a good man. A complicated man, flawed, occasionally led astray, but a good one. He needed compassion and help, and she chose instead to lure him into a trap and end his life.”

“She would have had a damn good reason,” he said again. He believed it, but goddammit… there was so much he didn’t know, so much he needed to know, and Margot’s thin smile seemed like a bulwark between him and the answers.

“A reason compelling enough to steal away your chance at ever knowing him?” asked Margot. “Your father, the only father you’ll ever have or ever know?”

He looked away, not wanting to consider the question, not able to stop himself from thinking it over.

“Unless…” Margot’s voice was suddenly curious and a little petty. “Wait, did she remarry?”

“No. She hasn’t dated at all. Not really.”

“What do you mean  not really?”

“Doesn’t matter.” He waved a hand, refocused, and jabbed a finger at her. “Regardless of what happened in the past, you attacked her. You used your magic to separate her soul from her body.”

“Oh, I had so much more in mind to do than just that,” said Margot wistfully. “I wanted you to see me as I truly am, Jackson. As the mother that loves you and the mother that you love. But even in this small wish, she seems to spite me yet.”

“Hey, it’s not too late.” He softened his expression, looking at her seriously. “You can still fix things. With me. With her. We can talk through this, figure out a way to compromise.”

“Don’t you see?” Her one eye glinted with a crazy edge, and she reached out to stroke his shoulder. “Nothing needs to be fixed! Now that she’s out of the way, we can simply move forward from here, even if it’s not the ideal path. We can leave this horrible interlude behind us. The kidnapping. The lies. The pain Winter Ambrosia inflicted on us both.”

He wanted to speak his mind. He wanted to get the fuck out of that car. But he was a lot like his mother, his  actual mother. Logical and resourceful and capable of seizing an opportunity.

“You’re right,” he said. “You are so right. If she really did kill my father, then what do I owe her?”

“Oh, Jackson!” cried Margot. “I can’t tell you how much it pleases me to hear you say that.”

She opened her arms, gesturing for a hug. He did so, feeling deeply uncomfortable in her thin, somewhat forceful embrace. But it was physical contact, and her guard was lowered as much as it would ever be.

He took a breath, attempting to draw in some of her innate essence, the essence he needed to dispel his mother’s curse. He tried to do it just like he’d done with Sierra… but Sierra had essentially been unconscious.

A burst of fluorescent green energy knocked him back against the inside of the car’s rear door. Margot hissed with anger and conjured her staff, awkwardly prodding the long weapon against his neck within the small interior.

“What did you just try to do?” she screeched. “Did you… attempt to steal from my power? So foolish. So brazen.”

“Steal, borrow, coopt, use whatever word you like,” he admitted.

“Look, I need some of your essence. Not much, just enough to undo the spell death you inflicted on my mother. I’m one of the few people capable of dispelling it. Regardless of all the, uh, pain she’s caused us, she doesn’t deserve to waste away.”

“How can you possibly think that judgment is yours to make? Do you have any idea what it feels like to have your family, your entire life, stolen and trampled on and ruined by someone?”

“Oh, I think I have something of an idea.” He stared at her as an idea came to mind that was simply too good to pass up. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to have the soul of the person you love most in the world torn from their body?”

“You foolish child,” hissed Margot. “You don’t love her. Quit being so dramatic.”

“Oh, trust me,” he said. “The drama is yet to come.”

He closed his eyes, reaching for that terrible, unnerving sensation he’d become so scared of in his dreams. That early morning stasis after sleep but before waking, conscious but absent.

Sleep paralysis, soul stepping, slipping out of his own body. Jackson let go, feeling the separation like the start of a slow slide down an icy slope.

Distantly, he heard Margot screech. He watched as she shook his body’s shoulders, clearly sensing that his sudden collapse was more than just acting, or fainting, even. His body’s eyes were still open, but so dull and lifeless that he found it hard to look at himself without fueling that feeling of panic that was so common to his past sleep paralysis episodes.

“What have you done?” cried Margot. “No! No, no, no! You foolish boy! What did you do?”

It was like the supernatural equivalent of a child putting themselves in danger to blackmail their loving parents into giving them what they wanted. Holding their breath in an attempt to pass out or running away from home.

She wants to swoop in and be my mother. Let her get a taste of some of the childish nonsense she missed. 

Margot shook him by the shoulders with surprising delicacy, as though he were an old, favorite toy. Her breathing changed, growing heavy and shaky and fast. She patted his cheek several times, and then her face hardened.

Her ring glowed with power as she attempted a spell that put Jackson on edge. He reminded himself that the last thing she wanted was to hurt him or kill him as an odd flutter of pink electricity danced over the skin of his body and neck. The fact made him feel vaguely cruel, that he was trying to manipulate her like this when she obviously cared so much in her own strange way.

“Must run in the family,” he muttered.

He had a front row seat to the growing storm of Margot’s emotions as she tried a second spell and a third, none of them resulting in anything other than one, which left an odd smell in the car. In separating his soul from his body, Jackson had essentially rendered himself spell dead in a technical sense. He watched as Margot slowly shared in that realization.

It was sobering to see the hopelessness and confusion in her expression, so much so that he felt his own paradigm and understanding of spell death shifting. For moonlighters, it really was death, a one-way door that only opens to steal someone’s beloved family member or trusted friend.

Margot’s hopelessness brought her to tears, which had he not been right there to see, would have been unbelievable to him. She cried and cradled his head. It was a weird, uncomfortable moment, watching a woman he hardly knew feeling such despair over him.

And then it was suddenly over as her hopelessness rebounded into desperation, her next stage of grief. She started whispering, lifting his head to stare into his face, slowly stroking his cheek.

“Look,” she whispered. “Please… come back. I’m sorry! I… I was… foolish. I’ll consider what you were asking if you just come back. Come back so we can talk about it, okay, Jackson?”

She seemed sincere, but he continued watching, almost wishing they’d simply fought it out instead. It felt cruel to hurt her like this, but backing down was not an option.

I didn’t come this far to stop with victory within sight. 

CHAPTER 31

WINTER – THE TRUTH THAT MATTERS

 

Winter sat in the living room, still submerged in the tension from Molly’s accidental revelation. They’d spoken a bit after the emotions had cooled down, neither of them really saying much of anything.

The connection between them was frayed but not broken.

Part of Winter’s anger felt like it belonged to a version of her that no longer existed, a Winter from a past life. Despite that, the emotion still felt valid, righteous, almost. She couldn’t just choose to set it aside without consequence.

“I can leave, if you want me to,” said Molly, after an age of silence.

“I don’t want you to leave,” said Winter, with a sigh.

“Then we should talk about this some more,” said Molly.

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore!”

Molly winced and let her head droop. They’d fought like this so often as children, over toys. Over boys, too, on occasion, during those early teenage years, for sure. They should have been past this, now more than ever.

Winter touched her leg, which had dissolved up to midthigh. She was starting to lose toes on the other foot as well. How long did she even have before her innate essence trickled out completely? Days, rather than weeks, for sure. There was probably a tipping point after so much essence where the rest evaporated all at once.

A noise came from outside, car tires screeching to a hard stop. A few seconds later, a frantic knock came at the door, like someone was punching it. Molly furrowed her brow and stood up.

“Um,” she said, uncertainly. “I should answer that?”

“See who it is through the peephole, first.”

Molly nodded and moved to the door, taking a look. She spun around, eyes wide, mouth agape.

“What?” asked Winter.

“…Margot.”

“That’s… impossible.”

Molly opened the door, and a ghost from the past stumbled through into the house. Margot looked as though the intervening years had been rough on her, to put it mildly. But her appearance was secondary to the urgency in her expression.

“It’s Jackson,” she said, face streaked with tears. “I… I didn’t know what else to do. Where else to go.”

Molly patted Margot on the shoulder. “Slow down. Explain from the beginning. What’s going on?”

“She’s the Red Queen,” said Winter, everything clicking into place all at once. “Jax must have had some lead that he followed that led him straight to her.”

Margot nodded, confirming it. Winter felt such an odd mixture of anger and betrayal, but also understanding tinged with grief. All of the horrible historical events Winter had gone through with Case, as bad as they’d been, had cast her in an active role. Margot had been tricked and abused by Case, too, but without the same opportunity to stand on her own two feet.

“He… hurt himself.” Margot shook her head and pointed outside.

“He’s in my car. Please, you have to do something!”

Winter narrowed her eyes, feeling a growing fury over the hell this woman had put them through over the last few weeks.

“Molly, get your wand and keep an eye on her,” said Winter. “I’ll go check on Jax.”

It sounded good, but as Winter tried to stand, she was instantly reminded of her crippled state. The idea of Jax having hurt himself

began to scare her, and that initial fear rose to something greater as a second ghost phased through the front door.

“Hey Mom,” said Jax, flashing an ethereal smile.

Winter stared at him, as surprised and shocked as she’d been upon first seeing Margot. “Jax… What did you do?”

“Blackmail, basically,” he said. “Once I realized what she cares about most, it was simply a matter of taking it away from her.”

“Come on, let’s get him inside,” said Molly, who was still attempting to comfort Margot.

Jax took the spot on the couch next to her and put his arm around her shoulders. Winter tried to keep a stern, authoritative frown on her face, but it was hard to maintain, given how pleased her son was with himself.

“Careful!” called Molly. “Support his head more.”

Margot growled something unintelligible in response as the two women carried Jax’s seemingly lifeless body through the house’s threshold. It clicked into place in Winter’s mind, in that moment, that Margot’s plan had been to steal her body, very likely take her place.

The audacity and ridiculousness of it made Winter furious.

“Molly,” said Winter. “Would you mind bringing the Bluetooth speaker out and turning it on so we can have a nice little discussion about everything that’s happened?”

Molly and Margot laid Jax’s body down on the couch. Molly turned the speaker on and set it on the coffee table, and the four of them stood together, nobody saying anything at first.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” said Jax, confident and comfortable in the lead. “Margot. You’re going to give me a sample of your essence so I can undo my mother’s spell death and put her back inside her body.

“She’s not your mother!” cried Margot. “I’m your—”

“Stop talking,” said Jax.

“There needs to be consequences for what she’s put us through!” said Winter. “We have to report this to the Governing Council.”

Margot jutted her chin out defiantly at that. “I’ve done  nothing wrong. You’re the one who killed my husband and stole my son!”

Jax looked uncomfortable, and he glanced at Winter uncertainly, perhaps searching for a denial, or at least an explanation.

“Okay, I’d like to be a neutral party here, but I have to point out that Case was a vampire when Winter did what she did,” said Molly.

“He was planning on turning Jax into one. That’s why she intervened.”

Jax looked stunned, all of it a new revelation to him. Margot blinked several times, also surprised. She’d known about Case’s condition, but Winter doubted she’d been aware of his plans to force Jax to follow in his footsteps. Winter had assumed that Case had disposed of her before that final encounter, used her up in the same way he had so many other thralls.

“Even so…” said Margot. “He’s my son! You took him and raised him as your own.”

“I kept him safe,” said Winter. “Who else was going to? Where were you, Margot? You could have shown up and been a part of his life at any time.”

“I had obligations!” shouted Margot.

“How about we all just take a deep breath?” said Molly, holding her arms out. “Let’s calm down and focus on what we all have in common.”

Winter pursed her lips and was annoyed to see Margot do the same, the symmetry feeling like subtle mockery, despite the fact that Margot couldn’t see her. Molly waited until the pause solidified before speaking again.

“Jax,” she said. “You’re at the center of this. Can you think of a reasonable compromise that would make everyone happy?”

“As a matter of fact, I can.” His voice sounded fairly smug through the Bluetooth speaker. “I want my mother’s soul back in her body. Margot, from the sound of it, you… want to make up for lost time.”

Margot didn’t say anything, but she was clearly listening, processing his words carefully.

“There is no going back,” Jax continued. “No redo. If you want to have a chance at knowing me as a person, it has to start here and be from a place of honesty.”

Winter nodded, admiring the way he’d phrased it.

“Of course, I want that,” said Margot. “But I can’t just abandon you to this woman, this… this… child thief!”

“I didn’t steal him, and he’s clearly not a child anymore,”

muttered Winter.

“I’m not budging on this,” said Jax. “If you want us to be anything other than enemies, Margot, you have to help me save my mother.

It’s my only condition. Take it or leave it.”

Margot stood there for several more seconds, frozen like a statue. Finally, she gave a small nod.

“Fine,” she whispered. “But this changes nothing between you and I, Winter. Jackson will realize the truth eventually, and when he does, I expect he’ll want nothing to do with you.”

Winter felt her anger prickling, but she noticed Jax grinning and rolling his eyes from where he stood next to her, right in front of Margot but invisible to her senses.

“Well, how about that?” said Molly, smiling. “It sounds like we’ve found our compromise. Jax, I think you can climb back into your body now.”

Jax punched the air with his fist. He grabbed Winter, who was still unsteady on her one leg, and pulled her into a tight hug. She felt

safe with his arms around her, but it made her heart race at the same time.

“Let’s celebrate once this is all settled,” she whispered.

“Count on it.” He squeezed her once, one hand stroking her lower back, and then finally pulled away.

She watched with fascination as he strode over to his body, crouching to put himself level with it on the couch. He closed his eyes and took a breath, and then opened them again, an edge of strain entering his expression.

“Just have to… find the right angle,” he muttered. “It’s narrow.”

He took a few more breaths and touched his own shoulder. Still, nothing happened.

“What’s going on?” snapped Margot. “Why is it taking so long?”

“It’ll take as long as it takes,” said Jax.

“You foolish boy!” she hissed back. “How could you be so stupid as to take a risk like this without having a complete understanding of what you were doing?”

“Would you be quiet?” said Winter. “Let him focus.”

Jax’s forehead was beaded with sweat, and his breathing had taken on that heavy, marathon quality. He was focusing, no doubt, and putting in as much effort as he could, but it was obvious that Margot’s comment had shaken him. He may have only just discovered that he had a birth mother, but it was clear that he was already struggling to escape her opinion of him.

He wiped away some sweat and let out a sigh through his teeth, looking frustrated. Winter reassessed her first judgment that his struggle was mainly just performance anxiety of a sort. Jax’s husk of a body suddenly jerked, back arching, head flailing, muscle tension contorting across the face in wild ripples of movement.

“He’s trapped himself out of his body!” screeched Margot. “He’s killed himself!”

“Margot, take a breath,” said Molly.

“I’m not interested in breathing! This is an unmitigated disaster!”

“Okay, let’s take a walk outside.” Molly made an attempt at guiding the woman toward the door that only seemed to result in more screeching.

Winter moved behind Jax as best she could in her crippled state, pulling him into a hug between forlorn souls. “You know I’m proud of you, right?”

“I had a suspicion.”

“So proud of you.” She kissed him on the cheek and squeezed her arms tighter around his chest. “Regardless of anything. You’ve already come so far.”

“This shouldn’t take a huge outpouring of essence or anything crazy,” he muttered. “I don’t understand why this is so hard for me.”

“Everybody struggles at something,” she whispered. “You try so hard, Jax, at everything. That’s what I love most about you. Not whether it all works out in the end. Just the fact that you give it your all. You have such a big heart and such a strong drive.”

He took another breath. Winter matched her own breathing to his, and they both just breathed for a few seconds. He was just a puppy underneath his confidence and strength. A puppy with a loud bark. Loyal and loving… prone to humping legs.

Winter slid sideways, touching his cheek to turn them face to face. She kissed him on the lips and let her body push into full contact with his, too much and not enough at the same time. Jax kissed her back enthusiastically, and their lips brushed and sucked with passion.

“What’s that sound?” cried Margot. “I hear a noise coming through the speaker!”

“Just shut up already!” snapped Molly.

Winter let out a surprised noise as Jax groped her ghostly butt.

She rubbed her hand on his chest, his stomach, almost went lower, but stopped and flashed a hungry half smile instead.

“I got this,” he said.

He pulled away from her, touched his chest, and then with his usual confidence and ease, slipped right back inside. Soul and body reunited, Jax flashed a grin and sat up.

“Jax!” Molly all but tackled him where he now sat on the couch, hugging him tight and then kissing his lips.

Margot wrinkled her nose and attempted to push the other woman aside as she seized his arm with a rough enough grip to make him wince.

“That was foolish,” said Margot.

Jax pulled his arm free. “Not from where I’m standing. Er…

sitting. Now, make with the essence I still need to get my mom back into her body.”

“She is not your—”

He grabbed her arm in much the same way she’d grabbed him, except his hand was bigger and stronger. Margot sulked like a little girl for a moment before finally sighing and nodding her head. There was a faint pulse of flowing essence, a glow seeming to warm Jax’s hand, and it was done.

“Well,” said Margot. “It looks like you’ve gotten everything you wanted from me.”

Winter shot Jax a meaningful glance, holding his gaze until he let out a sigh and gave a shrug.

“Look,” he said. “I’m open to getting to know you as my birth mother. But the fact that I was raised here and already have someone who is and always will be a mother to me is something that you’re just going to have to accept.”

“Every day you continue to spend in this woman’s house is an active betrayal,” said Margot, coldly. “I would rather drink acid than play along with this, this… complete farce!”

Jax shrugged. “Well, I’ll leave you to it then.”

He led her to the door with a hand on her shoulder, not roughly, but not exactly gently either. Margot stomped her way back to the car, and the rest of them watched as she drove away. Molly’s mouth was agape, and she slowly turned and stared at him in awe.

“You got what you needed from her?” she asked. “Can you put Winter’s soul back in her body now?”

“Yup.”

Molly grinned and nearly tackled him with a hug. “I have the coolest nephew ever!”

Jax laughed and spun her around… and then pinned her against the door and gave her a unnephewlike kiss. Winter smiled, giving them a patient second or two of fooling around, her own heart so full and swollen.

A second or two, not an hour and a box of condoms. 

CHAPTER 32

JACKSON – THE BEATEN PATH

 

He recognized the two nurses who greeted him as he arrived at his mother’s body’s hospital room. They both beamed at him, pausing their conversation to wave and be pleasant.

“You are such a good son,” said one of them. “Winter is so lucky to have you.”

“The luckiest,” whispered Winter, against his ear.

Her soul wounded and crippled state had meant that the only way to get her up to the room was for Jackson to give her a full-on piggyback ride. Her weight was literally insubstantial, though he considered borrowing a wheelchair a couple times as they passed a few that looked abandoned on their way up.

They entered Winter’s hospital room, and Jackson carefully set her down in one of the chairs next to her body. He paused at her bedside, reaching out to fix her body’s hair, taking her body’s hand in his and kissing the back of it.

“Ready?” he asked Winter.

“I’m ready,” she said. “Are you?”

He nodded. He’d been worried that he’d have another moment of pressure, another challenge involving a hard and unintuitive skillset, but it didn’t seem to be the case. Margot’s essence felt like having the key for a particular lock. All he needed to do with his dispel was simply give it a small twist.

“Get closer,” he said.

With his help, Winter shifted so she was sitting on the bed next to her own body, peering into her own face. Jackson took a breath, triggering his dispel on the exhale, primed with Margot’s essence.

It happened so fast that he briefly worried he’d done something wrong. Winter’s soul snapped into her body like a scrap of metal pushed into the range of a powerful magnet. She gasped and sat up in the hospital bed, eyes blinking open and then wincing shut against the bright light.

“…Winnie?” whispered Molly.

“I think… my body is tired,” whispered Winter. “And it really has to pee.”

Jackson laughed and pulled her into a tight hug. The two nurses who’d commented on what a good son he was poked their heads into the room and began a borderline hysterical celebration, calling other nurses and doctors from down the hall, hurrying to ask Winter questions and run a range of tests on her.

Jackson stood back and let them work, though he knew it was mostly unnecessary. Molly snuggled into his side, and he felt himself finally relaxing. He let go of all the fear and tension that had become a background for his life over the past few weeks, and then took a look at what was left.

Will everything simply go back to normal? Wouldn’t that be for the best? 

“I’ll probably need to make a trip back to my apartment to take care of all the stuff I’ve been putting off,” said Molly.

“That makes sense,” said Jackson.

“I’ll come back after that to stay with you for a few more days,”

said Molly. “As long as Winter is all right with it.”

She looked up at him and he nodded, though he wasn’t entirely sure what he was saying yes to. The doctors and nurses were finishing their tests, and one of them loudly proclaimed that her recovery was nothing short of a miracle.

“Maybe so,” said Winter. Her eyes were on him, and she returned the smile he gave her.

She went to the bathroom once the hospital staff had finished crowding her. She was still in just her underwear and hospital scrubs as they left, Jackson pushing her in a wheelchair at the insistence of her doctor.

He drove them home, the moment feeling bizarrely routine and mundane despite being anything but. They climbed out of the car once they arrived back, the three of them standing on the lawn and glancing at each other in a state of mild disbelief.

“I’m going to have to write an article about this,” said Winter. “I hope that’s all right with you, Jax. The world of the Covenant needs to know that there is a way to cure spell death. Well, at least this variety of it.”

“Go right ahead,” he said, grinning. “It’ll add to my already growing legend.”

“Can we do a big celebration tomorrow or the night after?” asked Molly. “I have to pay rent and bills, and it’s easier if I do it from my home computer.”

“Absolutely,” said Winter. “You’ve helped so much over the past few days, Molly. I… don’t want us to ever stop being this close as sisters. Even if there are some bumps along the way.”

They shared a moment that ran deeper than what Jackson felt like he could see. Molly hugged Winter tightly and then him. They waved to her as she climbed into her car and slowly drove off.

He stood there, feeling empty, almost. At a loss for what to do next, as though he’d forgotten how to relax. He looked at Winter, who had a far-off smile on her face.

“Well,” he said. “Are you hungry? I could whip us up a basic dinner?”

“You’re off cooking duty, mister,” said Winter, poking his chest with a finger as she opened the front door. “I’ll make us something.”

“You just got out of the hospital. You should be resting.”

She turned and stared at him, smiling but serious. “Remember how you said in that text that you needed to protect me because things had  flipped around? Well, guess what? Now they’ve flipped back.”

“Fair enough.” He did follow her into the kitchen, however, and took a seat at the counter. “There still something we have to talk about.”

“I know.” Winter paused with the door to the fridge open. “Case.

Your father.”

He nodded slowly. There was so much he wanted to ask, so much he wanted to say, but above all else, he had to make one thing clear.

“I don’t blame you for anything, even without knowing the details,” he said. “Margot acted as though by telling me that you killed him, she would be instantly turning me against you. But I know you. I know it wouldn’t have happened without a good reason.”

“He was a vampire, Jax.” Her voice grew faint and pained as she continued. “Not when I first met him. It was years down the line. A little after you were born, I think. He wasn’t open about it, which I guess I understand. Few vampires are accepted by the Covenant.”

“How did it come to a head?”

Winter smiled sadly. “When Margot first had you, Case made us both promise that we’d keep you safe, and more importantly, keep you apart from the Covenant as much as possible. He… changed his mind after his transformation. He wanted to turn you into a vampire, too, as soon as you were old enough for it to be an option.”

“Old enough? Are there issues with kids becoming vampires?”

“Tons. The obvious question of whether its ever really their choice, but also problems relating to stunting a child’s growth, tainting their perspective on life and death. Margot had already been enthralled by Case at the time and wasn’t thinking clearly. Case tried

to make me his thrall during that same conversation when he revealed his plans for you, and… I refused.”

“You did the right thing,” said Jackson. “That’s not what I would have wanted.”

He briefly considered how his life would have gone if he’d been a vampire from early childhood and shuddered.

“There are some choices in your life that haunt you, leave you wondering  what if,” mused Winter. “That was never one of them for me. I would still make that same choice to protect you every single time.”

Jackson pulled her into a tight hug, feeling the urgent way she squeezed him back. One of his hands ran down to the leg that had previously been dissolving during her time as a ghost with a soul wound and gave it a small, affectionate squeeze.

“How’s the leg?” he asked.

“Much better.” She smirked and pulled away as his hands began to roam toward her inner thigh. “Um, I think we have some chicken tenders in the freezer?”

“There’s only a couple left in the bag,” he said.

“I’ll throw in one of those frozen pizzas, then.”

She pulled away from him, still with that wistful, above-the-clouds smile. Jackson settled down on the couch and played video games while he waited, taking some time to remember what he was doing in the save file of a game he hadn’t played since before his mom’s accident.

“Do you want to watch a movie after dinner?” he called.

There was a beat of pause that made his heart pause in the same way.

“Sure,” called Winter.

A single, simple syllable. He turned it over in his head. What did sure mean? Sure, as in, sure, let’s jump back into the dangerous but interesting path we were walking down in the time before ghosts and Margot and the Covenant? Or sure, as in, sure, because it’s just a movie now, and everything has gone back to normal in a way that stops watching a movie from leading to anything more?

He recognized that it was very possible for this aspect of their relationship to “flip around” just as easily as him protecting her or her cooking for him. Jackson felt a pang of loss as he realized that, in all likelihood, the  flipping had already occurred, a subtle change in her mindset and behavior, a recommitment to being a by the book mother.

Can you blame her? After all she’s been through, is it too much to ask for everything to go back to normal? 

His mind was still full of questions as they ate. Winter did each of his pizza slices up just the way he liked it, with sprinkled parmesan and just a touch of crushed red pepper on top. They talked about the food, about the car, which was overdue for an oil change, about nothing.

“I’m going to grab a blanket,” said Winter with a yawn, as they shifted to the couch for the movie.

“Good thinking.”

He put on a silly college comedy from the eighties, and they both got comfortable on the couch. His mother was lying down partially, her legs folded sideways so they brushed against the edge of his.

Jackson tried to seem like he was watching the movie and not waiting on the edge of his seat for something to happen, waiting for a time to make something happen.

He touched her foot. What was he doing? More importantly, what did he want? Was there a chance that it made sense for everything to simply go back to normal? Was this the gambler’s fallacy, risking everything after an already tumultuous run simply because he couldn’t walk away from the game?

He touched her calf and then let his fingers start to run further up her thigh… and then heard the sound of soft, extremely cute snoring.

She was out like a light.

He paused the movie and stood up, moving to crouch next to the couch. Seeing her back in her body, happy and full of energy, perfect and whole, gave him such a sense of joy. More than joy. A sense of rightness in the greater world.

Who cares if we do go back to normal? It’s enough just to know that she’s safe. 

He gently slid his arms underneath her and lifted her up. Winter stirred for long enough to nuzzle the side of her cheek against his bicep with a dreamy smile before her breathing relaxed again.

Jackson carried her to bed, tucked her in, and kissed her on the forehead.

CHAPTER 33

WINTER – OFF ROAD

 

Winter had never really enjoyed mornings, but waking up with birds chirping outside her window, underneath her covers, warm and cozy, certainly made a strong case for them. She was back in her own body, happy and whole and safe and… strangely horny for some indiscernible reason.

Horny wasn’t quite the right word for it, but not the wrong one, either. It was more like the feeling of getting a new toy, or a new car, or even a new kitchen appliance. Part of the fun was coming up with excuses to use it for its intended purpose, as much as possible, to really get the full worth of both money and enjoyment.

It hadn’t been quite the same as a ghost, even within Jax’s soul matrix. Hard to put into words, really, but obvious and inescapable at the same time. Like the difference between the flavor of fresh blueberries and artificial blueberry flavoring. Having a body of true flesh and blood, a body that could sweat and shiver and hunger, so familiar but so new.

She ran her hands slowly up her sides. She’d fallen asleep on the couch in her clothes. Jax had taken her to bed, and at some point, after becoming too hot under her blankets, she’d stripped down to her underwear during the night. She let her palms cup her bra, which felt a lot more threadbare than she’d remembered. Having decent bras and comfy underwear seemed like much more of a priority now after the experience of being a ghost.

Did Jax need new underwear? He had a body, too. A  strong body, familiar and dependable, but with needs and urges and desired sensations. A body that she would soon be heading downstairs to cook breakfast for, provide for. Whatever he needed.

She scowled and crossed her legs and hugged her pillow. She kicked her sheets and blankets off, feeling suddenly too hot to have

them smothering her. She needed to get a grip on herself and fall back into the normal way of things.

Normal was good. Normal was safe.

Winter climbed out of bed and tried to think through what she would normally wear on a lazy weekday morning when she didn’t have any pressing plans. Getting dressed, putting on clothing…

Another task she’d forgotten how much she loved as a ghost.

It felt too hot for sweatpants and even just a t-shirt. She opted for one of her old and trusted nightgowns. It was a tiny, thin scrap of pink fabric, barely reaching down far enough to cover everything, but she had underwear on underneath.

Everything is back to normal,  she thought.  You can wear whatever you want. 

She wondered if Jax would like it and decided that he would, if perhaps for the wrong reasons. She went downstairs with a smile on her face, fresh and ready to face the world.

“Morning, Mom,” said Jax.

“…Morning.”

She felt her heart going rogue as she took in the sight of him, shirtless, clad in only shorts and whatever may or may not be underneath them. The definition of his stomach and bare chest was so perfect, muscles visible, but not in that vain, drawn-on kind of way. His shoulders seemed to pop out of nowhere, so broad and dependable, and he still had an obvious farmer’s tan that looked so perfect on him.

“Hot today,” said Jax.

“So hot.” Winter slowly walked over to the fridge and opened it. “I slept in my underwear, apparently. Barely even remember taking my clothes off.”

“Hey, all I did was carry you to bed,” said Jax. He had this smirk on his face, as though he was saying  that’s all I did, but also,  I could

 have done more.  “I like that nightgown on you, by the way.”

“It’s really small,” said Winter.

Jax smiled a little more, and she couldn’t help but smile back even as her face flushed and she became hyper aware of the path of his eyes.

“Breakfast!” she announced, shifting to look through the freezer.

“Are you hungry?”

“I could eat.”

“Pancakes?” she suggested. “I think there’s still some whipped cream and maybe even some maple syrup hiding around here somewhere.”

Jax stood up from where he’d been sitting and came to stand next to her. “I’ll eat anything you cook, Mom.”

She grinned and they hugged, the most natural thing in the world. She immediately felt something hard poking into her stomach, and it didn’t take much guesswork to figure out what it was. Jax kissed her cheek, rocking forward subtly in a vague, humping motion. She opened her mouth to chastise him, remind him of the boundaries of behavior, now that things were back to normal.

“…Pancakes it is then,” she whispered.

“Let me know when they’re ready.” He groped one of her buttocks with his strong hands, still hugging her with a full-blown erection. “Plans for today?”

She firmed up her resolve, knowing that if she said no, it was all but flinging the door open for him to… for him to what?

“I have to start writing my article,” she said, shifting to her mothering tone. “And you need to go to class. I’ve let you slide for far too long on your academics.”

“The semester is a wash at this point after all the blocks I’ve missed,” he said, hands sliding back a bit.

“Well, I want you to go anyway,” she said. “At least make the attempt.”

“…Okay.”

He pulled back from her, and Winter let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She was stunned, but she knew she shouldn’t have been. He still listened to her, obeyed her, most importantly,  respected her as his mother.

She set about making pancakes with such determination that it was a tad silly. She wanted to make the perfect light and fluffy breakfast to fill Jax up, to make him leave for his classes with a spring in his step. She bent over to rifle through one of the lower cupboards for a pan and felt his eyes lock onto the bottom of her gown, or more accurately, the parts of her body it wasn’t long enough to cover.

“Where did the small nonstick pan get to?” she asked.

“It’s in the back.” Jax slid in close again, reaching over her.

“I don’t see it.”

“Right here.” He let out a chuckle as he pulled her away from the cabinet slightly, and she felt something hard prod into her butt. “I can get if for you, if you want?”

Time seemed to stop completely with her leaned forward, Jax pressing his erection into her, brazen and aggressive. The cocky little bastard. She wanted to chastise him, but it was as though she was a kitten pinned by the nape of its neck. He touched her arm at the crook of her elbow, the same spot he’d gripped on Sierra’s body to fuck her harder when she’d been possessing the succubus.

“I’m sure I can… find it on my own,” she managed, keeping her voice level. “You need to let me make you breakfast so you can get to your class on time, mister.”

“Sure thing, Mom.” He drew back slowly, even stopping to hump forward again once on the way. “Can’t wait for those pancakes.”

She wanted to slap him. She wanted to tackle him. She wanted him to tackle her, and pin her down, and let out that cocky little laugh of his as he stripped her clothes off and…

“Pancakes,” she whispered. “Focus.”

She did manage to compose herself as she cooked a decent pile of perfectly fluffy, mostly circular pancakes. The tension was right there again as she sat down to eat across from Jax, however. They passed the cream and syrup back and forth, watching each other as much as eating. Winter sucked on one of her fingers to clear it of maple stickiness, and Jax stared at her with a boyish expression of wonder.

“What time does your last class end?” she asked.

“Four-thirty,” he said. “I have to run around and check in with some of my other teachers, though. I should be back by… six?”

“Perfect. Want to play a board game tonight?”

Board games were safe, right? They’d have a table between them, an activity to occupy them, a healthy competitive vibe to keep them distracted.

“It’s a date,” said Jax.

She sighed, smiling even as that one word seemed to undo all of her previous assumptions.

“I’ll pick up some wine and stuff for dinner,” said Winter.

“I can’t wait.” Jax finished his last pancake and came over to kiss her on the cheek. “See you tonight, Mom.”

CHAPTER 34

JACKSON – PLAYING CATCH UP

 

He spent most of his day in class, doing his best to pay attention, warding off some of the most intense sexual daydreams he’d ever had. At one point, he’d had to stay in his seat for several minutes after the instructor had dismissed everyone to calm himself down, though a few other students lingering around to ask the professor questions had made it less awkward.

It wasn’t even the promise of fooling around with or having sex with his mother that was such a turn on. More just the possibility, the chance, the sense of open discovery.

She was back in her body, and he’d done that for her, and he could tell she was grateful. He could tell that she loved him. Fuck, it even seemed like she was horny and pent up and in that playful mood he’d only seen glimpses of in the time before her episode as a ghost.

Bet I can at least get a hand job,  he thought.  Probably way more. 

He took a breath, knowing that if he had to wait around after his last class for his boner to die down again, he’d miss catching up with the professors he desperately needed to see. In the end, he saw all of them, repeating the same polite excuses for his absences, making careful promises to catch up on his work that he knew his mother would make him follow through with.

The house was quiet when Jackson arrived home. His body was practically buzzing with anticipation, heart pounding out an even stride to make sure blood reached everywhere it needed to.

“Mom?” He kicked his shoes off, looking around the living room.

“Up here.” She came out of her room and smiled from the top of her stairs with only a towel clinging to her body, hair scraggly and

wet. “You’re early.”

“Barely,” he said, smiling. “Bath or shower?”

“The most enjoyable bath of my life.” She closed her eyes and let out a satisfied sigh. “I bought stuff for dinner.”

“Along with wine?”

“Yes, wine too, but I’m back to being the gatekeeper of the bottle, mister.” She adjusted the fold of the towel, making sure it was in place. “Did you talk to your professors?”

“Yup. Extensions all around.”

“Good.” There was a pause as the edge of her mouth pulled up into a tiny, teasing half smile. “Up for a board game while we eat?”

“Absolutely.”

She went back up to her room, and Jackson collapsed onto a couch. It’d been such a regular exchange between him and his mother, and part of him truly did feel like everything had gone back to normal… except they hadn’t. This was better than normal. More interesting and exciting in that unpredictable kind of way that had him choosing his words carefully, listening with that same care.

But at the same time, it felt like he could say anything to her. The words almost didn’t matter. Every syllable was doused in a sickening amount of genuine love and appreciation, but with a dash of…

something else. A secret ingredient that brought out a certain flavor that he simply couldn’t get enough of.

He hung out on the couch and tried to calm himself down, without much success. Winter came downstairs, and he caught a glimpse of what she was wearing. A new flirty nightgown, black and basically lingerie with an ounce of sophistication. It showed off her cleavage as though it’d been tailored for her, and there was a slit running down either side that revealed the waistband of her apparently pink panties.

“Is that new?” he called, as she headed for the kitchen.

“I told you,” she said. “I went shopping.”

She smiled and did a quick spin for him, the bottom hem briefly lifting outward. Jackson leaned his head back against the couch, wondering if the night would have an actual payoff or simply be the ultimate tease.

Winter was back to being the perfect, ever-providing mother, and she got straight to cooking dinner. Jackson tried to play it cool and stay patient, even as he felt the slow and steady march of a stubborn, durable erection.

He thought about Sierra in the hotel room, now confirmed to have been possessed by his mother for at least part of the sex they’d had. Unbelievably hot, yes, but also a little lacking now that he turned the encounter over with new eyes.

It had been his mom’s presence, true, but not her body. Not necessarily her choice, either, given the chaos of the encounter. It just hadn’t been a complete experience. In some ways, receiving a nude selfie of a woman, sent intentionally, could be construed as more intimate.

He headed into the kitchen, drawn like a moth to a flame. Winter smiled to him, leaning up from the oven to pull out a tray heavy with roasted potatoes and chicken.

“Can I help with anything?” he asked.

Her eyes flicked downward, not missing his current state. “Pick a board game out?”

“Sure. Any personal preference?”

“One that you’re good at,” she said, with mirth. “Be a shame if I kicked your butt before we even reached dessert.”

She turned to close the oven. Jackson stepped in close, right in behind her, but not quite against her. The implication of contact made his heart race faster than if he’d just slid right into a hug or touched her in some way. He saw her tense, waiting for something.

“Let’s up the stakes,” he said.

She slowly turned, eyeing him over one shoulder. “How so?”

“I get a prize if I win.”

“And what would this prize consist of, exactly?”

“A favor.” He smirked and stood so his erection was even more obvious. “Nothing too crazy. Just… a little bit of help with  something.”

“Oh, Jax,” she said, with an interesting smile. “If you manage to beat me, I think that can be arranged. But only if you win.”

He slid in closer, still not touching her, but near enough to whisper. “Happy to hear it.”

“But if I win, you’re doing extra chores for a month.” His mother spun around and playfully booped his nose with a finger. He jokingly tried to snap at it with his teeth. She batted him on the chest and then snapped the elastic of his shorts. Retaliation called for him to snap her bra strap, but he couldn’t find it, and he belatedly realized…

she wasn’t wearing one.

He kissed her instead, and the way her lips moved against his felt like the release of a sluice gate, a sudden rush of flow and momentum. He pressed forward, letting his hard-on poke against her, pushing forward until she was against the counter. He lifted her to sit on it and kissed her neck, dimly hearing a breathless, almost worried noise escaping his mother’s throat.

The timer for the oven went off. Winter tapped him on the shoulders and gently pushed him back. As horny as Jackson was, he knew his mother would stop at nothing to make sure dinner was cooked to perfection. It was a losing battle to try to fool around with her right then and there, even if the alternative risked him getting serious blue balls.

“Go pick out a game,” she whispered. “Good thing that timer went off! Jeez… Came close to ruining dinner.”

“I’m sure it would have turned out all right.”

He gave her thigh one last squeeze and headed into the living room.

CHAPTER 35

WINTER – THE GAME

 

Winter sat across from Jax, him on the couch, her on the love seat, the Monopoly board set up on the coffee table. They played slowly at first, both still eating, each roll of the dice deliberate and impactful. Jax was his usual fun, confident self, and she was all smiles and fondness, but underneath the surface, she was completely dialed in.

She had never before been so invested in the outcome of a game of Monopoly in her life. She knew that she couldn’t lose. If she lost, Jax would ask her to do something that she knew she  couldn’t do. But they had a deal — she’d have to do it.

She’d have no choice but to touch him if he asked her to. Get him hard with her hands… as though he’d even need the help. Get him off with her hands, her mouth, even, depending on what he wanted and how he asked for it. More than that, maybe even. She wouldn’t. She  couldn’t. But… Oh God, there was a very real chance depending on what he said, what he did.

He seemed to know all of her weak spots now. What if he didn’t ask? What if he just beat her, his competitive, nerdy, and board game champion of a mother, and then took what he wanted? What if he walked over to the loveseat with that cocky little smile on his face and proceeded to just—

“Mom.” Jax drummed his fingers on the coffee table. “It’s your turn.”

“I’m just thinking it through,” she said.

“Plotting and scheming, more like.” He smirked and leaned back against the couch. “You’re going down.”

“Not a chance.”

She had to win. Moreover, she couldn’t let him win. They were two separate things in her mind, somehow. It would be so easy to make a couple of aggressive but reasonable plays, leave herself exposed, and see what happened. See if he’d seize the opportunity to take her down, claim his prize.

Dammit, now I’m second guessing myself. Seriously. I have to win this! 

“You should just give up,” said Winter, at their regular smack talk interval. “I’m the queen of this game, Jax. I taught you everything you know.”

He leaned back on the couch, lifting one leg, his cock clearly outlined against the fabric of his grey gym shorts. “I’ve evolved my own approach. You’ll be  begging for mercy by the end.”

“We’ll see about that.” Winter cleared her throat and crossed her legs. “You must want that prize bad.”

“It’s already mine. But yes. I do want it.  Bad. ”

He played well. He came close to winning, so close that Winter almost considered conceding at one point. She imagined herself tossing what remained of her Monopoly money down, crawling over to him on the couch on hands and knees to help him with  whatever it was he’d claimed to need help with. The thought made her a little wet for some reason.

But in the end, she squeaked out the victory. Jax sighed and shook his head, clearly disappointed but still smiling, still magnanimous in his defeat.

“You were so close,” said Winter.

“I guess.” His smile faded. He was a total puppy, pouting after not getting a treat.

“We’ll… play again,” she said.

“For sure.” He reached out to shake her hand. “Well played.”

She slowly shook his hand, somehow both relieved and disappointed.

“You had a chance, you know,” she said. “If you’d just made a few different moves.”

Jax grinned and gestured to the board. “Show me.”

She slowly stood up and came around to his side of the board. It felt cruel to tease him, like taking a victory lap, but she had to admit… it was so much fun. She bent forward over the board, almost sticking her butt in his lap, and rewound the last few moves of the game.

“If you’d waited and held on to your money so you could buy that last property, you could have at least gotten some houses up. See?”

“Totally.” Jax touched her waist. “I see exactly what you mean.”

He rose up as he pulled her to him, pressing into her, brazen and erotic. She could feel  it. It was just a few layers in between him, gym shorts, and panties. They had a deal, but it seemed cruel not to let him have a little fun. Just some touching, some kissing, maybe some cuddling and a movie on the couch.

“I was really close.” Jax rocked forward, grinding into her, his cock so obvious and unrestrained by his shorts that it felt like it was just wrapped in a fabric condom.

“You were.” Winter let out a laugh that broke off into more of an intimate, sexy sigh. “But… you didn’t go all the way.”

He planted a kiss on the bare skin of her shoulder, and then her cheek, and then almost kissed her neck, breath tickling the spot. He wrapped an arm around her, strong and aggressive. One of his hands brushed her breast and then took a full grope of it, so bold and unapologetic that Winter shivered and felt herself really getting wet.

She absently acknowledged that she was letting him get away with quite a lot off a bet that he lost. He was outright dry humping her now. She had to set one hand forward against the coffee table. Only

touching, right? Nothing, really. Just a little fun. She’d stop him soon, or he’d stop himself. He sped up, kissing her neck again, and pulled one of her breasts loose from her nightgown. Her hand slipped, knocking into the game board.

“Jax,” she half moaned, half whispered. “You’re… knocking the pieces down.”

“I’ll pick them up after.”

He pulled her other breast out and cupped both in his hands as though testing two eye-catching fruits for their ripeness.

“Sweetie.” She shook her head, knowing it’d gone a little too far.

“We can’t.”

“Show me that move again.” He rocked forward, probing her thighs with his cock.

God, she loved him. The situation was on the verge of being out of control. Did that scare her or thrill her? Both, probably. She took his hand and pulled it off her nipple and down to the game board.

“From here… to here,” she whispered.

“Right here?” He slid his hand across the game board and into her panties. He was feeding the flames! Cheeky little brat.

“Sweetie, we really  really can’t,” she whispered.

He slid her panties down, not just a little, but all the way to her ankles. There was a pregnant pause as he pulled back, silence in a sold-out theater. She thought maybe he had stopped, and her shoulders sagged a bit for some reason.

“I’ll still do the chores,” he said, huskily.

He pressed forward again, and with a gasp, Winter realized he was also naked from the waist down. His cock was prodding against her thigh before she could say anything, before she could think. And then, just as fast, it was inside her, the tip sliding in as easily as any of her toys ever had on one of those horny, worked-up nights.

She didn’t get a chance to say yes or no… but they both knew what she would have said. She’d always tried to give him everything he needed, everything he wanted in the world. Apparently that mindset now extended to her body, to touch, to kiss, to fuck.

He let out a low grunt that almost sounded surprised as he pumped forward, the movement aggressive but tentative. Winter took a breath and pushed her hips back into him. He took hold of her arm, the same arm he’d held for leverage when he’d taken her in Sierra’s body, but this time he was gentle, caressing her with his fingers.

A tender moment, for sure… for the two or three seconds it lasted. Jax muttered something and started thrusting faster, speeding into the sex like he was going for a joyride in a stolen car.

Honestly, it was a little too close to the truth.

“Oh God!” she cried. “Jax!”

He leaned forward, chest against her back. “Mom!”

The pieces and the Monopoly money and the cards went everywhere, sliding onto the floor, disappearing under the couch. Jax was spearing into her now, and the coffee table slid with his movements, tiny little tattletale squeaks across the polished wood floor. Jax lifted one of her legs up, but the game board itself slipped underneath her hand.

He let out an angry growl and picked her up in his strong arms, tossing her onto the couch in a flash of strength. She bounced once before coming to a stop, heart pounding, pussy burning, yearning for more. But now… they were face to face.

The moment was made real by that fact, and Winter recovered some of her sternness and authority. Jax gave her a small, guilty smile, but he didn’t back down. His eyes were locked on her crotch in a way that made her instinctively cross her legs.

“There will be a whole list of chores,” she said.

“I’ll do every one of them,” he said, crawling over her.

“For this month and next. And…” She tried to keep talking through his torrent of kisses. “You’d… better do… them all!”

“As long as I get to do you, too.”

“Oh, sweetie!” She felt her face making a weird, horny expression as he jammed his cock back into her. “That’s… really… I mean… we’ll talk about it.”

We’ll talk about it? 

She knew she should have said no, even though the answer was yes. She wrapped her legs around him as he started thrusting again, the couch creaking even more than the coffee table. She let out a long  ohhh and ran her hands through his hair and secretly wished the moment could last forever. She wished she could burn the memory into her mind even while knowing how guilty she’d feel each time she let herself revisit it.

It was the best. It was so wrong. Winter began letting out tiny, involuntary moans on a rhythmic basis which Jax would occasionally match with his own manly grunts, an accelerating back and forth of breathless passion loud enough for anyone walking by on the street to know  exactly what was going on.

There’d never been a time before when Winter could remember trying to hold off an orgasm, trying not to come before her partner.

Usually, quite the opposite. Jax was on the verge of watching her come, seeing and hearing the little pool she’d inevitably dissolve into. Just as he had in that shameful night when she’d possessed Sierra’s body, except now, he’d know it was her, experience the full breadth of his mother during sex.

It made her feel dirty and cheap, a woman to be discarded like an old wet wipe. And then Jax leaned forward and kissed her again, once on the cheek, once on the lips, like he so often did. He squeezed her breasts together and got this smug look on his face, but there was so much more behind it. Love and loyalty, his full sexual attention. He wasn’t there to judge her. He was there to taste the forbidden fruit, to use her in ways that no son should.

“Jax!” she whispered. “Oh… sweetie!”

He pounded into her, hard and fast enough to hurt if the sensation wasn’t paired by such addictive levels of pleasure. Her release was surging, and she wrapped her legs and arms around him, breathless, every beat of her heart setting off fireworks of pleasure. Her breathing sounded scary to her own ear as she lost herself completely to the craziest orgasm of her life. Jax cradled her head against his shoulder.

“I love you so much,” he growled, in that low, sexy but dirty voice. “You’re so hot. I love making you come.”

“…Oh.” It was all she could manage through the brilliant haze she was currently floating through, existing in, becoming.

She been hoping that he would come alongside her so they could share in the forbidden moment, but it was abundantly clear that he hadn’t. He was playing with her butt, playing with her boobs, playing with his awesome new toy as he slowly kept fucking her. At least he was sensitive like that, so in tune with her emotions that he could feel her current state.

“You did… so good,” she whispered. It felt silly to compliment him now, especially in that mothering tone, but it needed to be said.

“My turn. Let me help you come.”

She pressed her hands on his chest, trying to guide him to lean back. Jax intercepted them and kissed the back of each one.

“After,” he said.

“I’ll use my mouth. You can just lay back and relax.”

She rolled sideways, breaking the contact of their bodies in her effort to change position. Jax grabbed her by the waist, pulled her back into place with just one arm, and ran his hands up the insides of her legs as he spread her legs open again.

“Mom,” he said. “I don’t want your mouth yet.”

The words echoed in her head, and it was all she could do to smile and give him a small nod. He rubbed the tip of his cock against her crotch, right through the little garden of silky pubic hair that she hadn’t shaved since before she’d become a ghost. He slid even further up, leaving a trail of wetness from her navel, sliding back down again, and then took proper aim and pushed into her.

She bit her lower lip and dug her fingers into the couch cushion.

It was just too good. She heard his breathing shift and knew he was feeling it too, perhaps even further along that slope than she was.

She lifted her hips, and he leaned forward to briefly suck on one of her nipples before finding his stride.

He got back up to speed in no time, thrusting hard enough to turn the sound of his body slapping against her into a fast-flowing rhythm. The beat of a dirty drum, background music for some illicit, voodoo ritual. He kissed her and she heard herself moan and, quite suddenly, she was afraid she’d come twice before he even got the one.

What am I supposed to do? I don’t think he’d slow down even if I asked. 

“Oh, Mom!” he growled. “You’re so tight.”

“That’s you, Jax,” she whispered back. “You’ve gotten… so big.”

It was the perfect fit, really. A little too big, but in that way that let her be the  tight fit, the hot wet squeeze that had him humping her on autopilot. How long had they been fucking for? She had no idea what time it was in the real world, no desire to go back.

He took hold of one of her shoulders from underneath with that rugged grip of his, pulling her into him to fill her more deeply with each thrust than anyone ever had before. She almost said it out loud, but telling Jax that he was better and bigger and stronger than his father seemed like the wrong kind of compliment, wrong in all the worst ways.

But it was true.

He went faster and faster. The room was filled with a workshop’s worth of noise, movements from the couch, creaking of the cushions, the sounds of kissing and mating. Winter suddenly felt the urge to be on top, but her attempt at shifting them around seemed more like wrestling for dominance. Jax just pinned her back and sucked on her earlobe and kept going, and…

Oh God! He really is going to make me come again!” 

“Jax!” she cried, out of breath.

“Mom!” He panted in her ear, thrusting with small, but fast movements. “Can I… finish inside?”

“Yes!” she cried. “Jax! I love you!”

He let out a shout and squeezed her so tight, like he was never going to let go. She felt her own orgasm strike a moment later and tangled her fingers in his hair. It was so hot, so wrong. Jax, her perfect little man, made her come twice in such quick succession. At least she’d gotten him off before that second time. She smiled and stroked his head.

She was so goddamn proud of him, and that pride mixed with her pleasure and fed into the broken feedback loop that had gotten her where she was in the first place. A small part of her felt indignant at the fact that there could be anything  wrong with taking pride in her son, even if it was pride in his lovemaking skills.

Her body felt hot. Her pussy felt wet, soaked and sticky. She didn’t care. Jax sighed as he slowly drew his cock out of her, but he kept her body in his arms. She rolled over, and he laid down next to her, and they spent the next few minutes breathing together.

In and out.

CHAPTER 36

JACKSON – STAYING IN TONIGHT

 

They stayed on the couch, cuddling and quiet. Jackson turned on the TV, and they watched a silly crime comedy spinoff show. His mother held his arm like it was her teddy bear, and neither of them really said anything. What could be said?

He squeezed her with the arm he had around her, and she made a satisfied noise and wiggled within his arms. Her butt was right against his crotch, and he’d slowly been getting hard again. It seemed a little silly that he was ready go once more after such a short interlude, as though his cock was eager to get as much of her as it could while he still had the chance.

“Is that what I think it is?” she whispered.

He flexed his cock. “Yup.”

Winter rolled around, shooting him an overblown mock glare.

“You are such a teenager.”

“Guilty as charged.”

He rocked into her and started kissing her neck. She shifted to give him a quick peck on the side of the mouth and then stood up.

“Where are you going?”

“To get a blanket,” she said.

“What do we need a blanket for?”

He got his answer when she came back. She tossed it over him and climbed onto the couch, straddling his legs and leaning forward underneath the cave of cover. His mother pulled his shorts and boxers down, and he let out a low chuckle.

“You don’t have to do that,” he said.

“I want to. Besides, I said I would before.”

“I know, but—”

“Just lay back.” She peered up at him through the gap in the blanket with a crafty smile. “Watch TV. Or play video games, even.”

“…All right.”

He actually did boot up a video game in place of the mediocre show they were watching, an online shooter he hadn’t touched in ages. Winter started with just her hands, gently rubbing his shaft, fondling his balls, affection pouring from every ounce of her touch.

“Are you winning?” she whispered.

“The game just started.” He focused on the screen, getting a surprise kill as an enemy jumped into his line of sight. “Now I’m winning.”

“This isn’t going to distract you, is it?” she asked, voice an absolute tease. He could feel her breath tickling his cock, and even that was a massive distraction.

“My focus is like a laser,” he said, unconvincingly. “I bet I’ll still…”

He trailed off with a fluttering breath as her lips closed around his tool. What had he done to become such an incredibly lucky young man?

Unexpectedly, the addition of his mother’s incredible mouth and tongue working over the tip of his cock seemed to help him in the game. He got a couple more kills in quick succession, and then had to lean his head back, thumbs not pressing any buttons on the control, as she started bobbing her head in earnest.

“Who is breathing into their mic like that?” asked one of his teammates.

“I have four kills,” growled Jackson. “I’ll breathe however I damn well… oh, fuck!”

He did mute his mic, more out of desire to not share any of the experience than for the sake of his teammates. Playing the game was now, in fact, a massive challenge. He died twice in a row. His

mom pulled back, licking the underside of his shaft, letting her cheek rub against it.

She started sucking again, faster, with intention. He could see the blanket bobbing up and down, and her sloppy, wet noises from underneath. Someone killed him in the game, and he let go of the controller for the seven second respawn timer, guiding her head across the interval so she’d go a little deeper, a little faster.

It felt  so fucking good. He gripped her head over the blanket and humped upward into it, shuddering at the pleasure of her hot, slick mouth. His mother gently removed her hand and pulled her mouth back.

“You’re getting shot at,” she whispered, peering at the TV

through a crack under the blanket.

Jackson grabbed the controller, killed both enemies attacking him with a pair of headshots, and pushed her head down again. One of his teammates jumped into the line of view, and Jackson killed him too in a haze of madness.

“Oh, fuck!” He stared at into his mom’s face under the blanket.

“Just like that.”

She kept going at that same exact pace, mouth bobbing to take his length as deep as she could go. Jackson had to set the controller down, his body rippling with too much pleasure to even try to focus.

He bucked his hips as he came. Winter’s mouth never broke contact, her lips a perfect seal as she swallowed every drop of his cum.

“Did you win?” she whispered.

“Yeah,” he said, ignoring the score. He turned the game off, and Winter slid up to lay next to him, resting her head on his chest.

Her phone was on the coffee table, and it vibrated once, revealing several missed calls that’d probably occurred during the reality bubble of their sex marathon. She grabbed it and turned the screen on.

“Aunt Molly,” she whispered. “She’s coming back up tomorrow.”

“I wasn’t sure if she’d be around as much now that things have calmed down,” said Jackson.

His mom propped her head up on her forearm, still cuddling across his chest. “This is calm?”

“Comparatively speaking, yes.”

“She’s probably going to want to spend some time with you.”

“You’d be all right with that?” he asked. “Even if it was just… me and Molly?”

“What happens between the two of you is your business,” she said with a sigh. “I already have enough to wrap my brain around after tonight without adding that into the equation. It’s fine. Well, as long as the two of you are discreet.”

“No public displays of affection,” he said. “Who knows, though?

She might have come to her senses.”

“Oh, I’m sure she’s  come to them, all right.”

He smiled and stroked her hair. It was all so weird, a door he’d opened without knowing what was behind it. But was that really so different from ghosts and vampires, from his own newfound nature as a soultorn, drawing power from death?

“I’m not planning on getting a girlfriend in the foreseeable future,”

he said. “Just so you know.”

“Honestly… I’d be lying if I tried to pretend I wasn’t glad to hear that. I’m not the jealous type. It’s just… hard to think of how things would be if they got any more complicated.”

“Be honest. You didn’t want me to have one even before we started this.”

“I would have been fine if you’d found one that was a good fit,”

said Winter. “A nice girl like Danica.”

“Dani is so boring that she would barely count as a girlfriend,” he teased. “More like a betrothed. An arranged marriage with benefits.”

“That’s mean,” said Winter. “You should check in with her.

Ligarious, too. Try to smooth things out on that front.”

“She lied to me,” said Jackson. “She hid things from me.”

“Maybe, but think about it from her perspective.” Winter lifted her head up, meeting his gaze. “The Red Queen, Margot, must have explained to her that she was your birth mother and the situation was complicated. I’m sure she asked her not to reveal anything to you, from one mother to another.”

“I… suppose that’s possible,” he muttered. “But just because I understand her reasoning doesn’t mean I can’t fault her for holding back information.”

“I think Niara is going to be the bigger problem,” said Winter.

“No, I think she’d be open to a reset. I could always talk to Terzio about setting up a meeting for us to clear the air.”

“Your first serious girlfriend had better not be a vampire, young man.”

“I just told you that I’m not looking,” he said, hugging her. “You’re more than enough for me. Especially with Aunt Molly on the side.”

“You’re so weird.” She kissed his pec and smiled at him. “One last loose end we should probably discuss.”

“I know,” he said. “I’m still thinking about how to handle things with Margot.”

Neither of them said anything for a minute or two.

“I think it makes sense for you to try to know her, as your birth mother,” whispered Winter.

“I know how much it took for you to say that, Mom,” he said. “I’m open to it. But first, I need to make absolutely sure that psycho bitch isn’t going to try to kill you again.”

“Jax! You really shouldn’t talk about her that way.”

“I am nothing if not respectful in the way I treat my mother,” he said. “The woman who gave birth to me, on the other hand…”

“The last thing we need is to set her on the warpath again,” said Winter.

“I’m not going to suck up to her just to keep her from having a freakout.”

“You know that’s not what I’m asking.” Winter sighed and planted a kiss next to one of his nipples. “Maybe I’ll add getting coffee with your birth mother to your list of chores.”

“Seriously?”

“What? I thought I made it clear already that it’s going to be an awfully long list.” She lifted her hand and started ticking them off on her fingers. “Doing the dishes every night. Vacuuming the living room and hallways. Handling the laundry. Cleaning the bathroom.”

“You’re going to have to motivate me to get me working that hard,” he said, with a smirk.

“Motivate you? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Handling my needs as a man, obviously.” He started ticking off his points in the same way she had. “Morning blowjobs. Afternoon delight. Evening couch sex. Late night humping.”

“You little brat!” Winter tickled him underneath the armpits.

“You’re the worst!”

“You’re the best.” He tickled her back, which quickly evolved into wrestling with kisses interspersed between movements. “I love you.”

“Jax.” She touched his cheek and stared into his eyes. “I love you more.”

 


THE END

 



 

That’s it for  Stay In Tonight. The story reached what I consider to be a natural conclusion, and I don’t see much reason to write sequels simply for the sake of writing sequels. For information on

what I’m working on next, check out my website. My next big project

will be a new fantasy series, WIP title the Underqueen Chronicles which should arrive this fall. I’m also writing a new short story set in the Domestic Decay universe.

If you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s a huge help! If you’re interested in hearing about my books as soon as they’re published, either follow me on my Amazon author page or click here to sign up for my mailing list.

I also have a Subscribestar with if you’re interested in supporting

the continuation of my work. Patron extras include access to my old/removed books, lore friendly NSFW artwork of my characters, audiobook codes, and early access to new releases.
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