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    CHAPTER 1 
 
    WINTER – A HATRED IS BORN 
 
      
 
    Winter was in motion. She’d long since become used to playing the role of the hosting, busybody matriarch for Jax’s friends whenever he gave her a heads-up that he was having one over. But today was different. 
 
    “You don’t have to dress up,” said Jax. “Seriously. She won’t care either way.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call this dressing up,” replied Winter. “I refuse to be the kind of woman who meets your first official girlfriend in sweatpants and a faded T-shirt.” 
 
    “It is so not like that between us. Besides, you’re a writer. Sweatpants and comfy shirts are basically your work outfit.” 
 
    “I took today off to meet her, Jax. I’m going to at least put on clothes.” 
 
    “And clean the house. And cook us dinner.” Jax gestured broadly with open arms. “Kind of unnecessary. You’ll see what I mean when you get to know her. It’s not how you think it is.” 
 
    “It’s young love, and it’s beautiful, and something that I want to help flourish with every ounce of my being.” 
 
    She could all but sense Jax rolling his eyes at her from where he stood behind her as she began aggressively restoring the couch’s throw pillows to their default places. She’d noticed a few times recently that he seemed to enjoy watching her clean. It wasn’t something she was self-conscious about. It was totally normal. Right? 
 
    “Don’t say stuff like that when she’s here,” said Jax. “It’s different between us. It would be so embarrassing for me, I’m not even kidding.” 
 
    “Relax,” said Winter. “The last thing on my agenda for today is to embarrass you.” 
 
    She smiled, but his words had stirred an old specter she’d long since thought buried. Jax’s father, Case, had been the same way with Jax’s birth mother, Margot. It had always been different between them, even when Margot had been pregnant. Even when Case had been trapped in a mire, a cycle of eternal heartbreak as Margot had her affairs, all with shy little Winter in the background, emotionally supporting her two best friends. 
 
    “She just texted me,” said Jax. “She’s outside. Ready to meet her?” 
 
    “Oh, Jax…” Winter grinned and swept him into a hug. “I am beyond ready.” 
 
    She felt his shoulders tense as he carefully hugged her back. She could remember the day he started hugging her like that. Soccer practice, seventh grade. He’d been with his friends and sulkily desperate to remove himself from her field of view in that quintessential teenage way. 
 
    He’d changed so much, even just since then. At nineteen, Jax was already tall and muscular and, of course, handsome. Wise beyond his years with a boyish smile that reflected the youth underneath. Dark in that racially ambiguous, healthy hybrid kind of way. 
 
    Which was expected, given that both his birth parents had been mixed race — British and Nigerian on Case’s side, French-Canadian and Algonquin on Margot’s. He looked like he could be everything and anything all at once, except, mildly infuriatingly, her son. 
 
    “She’s texting me again.” Jax smiled distantly as he stared at his phone. “I should go grab her. I really do think you’ll like her.” 
 
    “If you like her, how could I not?” 
 
    Jax let out an odd, coughing laugh and headed out the door. Winter instantly slid to the nearest window and plucked a shade open far enough to peer outside.  
 
    It was mid-afternoon, and plenty of people were out walking. Winter felt a smile spreading across her face as she saw Jax heading toward a mousy-looking young woman with glasses and dark brown hair who would have been perfect for him. 
 
    He continued right past her, instead greeting a tall, busty, blond teenager who wore entirely too much makeup and not enough clothing. Tight denim jean shorts riding high on her thighs paired with an insubstantial floral-printed crop top. She threw her arms around Jax’s neck and let out an exaggerated squeal before kissing him. 
 
    Winter stepped away from the window. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Mom, this is Sierra!” 
 
    Jax was beaming as he stood next to the doorway, presenting Sierra like a princess on a royal tour. The attractive young woman seemed to give the living room more of her attention than Winter, her eyes only eventually swiveling around to take her in. 
 
    “Oh, it’s nice to meet you, missus, um…” 
 
    “Ambrosia,” said Winter. “But you can just call me Winter. It’s nice to meet you, too, Sierra. Jax has told me so much about you.” 
 
    “Yeah, likewise,” said Sierra, voice artificially enthused. “He talked about you so much when we first started hanging out that I thought he was a little weird or something. Autistic, maybe. Fuck, did I leave my gum at home?" 
 
    She rifled through her bag noisily, eventually finding a piece but dropping it as she pulled it out. As she bent forward to pick it back up, a perfect whale tale of a G-string slid into view. Winter blinked several times in quick succession and glanced toward the kitchen.  
 
    “Well, I should keep things moving with dinner,” she said.  
 
    “Mom, it’s fine, you really don’t have to,” said Jax. 
 
    “I insist. Sierra, you’re the first girlfriend Jax has brought home. Maybe you can explain to him the general way of things, because I’ve tried and I’ve—” 
 
    “Oh, we’re just friends,” said Sierra, with toxic ease. 
 
    Jax furrowed his brow but seemed otherwise unperturbed. He shot Winter a glance that she couldn’t quite decipher, a plea or petition for her to breathe, stay cool. 
 
    It was one that she would have to muster her willpower to meet. She definitely wasn’t going to overreact, of course not, but she did have a growing suspicion of what was going on. Winter had never believed in good and evil as objective concepts, but she knew Sierra’s type all too well. She wasn’t going to just stand by and watch her beloved Jax get sucked dry. 
 
    Phrasing. 
 
    “I should check on the food,” said Winter. 
 
    She managed a smile and, with deliberate steps, walked into the kitchen. It took an effort on her part to keep from actively attempting to eavesdrop as she spent the next few minutes eyeing the doneness of her pot roast and potatoes. The question of what Jax saw in Sierra was both beyond the limits of her imagination and so obvious it hardly merited thought. 
 
    Big boobs and blonde hair. That was Case’s type, too. 
 
    She sighed and briefly let her thumbs graze the undersides of her own breasts, which were also fairly large, though not quite as buoyant as they used to be. Case had noticed them, for sure, though it hadn’t swayed him away from Margot. What an odd thought. 
 
    Winter set down her potholder on the counter and turned to head back into the living room. The couch faced away from the kitchen’s door, and she slowed, confused by what she saw. Jax was still sitting where he had been with relaxed, almost indulgent posture, but where had Sierra gone?

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    JACKSON – TRUST ME 
 
      
 
    “She hates me,” said Sierra. 
 
    “Worse,” said Jackson. “She thinks you’re my girlfriend.” 
 
    Sierra elbowed him in the ribs, grinning. “Hey! That’s so mean.” 
 
    “If it was anyone else, it would be mean,” he said. “And I mean that as a compliment.” 
 
    He reached his hand out and pinched her chin between thumb and forefinger. Sierra extended her somewhat longer than normal tongue outward first to lap at his thumb, then suck on it as he shifted to bring it to her lips. 
 
    “You made it sound like the two of you have this insane mother-son connection,” said Sierra. “I would have thought you could have explained the nuance of our special friendship to her.” 
 
    “I didn’t even bother trying. I knew better than to try to bring any of my past girlfriends home to meet her, at least not until it got serious, which it never did.” 
 
    “You knew better, or you were scared to?” asked Sierra. 
 
    Jackson shrugged. He glanced over his shoulder into the kitchen. Winter was pacing, her face all cute and scrunched up into her thinking expression. 
 
    “A little of column A, a little of column B,” he said. 
 
    He’d brought plenty of his guy friends around the house before, all of whom, with the exception of Grayson, who was gay, had instantly fallen into a state of infatuation over his mother. Which was putting it much more politely than some of them, horny and gross, probably deserved. 
 
    Winter had never seemed to encourage the attention or even notice it, innocent and oblivious in that confident, motherly way. She hadn’t ever dressed up for his guy friends like she had with Sierra, which had probably been a double-edged sword, given her usual attire was leggings and loose T-shirts, often sans bra. Her glasses had made her seem nerdy and approachable, which was close to the truth, shockingly down to earth despite being objectively gorgeous. 
 
    “Afraid she’s going to scare me away?” asked Sierra. She set a hand down on his thigh and started rubbing. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you scared before. I think it’s more likely that you’re going to lean into this and make things weird.” 
 
    “Ha!” She snorted in that way he’d always hated and dug her fingers in. “Probably. Hey, are you going to Kerri’s party tonight?” 
 
    “My mom is going to want us to stick around for a little while after dinner,” he said. 
 
    “Do you actually want her to start thinking I’m your girlfriend or something?” 
 
    “She’s going to think whatever she thinks. There’s no swaying her from whatever she decides must be the case.” 
 
    Sierra’s hand slid further up his leg, the tips of her fingers making brief, playful contact with his cock through his shorts. “She’s not entirely off base. I might date you if you asked, you know, Jackson.” 
 
    “You’d have dated half the guys you’ve fucked if they’d asked,” he said.  
 
    “But we’ve never even gone there!” 
 
    “For good reason.” 
 
    He smiled as Sierra began touching his cock more aggressively, each grazing finger sending a distracting amount of pleasure thrumming through him. She was good at getting him hard, but he had a policy with girls like her. Hands, touching, heavy petting — that was the limit. 
 
    Especially after what he referred to as the taco and tequila incident. He’d had to drive her home after a wild night a few months after they’d first met and she’d made a mess… several different kinds of messes… in the backseat of his mom’s car. Her roommate had helped him clean it up, but he’d never gotten the image or the smell out of his head. 
 
    “You’re so mean, Jackson,” she said, sliding closer. “Seriously. I really want to go to this party. Come with me?  
 
    “I don’t think it’s happening,” he said. 
 
    “Jen might be there. Didn’t you have fun with her that one time?” 
 
    “She was cool, but a total prude and definitely a virgin. Not really my speed.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking the same language,” growled Sierra. “Are you sure there’s nothing I could offer you that might change your mind?”  
 
    She held his gaze as she slowly leaned her head forward and planted a kiss on his growing bulge. Jackson prided himself on his standards, on not being led around by his dick in the same way as so many of his peers, on knowing what he wanted. 
 
    But this… was interesting. 
 
    “Let’s go up to my room,” he muttered. 
 
    “I think your mom just went upstairs.” She kissed his cock through his shorts again, and Jackson sighed with delight. “We’re probably better off down here.” 
 
    He shot a glance toward the stairs, and then toward the kitchen, confirming Winter was not within line of sight. It was risky, but it had to happen. Sierra had gotten him just the right amount of worked up to where if he didn’t blow his load in the next few minutes, he’d be suffering, moping, for the rest of the night. 
 
    He pulled down the elastic of his shorts and all but thrust his fairly large erection into Sierra’s face. She let out a dangerous giggle as she swept her hair to one side, searching for his eyes with hers as she placed a quick kiss on the tip of his length. 
 
    Pure bliss. After the taco incident with Sierra and a spat of annoying and brief relationships with other girls, Jackson had assumed he was over his teenage promiscuity phase. He wasn’t a virgin, and he’d stuck around with his last girlfriend, Lindsey, for long enough to start to get bored of the sex. He’d thought he had it all figured out, been ahead of the game. 
 
    “Mmm,” hummed Sierra as she slid her lips along the underside of his cock. “You like that?” 
 
    “I love it,” he said. “You’re so bad. Go on. Suck it for me.” 
 
    “You’re so big,” she whispered. “Jackson, you do know that this would fill me right up?” 
 
    “Less talking, more sucking,” he growled. “My mom is going to be down any second.” 
 
    “Momma’s boy.”  
 
    Sierra brought a good portion of his cock into her mouth, lips and tongue moving in tandem as she worked her head back and forth with tantalizingly slow motions. Jackson urged her on, his hand first cupping her cheek, and then outright palming the bob of her blonde ponytail. 
 
    He wasn’t exactly quiet, which was probably part of what kept him from noticing the footsteps until they were right behind him. He heard a gasp and, with one hand still guiding Sierra’s sloppy blowjob, swung his head around to see his mother standing directly behind them.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    WINTER – THE RHYME OF HISTORY 
 
      
 
    Winter was mad at herself, which was typical, even though she knew on every level it was unfair. She’d become so used to Jax being so perfect, from his grades to his attitude, helping out with chores around the house, that she’d forgotten he was still a young man. A stupid teenager with an undeveloped teenager brain and insufficient experience to gauge risk properly. 
 
    “I love it,” she’d heard her son growl. “You’re so bad. Go on. Suck it for me.” 
 
    She’d thought she’d misheard him, or that he’d been on the phone, or something. God, she was so naïve… or maybe she’d just wanted to pretend. Maybe that was why she’d tried to walk quietly, even coming around at a slight angle, to see for herself what was going on. 
 
    Jax had been holding Sierra’s head with one of his big, strong hands, locking her mouth into place for his use, and his use alone. His cock had been so big, so perfect, so wet and glistening with that stupid little blonde bimbo’s spit.  
 
    She took a breath, touching her chest, forcing herself to stop picturing it. 
 
    What is wrong with you, she wondered. Delete that mental image from your head! Right now! Right right now! 
 
    She’d thrown the door that cut off the kitchen and dining room from the living room closed in her panicked flight away from the two teenagers. It was a door that she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d shut, and it seemed like a metaphor for how a certain aspect of the situation broke her heart into hundreds of thousands of tiny little pieces. 
 
    Jax was going to end up exactly like his father, chasing after female-shaped creatures who would play him and use him and let him dangle on their lines. Even as she had the thought, some minutes after the incident, she could hear Sierra’s voice through the open window outside the house, probably putting some distance between herself and the recent awkwardness. 
 
    “Nah, Jackson’s not coming,” said Sierra. “Please? Pretty please? I’ll give you a ride and maybe even let you return the favor.” 
 
    Exactly like Margot, thought Winter. She’s already doing it! 
 
    Case and Margot had been her two best friends, and she’d had a front-row seat to the chaos of their relationship. In retrospect, she felt almost lucky as the odd one out of the love triangle, too timid and vulnerable to express her true feelings to Case and demand his attention the same way Margot had. 
 
    Case, so worldly and confident and powerful, always flying off on his next project, next adventure. Winter had always been more of a homebody, which had doubtless helped lead to the natural progression of Margot being the one tagging along as his sidekick and helper… when Margot wasn’t cheating on him. 
 
    On their last such trip, Winter had been left looking after their one-year-old, Jackson Casper Arsex, who’d simply been too young to go along with his birth parents. The trip had gone horribly wrong in every way possible, which had left Winter devastated but devoted to caring for the child. Her son, as he had eventually, naturally, become. 
 
    She took a breath, forced herself to stop projecting her own history forward onto her son, and then walked over to the open kitchen window and slammed it closed to get the blond bimbo’s voice out of her ears. A knock at the door forced her to take another breath and make a serious effort at getting her shit together. 
 
    “Mom?” called Jax. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Fine!” She opened the door, smiled, and tried again. “I’m fine, sweetie. I just… I wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    Jax chuckled, abashed but not quite ashamed. “Yeah, well, neither was I. I’m so sorry. I thought you were upstairs, but I probably should have just brought her up to my room regardless.” 
 
    Winter summoned back her motherly authority, somewhat bolstered by Jax’s tone. “It’s the middle of the afternoon, Jax, and you invited her over here to sit down for dinner. You should have just been sitting, watching TV, preparing to eat.” 
 
    “You’re right.” He reached over and touched her hand. 
 
    “With that said… are you sure she’s really… you know? Your type?” 
 
    “Mom, we’re not talking about this.” 
 
    “I overheard her talking to someone on the phone just now that clearly wasn’t you,” she said. “A guy. The context was missing, but I heard enough to hear her ask for, ahem, a ride in exchange for a ride.” 
 
    “We are so not talking about this. You’re misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Do you love her?” asked Winter. 
 
    Jax shrugged with one shoulder. “Yeah, but—" 
 
    “Oh, Jax!” Winter swept him into a hug, sighing with enough pain for them both. “You are so much like your father. I hope you understand that I just… don’t want to see you get hurt.” 
 
    “I know, Mom.” He made an exasperated noise and hugged her back. Winter’s heart fluttered as she felt the way he hugged her, finally back to the open, unguarded way it had used to be. 
 
    Jesus Christ, his body is warm, she thought. Warm… and muscular. And his arms. 
 
    “You’re just trying to look out for me,” he whispered, voice a hot flutter against her ear. “I appreciate it. But I have to make these kinds of choices for myself.” 
 
    “Of course,” she whispered back. “That’s entirely fair. I just… worry. That’s all.” 
 
    “I get it,” he said. He kissed her on the cheek, smiling with that same boyish charm that always reminded her of Case. “Let me go grab Sierra, and we’ll all sit down for dinner, and you’ll see my side of things.” 
 
    Winter nodded, but only because it felt like the thing to do.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    JACKSON – BLUE BALL CORNER POCKET 
 
      
 
    Dinner was, to put it mildly, a disaster. Jackson found Sierra smoking a cigarette outside and, with some convincing, managed to get her to come sit down at the table. She was her usual overflowing, ditzy self, though she had the sense to follow his lead and pretend like she hadn’t just been caught sucking him off in the living room. 
 
    “Did you put ginger in this, Ms. Ambrosia?” asked Sierra. 
 
    “There’s ginger in the sauce,” said Winter. 
 
    “It’s the bomb,” said Sierra. “Ginger ale was my favorite soda back when I was a kid.” 
 
    “That’s… nice,” said Winter. “I’m glad you’re enjoying it.” 
 
    The awkward silence threaded back in at every opportunity. Jackson tried to push through it. 
 
    “I was telling Sierra about your writing,” he said. “Are you working on any new research or articles?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s all fairly technical,” said Winter. “I wouldn’t want to bore you both with the details.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, thank you so much,” said Sierra, in that ironically peppy voice he hated. “My eyes practically glaze over in science class. Not to mention math.” 
 
    She followed her remark with a bubblegum and cigarette scented laugh. Jackson sank into his chair, wondering why he’d been so eager to let her meet his mother in the first place. She was his friend — genuinely a friend, without any hidden intentions or outsized expectations on either side, minus their occasional fooling around.  
 
    The dinner seemed to crawl by, and Jackson felt a tangible sense of relief when it finally concluded. He saw Sierra out to her car and returned to the house’s interior to find his mother, unsurprisingly, had retired to her room. 
 
    It gave him a moment to process, which seemed to loop back around to the genesis of the awkwardness. Why hadn’t he just brought Sierra upstairs and let her blow him inside the sanctity of his own room? 
 
    He was frustrated, and not solely due to his own shortsightedness. Sitting down at his computer, Jackson turned his attention to the portion of the problem that still felt solvable. No reason for him to be blue balled and on his mom’s bad side. 
 
    The look she’d given him when he’d turned to see her standing there, that bizarre second in which they’d both been staring at each other, speechless on both sides. It was an image he wasn’t sure he’d ever get out of his head, wasn’t sure he really… even wanted to. There was something so disgustingly intriguing about the way his mother had… 
 
    Had what, he wondered, with a forced exhale. Where are you going with this? 
 
    He brought up a porn site and began scrolling through videos. It felt so much dirtier than usual, as though Winter was still right there behind him, watching as he pulled his shorts down and unsheathed his member. 
 
    He was so hard, harder than he could ever remember being, but that was probably to be expected. Sierra had only just been getting to the good part of the blowjob when his mom had walked in and stared at his erection like a deer caught in the headlights. 
 
    Her face was another part of the situation which he remembered in similarly vivid detail. That look she’d given him, a mixture of surprise and realization, the way her mouth and eyes both seemed to say oh. Or maybe even wow. 
 
    He clicked on a video even as his heart started to race, blood rushing to more places than just his over-engorged prick. He felt a crushing need to get himself off, blow his load in that base, stupid, pent-up teenage way, but it felt so wrong. He wanted to do it even more because it felt so wrong. 
 
    But he couldn’t. Somewhere both deep down inside and speckled across the surface… he felt like things just weren’t okay. Her face… the way she’d looked at it. Not okay. And yet so fascinating. So hot. 
 
    Oh, God… 
 
    He hadn’t been watching the video. It hadn’t been necessary. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Jackson was fairly sure he didn’t have to talk to his mother about the blowjob. He’d already apologized, nothing more needed to be said. Very probably, nothing more could be said without sinking deeper into the infinite quicksand of awkwardness. 
 
    He went to her room anyway. They’d always been so close, and he couldn’t help but wonder if that was part of it. They had a strong relationship, and it was possible that had led him into feeling extra confused about what should have just been a harmless, albeit uncomfortable, moment.  
 
    He didn’t want to lose his mom’s trust over Sierra, over hormones and a badly timed boner. The guilt was feeding into his emotions, making him edgy and pent up. If he just talked with his mom, he was sure it would help.  
 
    So, he went to her room. 
 
    “I’m not answering that.” Winter’s voice filtered out through the crack of her partially closed door.  
 
    Jackson drew to a stop just short of knocking, hearing something in her tone that made him want to listen. 
 
    “I am so not answering that,” she said again. “He’s my son.” 
 
    I’m not the only one who wants to talk about what happened, apparently. But who is she talking to? 
 
    “You’re my sister, not my shrink,” said Winter. 
 
    Aunt Molly. Winter’s adopted sister and best friend. She was in some ways a second mom to Jackson, given how often she’d babysat him when he was younger. In other ways she was his anti-mom, so far Winter’s opposite that it made him question how they managed to be so close. 
 
    “It was… adequately sized,” said Winter. 
 
    Jackson’s hand jiggled the doorknob with a twitch, and he spent a cautious second thinking his mother had heard him. 
 
    “Fine,” said Winter. “It was big. Real big. God, it’s so weird. I want nothing more than to delete the image from my mind while at the same time… I couldn’t stop looking at it.” 
 
    No way. Jackson stared at the door, now even more confused about whether to go in, whether to sneak away. No way. He had to keep listening. 
 
    “There was this little… bead… or pearl, on the head, I guess,” said Winter, voice quiet and strange. “It kept reforming, like the way water tension glistens on the tip of a needle. And that stupid little bimbo kept licking it off like frosting.” 
 
    Jackson backed away from the door. His cock was hard as a rock. Again. 
 
    He called Sierra, though he wasn’t entirely sure why as the phone rang. Her voice was bright when she answered. 
 
    “Jackson?” she said. “Change your mind?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” he said. “I feel like I’m going to lose my mind if I don’t get out of the house and try to get laid tonight.” 
 
    “I was planning on bringing some other people after you said no, but I can blow them off.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find a way to blow them off, regardless.” 
 
    “Hey! You fucker!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    WINTER – BIRTH OF A BAD IDEA 
 
      
 
    “So all of it just happened right there in the living room?” asked Molly. “Right in the daylight, with clear line of sight in several directions?” 
 
    Winter sighed and stretched out on her bed, still holding the phone to her ear. “Yeah. That’s why I had such an unfortunately good view of it. It was like they didn’t even care.” 
 
    “That little harpy!”  
 
    “Succubus, more like,” said Winter. “Do you understand how badly this could turn out for him?” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely,” said Molly. “I remember Case and Margot. He loved her so much even though she was completely toxic. He sacrificed his own ideals to put up with her chaos and completely lost who he was.” 
 
    Winter nodded as she listened, so relieved her sister was on the same page as her, a rarity in recent years. “It scares me to think Jax might end up wrapped up with someone like that long term. It would ruin his outlook, his self-esteem, his soul, even!” 
 
    “You aren’t wrong. It’s not like we haven’t seen it before. She could ruin him.” 
 
    “I can’t let that happen. I won’t let that happen.” 
 
    Molly went silent for a couple of seconds, which gave Winter time to draw back the edge from her tone.  
 
    “I just mean… Maybe I can still protect him,” said Winter. “I’m his mother. He’s nineteen, but he’s still a boy in so many ways.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Winnie. Don’t take this the wrong way, but is there a chance that perhaps this is also a territorial thing?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” snapped Winter. 
 
    “Easy,” said Molly. “Just throwing it out there. I do think maybe you should also consider feeling the situation out a little more before slamming your foot down and getting defensive. You want to make sure you have all the facts, otherwise you risk coming across like an evil witch and really pushing him away.” 
 
    “That’s the opposite of what you said before,” pointed out Winter. “This is just all so frustrating and confusing. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Try to spend some more time with him,” said Molly. “Have some fun. Take him on a vacation, even.” 
 
    “I would enjoy that, but I don’t know. He always asks if he can bring a friend these days, which would normally be fine, but…” 
 
    “But obviously not if it’s Sierra?”  
 
    “Exactly.” Winter pouted into her phone, hearing Molly make the little tutting noise she always did when she was thinking. 
 
    "Then try to get his attention around home,” she said. “Extend some intimacy.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You’re so busy with your research and projects that I think you withdraw a little bit sometimes,” said Molly. “Have some long talks and long walks with him. Back rubs and bonding.” 
 
    “He’s so busy, though,” said Winter. “And he’s a teenager.” 
 
    “That’s my point. He’s your son, but he’s still both a guy and a teenage one, at that.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Oh, please, Winter, don’t be so slow on the uptake. Tease him a little. Throw him off balance here and there with some feminine wiles. He’ll be keener on spending time with you if he sees you as the fun-loving wild soul you really are underneath.” 
 
    “Maybe. I don’t know. I’m just trying to keep him from getting hurt, not manipulate him. I can’t even bear to think about what happened to Case happening to him. I love him so much.” 
 
    “Then let him see you. Take your glasses off, dress up a bit, and get his attention. He’ll hear you if he sees you like that. Trust me, you don’t want to wake up ten years from now after he’s had kids with this harpy and she’s into all sorts of mischief behind his back and realize you passed up your chance.” 
 
    Winter ran a hand through her hair and smiled. “Why do you give such good advice despite being my little sister?” 
 
    “Because I traveled the world while you hid in your office writing books.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” she said with a giggle. 
 
    They said their goodbyes shortly after. Winter went looking for Jax, but he must have slipped out some time after dinner. It annoyed her a little that he hadn’t said goodbye, but after the awkwardness of their evening, it was also completely understandable. 
 
    She stretched out on her bed, pulling her pillow to herself and gently hugging it. He had so much confidence and potential. He could go so far in life, so much further than he even realized. 
 
    She grabbed her phone and started to call Jax before remembering how he always teased her about calling over texting. It was only because she liked to hear his voice, hear through his tone whether he was okay or not, even when he wouldn’t say so. 
 
    She rolled onto her stomach, propped her arm up on her pillow, and texted him instead.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    JACKSON – HOMESICK 
 
      
 
    Jackson had experienced enough early college parties to come to the conclusion that he didn’t like them, by default. If the right people were there, or an expensive mansion was the setting, they could absolutely be a good time. 
 
    He was, currently, not having a good time. The denizens of Kerri’s party were overdrunk, underage, and worst of all, boring. A few of the girls had made passes at him, smiling or calling his name or drunkenly trying to pull him onto the dance floor. 
 
    It should have been interesting. It would have been interesting, except… It was so hard for him to get past what’d happened that afternoon. Sierra’s blowjob, his mom right there behind him, and moreover, hearing her describe the moment in the vivid detail and verbosity of a writer. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Sierra, yelling to be heard over the pointlessly loud music. “At least grab a beer and try to smile!” 
 
    Jackson put an arm around her without really thinking about it. Her body melded into his instantaneously, so open and available… usable. Maybe she was exactly what he needed? 
 
    “Let’s go find an empty room,” he said. 
 
    Sierra grinned but locked her posture as he tried to drag her off by the hand. “Why?” 
 
    He answered her with a kiss, going for it slowly, but with no hesitation. Again, Sierra matched his intensity, running her hands along his cheeks, melding into him. It was a perfect moment… or at least it would have been. 
 
    “Tequila,” he said, touching his mouth and suppressing a shudder. 
 
    Sierra hissed through her teeth. “What? So fucking what, I like tequila? Are you going to make a big deal of it because of one little time when I lost bodily control in the back of your mom’s car?” 
 
    Jackson’s phone vibrated, which gave him the perfect excuse to eject from the moment. He saw that it was from Mom and immediately went to find an empty room anyway, except for very different reasons. 
 
    You slipped out I see, she had texted. 
 
    Jackson was in an office of some kind and plopped down in a swivel chair as he replied. Yeah. Basic boring party. It is a Friday night. 
 
    I’m aware. 
 
    He found it so hard to sense her tone through texting. Part of him wished she’d just call instead, but he distinctly remembered teasing her about always calling at least once before and knew he’d brought the shift on himself. 
 
    I was kind of hoping you’d stay in tonight, she texted, second text in a row. 
 
    He shared her hope retroactively. He didn’t text her back as much, but it was true. It would have been so weird, though, if he’d turned down a party and insisted on staying home within that awkward atmosphere, probably doing nothing but avoiding his shellshocked mother on a Friday night. 
 
    But wasn’t it also weird that she was texting him, asking him to come home? Wasn’t it even weirder that he actually… felt like going home, even knowing that it would be weird? Part of him clearly wasn’t afraid of that weirdness. 
 
    The door to the office swung open before Jackson could sort through his thoughts enough to text back. Sierra slipped in with a devilish grin on her face. She walked over and sat down in his lap. 
 
    “I found the bathroom and used some mouthwash,” she whispered. “Please tell me you have a condom.” 
 
    “Actually…” 
 
    “Oh, God, I hate it when you use that tone.” 
 
    “Sierra,” he said, more sternly. 
 
    “Look, if you’re not going to fuck me, at least go make an attempt at fucking Jen,” said Sierra. “I think she’d let you tonight. And then I’ll go hook up with Lois, who is doing that whole bicurious thing, and we’ll both wake up with hot stories.” 
 
    “My mom was just texting me,” said Jackson. “Look, is there any way you can give me a ride home?” 
 
    “You… are not…” Sierra rocked back and forth between words, glaring at him as she rubbed her butt against his crotch. “…seriously going to let your mom cockblock you.” 
 
    “She’s not cockblocking me.” 
 
    “She is!” shouted Sierra. “Twice in one day, in fact.” 
 
    Jackson sighed and put his arms behind his head. “The first time was our own fault for trying to fool around in the living room. And I understand why she’d want me home for the night after that.” 
 
    “Well I don’t,” said Sierra. “It makes the opposite of sense.” 
 
    “She’s a single mother, and I think she’s worried about me.” 
 
    “I think she’s lonely and expressing it in the wrong way,” said Sierra. “She’s, like, stunningly hot. Tell her to go to a bar, get a drink, let some guy flirt with her and fuck her brains out.” 
 
    “Can you not talk about my mom like that?” 
 
     “I can and I will, and I hope it makes you uncomfortable,” said Sierra. “You’re a legend, and she’s a MILF, even though I hate how objectifying that word is. The two of you cloistering yourselves off on a Friday night is more than a waste. It’s borderline dysfunctional.” 
 
    “Can you give me a ride home or not?” 
 
    He did eventually manage to convince her, though it took some work. He offered to pay for gas, and somehow the gesture evolved into him buying her a joint for the two of them to smoke in her car on their way across town. Jackson wasn’t much for drugs in general, but he took a hit or two, enough to prime his buzz. 
 
    “Have fun playing board games, or whatever it is you and mummy will be doing,” said Sierra. 
 
    Jackson chuckled and slapped the top of her car as he got out. “Let me know what Lois’s bush tastes like.” 
 
    “She’s probably shaved down there, but I promise I’ll still report back with the juice.” 
 
    He had something akin to a spring in his step as he made his way inside. Jackson’s house was a fairly basic, two-story, three-bedroom, one-and-a-half-bath cottage that had always felt more than adequate for him and his mom. 
 
    Most of the lights were off inside. He hadn’t texted his mom back after her last message and briefly worried that she might have gone to bed. The thought was immediately followed by a question — why did it matter to him if she had gone to bed? 
 
    “Jax?” Winter’s soft voice greeted him from the kitchen a second before she walked out into the living room. “You came home.” 
 
    “I came home,” he said, staring at her. 
 
    She was wearing a robe he’d only seen glimpses of before, a thin, white-maroon, flower-patterned satin number that barely ran down to midthigh. It was one of those pieces of clothing she only ever put on after taking a bath or when she was lounging in her room, which made Jackson feel like she was always hiding it from him. 
 
    Winter smiled as though his thoughts were written in the air above him and tried to close the robe tighter, but the satin slid so freely it hardly made a difference. A dangerously wide slit exposing the inner edge of her cleavage simply refused to be banished. She was just a little too busty for there not to be a certain amount of tension on either side. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” she asked. “I could make you a late-night snack. Pantry sandwich?” 
 
    She walked over to one of the kitchen cabinets and reached up to explore its interior. The robe rose with her shoulders, briefly offering a tantalizing glimpse of the back of her pale thighs, hinting at the bottom edge of her buttocks. 
 
    Normally, he would have politely looked away. 
 
    She didn’t look away when she saw Sierra licking my cock, he thought. It’s only fair. 
 
    It seemed to take her an age to find whatever she was rifling through the cabinet for. She shot a glance over her shoulder as she turned back around, seeming to catch him in the act. 
 
    “Was anybody drinking at the party?” she asked. 
 
    “It was a college party,” he said. 
 
    “Your point?” 
 
    He flashed a smiled and dipped his head slightly on the diagonal. “Was anybody drinking here?” 
 
    “I opened a bottle of wine, as I often do on Friday nights.” 
 
    “Can I…” He shrugged and went for it. “Have a glass?” 
 
    Winter was clearly trying to look stern and motherly… and clearly failing. “Sit down, Jax. Let’s spend some time together. After what happened, I just feel like we need to, you know. Have a night.” 
 
    His smile broadened. “Absolutely. I’m glad you texted me earlier. I wasn’t really feeling that party to begin with.” 
 
    “Yeah? I was a little worried you might have only come home because I guilted you into it.” 
 
    “No, definitely not.” He thought of Sierra for some reason and laughed. “You know what? Let’s play a board game.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    WINTER – PRINCE CHARMING 
 
      
 
    Winter couldn’t remember the last time she’d played a board game with Jax, or the last time she’d had so much fun. She’d allowed him one glass of wine, which had morphed into a couple of glasses of wine. Jax, on top of being his usual confident self, had that mildly inebriated cockiness, teasing her as they played the game and gloating whenever the dice went his way. 
 
     And, without even really meaning to, she was teasing him back. Her nightgown kept sliding open whenever she’d reach to take a card from the far side of the table, and she saw him looking. She felt his gaze like a physical thing, like a beam of sunlight that warmed on contact. 
 
    But no, teasing wasn’t the right word, and she continuously had to remind herself not to think about it like that. Sure, her nightgown was skimpy, and she didn’t usually wear it in front of him, but what was she supposed to do? Run away and change out of it? If he didn’t mind, why should she? 
 
    She pulled it closed again and crossed her legs, noticing the way Jax’s eyes darted toward the hem of the fabric. She needed to relax. It wasn’t like she was naked underneath. She had underwear on. Jax was still looking. Did he think she didn’t notice when he stared? She wanted to say something, but a part of her didn’t care, didn’t really want him to have to stop. 
 
    He’s just a teenager, she thought. All hormones and energy. No limits. Strong and perfect. 
 
    “Mom?” said Jax. “Are you going to do it or not?” 
 
    Winter stiffened, coming back to reality. “What?” 
 
    “You get to draw a community card,” said Jax. “Better hope it’s something good.” 
 
    “Hey!” She grinned and took her card. “Don’t go thinking just because you scored Park Place that you’ve already won.” 
 
    “I think I’ve already won because I’ve been spanking you every turn so far, but Park Place is a nice bonus.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we’ll see who’s on top at the end.” 
 
    He nudged her foot underneath the table, and Winter grinned and nudged back. Jax reached low and, for a second, held her bare foot and the bottom of her calf in his strong hands. Winter laughed, pulling backward, trying again to fix her robe so it would stay in its appropriate place. 
 
    She achieved her turnaround and won the game over the next hour. It was almost midnight, and she felt an impulse that she hadn’t experienced in years, if not more than a decade. She wasn’t ready for the night, this wonderful night with Jax and wine and a board game, to be over. 
 
    “Well, you can officially both talk the talk and walk the walk,” said Jax. “Good game.” 
 
    He rolled one of his shoulders out, grimacing slightly as he reached to shake her hand to concede. 
 
    “Is your shoulder okay?” asked Winter. 
 
    “Just sore. I think I just slept on it wrong. I’ve been having these weird dreams lately, waking up in weird positions.” 
 
    Winter nodded slowly, Molly’s words from earlier suddenly coming to the fore. 
 
    Back rubs and bonding. 
 
    “I could give you a massage,” she said. “You know, if you wanted. If you’re down for it.” 
 
    She was drunk and just throwing the suggestion out there, but those three or four seconds where Jax stared at her, considering, were absolute torture. He could say yes, he could say no. He could think it was totally weird, just as a part of her had been expecting him to. What did it even matter if he said no? He was her son, not some guy who had her all hot and bothered. 
 
    “That would be perfect,” said Jax. “On the couch?” 
 
    “Um… yeah.” Winter stood up, readjusting her robe for the thousandth time. “Just show me where the spot is, and I’ll rub it out for you.” 
 
    Jax stood up slowly, not immediately walking into the living room. He watched her retie the belt of her robe, and again, his gaze, his attention, struck her with such a strange amount of presence. 
 
    They shifted onto the couch together. Winter immediately remembered the scene with him and his little bimbo girlfriend from earlier that day, the image hitting with new intensity as Jax slowly took his shirt off. 
 
    You should have done this on your bed, she thought. Er… Maybe the couch is fine. 
 
    It was a moment of role reversal as she stared — gawked, really — at her son’s defined chest, the faint outline of a six-pack, his powerful biceps. He was dark, but there was the faint outline of a farmer’s tan, his arms a slightly deeper copper tone than the rest of him. She’d always known he was in good shape, but Jesus… 
 
    “Go ahead and lie down,” said Winter, trying to force the situation along to jumpstart reality. “Which shoulder?” 
 
    “My right.” Jax shifted onto his stomach, arms folded into a pillow under his head. “It’s just below the shoulder blade.” 
 
    She walked over, only then realizing how impractical her tiny robe was for getting into position to give a back rub. The idea of running upstairs to change at that point was just ridiculous and would only make the situation needlessly awkward. 
 
    She straddled Jax’s body just below his butt, trying to ignore how much of her bare thighs the position put into contact with him. Rubbing her hands together to warm them up, she began to touch him with her fingertips, going slow, feeling out the tension in his muscles. 
 
    “Oh,” groaned Jax. “Right there.” 
 
    Right there, Winnie. Just like that. Don’t stop. 
 
    He even sounded like Case sometimes, so confident, but gentle. Winter bit her lip, not appreciating that old, mothballed memory of pointless passion. 
 
    “Here?” she asked, voice thin and reedy to her own ear. 
 
    “Mmm. That’s perfect. Push a little harder.” 
 
    “Better?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s totally perfect,” whispered Jax. “Just like that. Don’t stop.” 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat, but she kept going, using her fingers, her palm, whatever was needed to get that tension worked out. His tension, at least. 
 
    Her robe had ridden up again, and her thighs felt hot, like she’d stuck them under one of those public restroom air dryers. Her knees would occasionally brush the side of Jax’s bare abdomen, and she’d immediately draw them back, the motion creating a slight rocking in her hips that she prayed to God he wouldn’t notice. 
 
    “You have the best hands,” muttered Jax. “I think you got it. Mostly.” 
 
    “Mostly?” Winter traced the offending muscle with her fingers. “Is it also sore around here?” 
 
    She let her hand slide forward across the top of his shoulder around to the front of his body. Jax let out a satisfied groan and leaned into her touch. 
 
    “Yeah, a bit,” he said. 
 
    “Then roll over,” she said. “I’ll work it from the front side.” 
 
    “Ah.” Jax let out an amused chuckle. “I don’t know if that would be such a good idea.” 
 
    “Why not? You’re shirtless, not naked. I don’t mind, seriously. Roll over.” 
 
    She stood up, again going through the never-ending ritual of fixing her robe. With a good-natured sigh, Jax rolled over. 
 
    Winter had been expecting to have to put in a small amount of effort to keep from staring at his chest, his abs, what she’d already seen. Instead, she was trying and failing to keep her eyes off his crotch, his erection, which jutted upward like a granite pillar stuffed into a sack cloth. 
 
    “Oh!” she managed. 
 
    “Yeah.” Jax smiled, not even seeming embarrassed, though he was careful to keep from meeting her gaze. 
 
    The moment held way too much in common with earlier that day, walking in on Jax and Sierra, with one obvious exception — Sierra wasn’t there. Winter’s heart was still pounding out of her chest, and her body felt light and strange and tingly, but it was just her and Jax. She could manage that. 
 
    Say something, then, she thought. Don’t let it get any more awkward. And for the love of Christ, Winnie, stop staring! 
 
    “It’s… totally natural,” she finally said, blushing. “You’re a guy. It happens. It’s no big deal.” 
 
    “No small deal either, though,” said Jax. “At the very least, it’s an adequately sized deal.” 
 
    The way he enunciated the word told Winter everything she needed to know. “You were spying on me when I was talking to Molly! I was in the middle of changing!” 
 
    Oh God… What else did I say? How much did he hear? 
 
    “I didn’t know you were changing!” said Jax, a little too quickly. “I was eavesdropping, not spying. You did more spying today than I did.” 
 
    “Walking in on you when your girlfriend is sucking your thing is not the same thing. I barely even saw… anything.” 
 
    She was staring at his erection again, which felt so much worse with the conversation having come full circle. 
 
    “Well, let’s both just… forget it all ever happened?” suggested Jax. 
 
    “Yes, let’s definitely do that.” Winter set a hand down on his chest, around where his right shoulder would probably be sore. “I think that’s best for the both of us.” 
 
    She slowly started rubbing, sitting down next to him instead of on top of him. With his cock practically spiking out of his body like that, where would she even sit? Not where she’d been before, not unless she wanted to feel it rubbing against her legs, her butt, rubbing wherever he decided to rub it. 
 
    “Ahem.” Winter tapped her son on the chest. “I should probably head to bed.” 
 
    “Same.” Jax chuckled and ran a hand through his hair, turning onto his side. “Boner aside, I had fun tonight.” 
 
    The erection in question was practically aimed at Winter like a missile, given how he’d shifted on the couch. But she took his meaning and tried to rub his knee, make light of the awkwardness. It felt like progress. 
 
    “Boner aside!” She laughed. “You’re a teenager. It just means you’re healthy. Besides, I know you probably can’t stop thinking about Sierra, and—” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” said Jax. 
 
    Winter cleared her throat. “How’s your shoulder?” 
 
    “Better. Thanks.” 
 
    Jax slowly stood up, made a pointless attempt at fixing his shorts to hide his erection, and kissed her on the cheek. His lips felt unbelievably hot, and it wasn’t until he’d disappeared upstairs that Winter realized she’d been holding her breath. 
 
    She cleaned up the game board before heading upstairs. Jax’s door was open a crack, and she could hear odd noises. She peeked in and then immediately pulled back, seeing several naked women on his computer screen, along with the telltale motion of his hand. 
 
    That little horndog, she thought, smiling. 
 
    She didn’t close his door or embarrass him by saying goodnight. She just slipped by to her own room, oddly happy with the events of the night. Touching his back, listening to the little man noises and groans of pleasure he had made. Back rubs and bonding. Molly had been right. 
 
    Winter hugged her pillow and fell asleep thinking of her son. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    JACKSON – MISSED OUT 
 
      
 
    Sleep paralysis struck Jackson again the next morning, as it had nearly every morning for the past few years. He awoke in a cold sweat, clammy and confused, unable to recall his dream, but fairly certain it had been a breathless nightmare. 
 
    All things considered, it made the fact that he had a ruthless case of morning wood that much more irregular. He took a breath, staring at his tower of an erection, kind of needing to pee, and thought his way through the events of the previous night. 
 
    Leaving the party. Board games and wine with his mom, followed by the back rub. Followed by… rolling over and practically flashing her with his bulge. He didn’t feel like it was all his fault, not entirely. He certainly remembered getting back rubs from her at younger ages without turning into an aroused pervert, and she’d all but insisted he roll over at the end. 
 
    The way she stared at it, he thought. It was just like when she caught me and Sierra. 
 
    He gently slapped his morning wood and slowly started to make his way toward the bathroom, checking his phone as he went. Sierra had texted him, surprise surprise. 
 
    You should have stuck around last night. Could have maybe possibly scored a threesome. 
 
    She was undoubtedly exaggerating, but the thought didn’t do much to help him calm his current condition. He spent a minute at the toilet letting his erection downgrade to the point where he could safely aim it, and then sent a reply. 
 
    I wish I had, he texted. I woke about to blow this morning. 
 
    After a riveting evening with mummy dearest? I can’t imagine why :P 
 
    After getting dressed, he headed downstairs. The last few steps felt odd, like walking into somewhere that both was and wasn’t his house. His house, his mother’s turf. She’d finished breakfast and was washing dishes, clad in her usual work attire as a reclusive writer. 
 
    Sweatpants that clung to her legs and thighs in that way that made it seem like an adhesive had been applied underneath. A baggy top, a sleeveless workout tee with massive armholes that she insisted was beyond comfortable during the summer. She only wore a normal bra underneath, not a sports bra, judging by the thickness of the straps. 
 
    Her dark brown hair was in a basic ponytail, and she had on one of her larger pairs of glasses. Jackson used to joke that they made her look like the nerd she really was on the inside, but no… there was no way a woman that looked like her could ever be a nerd in the pejorative sense. 
 
    “Jax.” She grinned and turned around to greet him. “Morning. How did you sleep?” 
 
    Her baby-blue workout top had a few darker spots on it, stains from where bits of water had ricocheted back from the sink onto her breasts. He’d never really looked or thought about them before, but… they were actually kind of huge.  
 
    Washing dishes with those dangling out in front might be an exercise in frustration if she stopped to care about getting drops of water or bits of suds spurting all over them, unless she took her shirt off, which— 
 
    “Jax?” Winter’s smile shifted in a curious way. “Earth to Jax.” 
 
    “Sleeping, right,” he said with a cough. “Sleep paralysis again.” 
 
    “Ah,” said his mom, frowning now. “I’m so sorry. You were in your bed for the entire night, right? You didn’t sleep on the floor or anything?” 
 
    “No, I was in my bed,” he said, finding it an odd question. “I don’t think it matters where I sleep. Anyway, it’s no big deal. Shoulder feels better, at least.” 
 
    He suddenly found it impossible to meet her gaze, and saw her look away in the same instant. It was as though the back rub, just from that brief, embarrassing, but entirely harmless moment at the end, had been added to the same pile as getting caught with Sierra. A pile of things that worried her and confused him, and neither of them knew how to talk about. 
 
    To hell with that. 
 
    “Mom,” he said. “About last night…” 
 
    She glanced at him, not saying anything, listening in that full attention, mother kind of way. It was as though she was calling his bluff, or somehow wordlessly establishing her own weird boundary. A silent boundary. 
 
    “If you head out today, can you pick up some milk?” asked Winter. 
 
    “Uh, sure thing,” said Jackson. “I might head to Haruto’s later.” 
 
    She brought him over a plate of food, a breakfast omelet with chorizo and broccoli and cheese. “Hey. Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Of course, Mom,” he said.  
 
    Maybe she’s the one who’ll bring it up. 
 
    “Are you planning on seeing Sierra today?” asked Winter. She didn’t feign any disinterest, and the pointedness of the question sent a strange, hot shiver up along Jackson’s sides. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe. Probably. But it wouldn’t be until later tonight. I can get that milk for you.” 
 
    She nodded and didn’t say anything. Jackson tore into a few bites of the omelet, which was infuriatingly delicious, before throwing his fork down. 
 
    “What?” he said. 
 
    “It’s none of my business, Jax,” she said. “I just… I’m worried about you. I’m worried for you.” 
 
    “Look, I shouldn’t have introduced you to Sierra in the way that I did,” he said. “Just forget it.” 
 
    The whole idea of bringing Sierra over for dinner, in retrospect, had all but primed Winter to come to the wrong conclusion. It was mostly his fault that his mother had gotten it into her head that Sierra was anything resembling a girlfriend. 
 
    “I know I don’t often talk about your father, or your birth mother, but…” Winter made a fist and gently pressed it into the table. “It’s truly unfortunate how badly people who care deeply about each other can hurt each other. Especially when there’s a dynamic of power underneath the surface.” 
 
    “Mom, you are making all kinds of assumptions to the point where I don’t feel like you’re listening to me.” 
 
    Winter smiled in a way that seemed to reinforce Jackson’s judgment. “You know, you do have the option to just… stay home again tonight. It’s not lame or anything to just hang out with your family on a Saturday night. With me.” 
 
    He was poised to argue, but hesitated, actually considering it. “Maybe. I mean, I guess I could. Another board game?” 
 
    “I would happily play you again.” 
 
    “Wine?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Winter gave a half-hearted shrug. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Another back rub?” 
 
    He was smiling as he stared at her, again noting where she’d splashed water on her shirt, her boobs, while doing the dishes. He wasn’t sure why he was smiling, but there was more than that going on in his body that made it feel pushed to the background. It was like when he’d rolled over, shown her his chest and his erection. 
 
    Winter smiled and cleared her throat, but not the tension. “I… could probably give that to you. Sure.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    He walked over, three vast, closing steps. His heart was pounding, but in a good way. His mom looked at him, actively trying not to smile, and then bobbed slightly on her toes, like she was saying, Yeah, I’m right here.  
 
    He kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    Winter laughed and glanced away. “Later, slugger.” 
 
    He pulled her into a hug, not knowing or caring why. His mom was a good deal shorter than him, but the way she fit against him was just… unreal. He took a breath and felt her sigh against his chest almost in unison. They’d always been close. No big deal. Why didn’t he hug her more? 
 
    The current answer to that question arrived right on time. He felt himself getting an erection even as he pulled away from her. The place where she’d made contact against him felt warm still, like a recently vacated seat on a couch. Winter’s shoulders seemed to… sag slightly as he let go, and he realized she’d been hugging him just as tight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    WINTER – PROGRESS 
 
      
 
    “It worked,” said Winter. “In some ways, it worked too well.” 
 
    She sank deeper into the bath, leaning her head back to soak her hair in the water. She had Molly on speaker phone, and heard her let out an intrigued laugh on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Elaborate,” said Molly. “Which part of my advice worked?” 
 
    “All of it,” said Winter. “I texted him last night after talking with you. He was at a party with the blonde bimbo and he… just came home. Happily came home. We played a board game. I gave him a back rub.” 
 
    She’d already decided that certain parts of what’d happened would need to be omitted from the official account, even from Molly. She’d practically still been in shock when she’d told Molly about walking in on Jax getting head. There was no taking it back, but she wasn’t sure if she wanted to give her sister a running account of her observations of her son’s boners. 
 
    “He left a party to come home and… what?” Molly let out a snarky laugh. “Calm your feelings down?” 
 
    “What? No! We had fun. I let him have some wine.” 
 
    “You let your nineteen-year-old son have some wine?” 
 
    “Oh, fuck you, Molly.” 
 
    “I’m kidding,” said Molly. “Seriously, I’m just messing with you. I’m glad you had a nice bonding night.” 
 
    A nice bonding night… was that what it had been? Yes. Well, mostly yes. But the remainder leftover from mostly was also good, or at least interesting. Weird in a not altogether bad way, but the bad part of it was… a little wrong and bad. But she wasn’t going to read too deeply into it. 
 
    It was the same with the way Jax had hugged her earlier that morning. Jesus Christ, the way he’d hugged her. So present, full-on, intimate. It was like everything that had been lacking in the way his father had been toward her, which… was such a confusing comparison to draw. 
 
    And maybe Jax had gone a little too far, with the way his hands had roamed a bit down to her lower back, but it’d just been a hug. It wasn’t as though she wanted him to ever stop hugging her. Right? 
 
    “Winter?” asked Molly. “You still there?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Winter rose up in the water, setting her arms on the sides of the tub. “Yeah. Anyway, it really was a perfect night.” 
 
    “Okay. Just be careful not to smother him.” 
 
    “I’m not smothering him!” snapped Winter. “You’re the one who pushed me to do this in the first place.” 
 
    “I told you to capture his attention. It kind of sounds like you guilt tripped him into hanging out with you.”  
 
    “No! That is so unfair. What is it with you and always being so reliably negative?” 
 
    “This isn’t my high-school prom, Winter,” shouted Molly. “I’m not being reliably negative. I’m honestly trying to help.”  
 
    “Then help.” 
 
    “Then tell me everything,” said Molly, with unneeded smugness. “I know you’re holding back.” 
 
    The silence stung, proof of the fact that Winter really had called Molly for help. She was dancing around the issue. It didn’t make sense to hold back, not after what she’d already told her. 
 
    “He had a boner,” said Winter. “I gave him a back rub and told him to roll over at one point, and… he had a massive boner.” 
 
    Again silence, and again, oh, did it sting. 
 
    “What?” snapped Winter, splashing a little as she sank back down into the warm water. 
 
    “Oh boy.” Molly blew out a breath and exhaled into the receiver. “I need to shut up and just let you figure things out for yourself. You always take my advice, like, extra literally, Win.” 
 
    “You never make it clear when you’re being serious!” 
 
    “I suppose that’s kind of fair, this time around,” said Molly. “I had a kernel of an idea. I just think you’re walking a tightrope. You don’t want to overstep and push him into the arms of this girl you hate, this heart-stealing monster.” 
 
    “…Do you think I overstepped?” asked Winter. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    They talked for a while longer. Winter eventually got out of the bath, first running her hands down the curve of her body to encourage the water to slough off, and then scrubbing herself dry with a clean towel. 
 
    It was still a work day, so she set aside the problem of her teenage son and sat down in front of her desk. Strange how she could normally write through a storm, but now found it hard to even get a sentence out. 
 
    She kept thinking about the previous night, playing the board game with Jax, the confident, almost ruthless way he teased. She hoped he’d be home in time for dinner tonight, as it would be satisfying to go all out on cooking and see his reaction. 
 
    Just bonding time, but she was in tune enough with her emotions to notice how stirred up she was. It almost felt like she was anticipating a date. 
 
    Of course it gives you butterflies, she thought. He’s awesome and handsome and, yes, he happens to be your son. Be proud of how he makes you feel. 
 
    She snapped her fingers as the perfect idea came to her. She was going to bake Jax chocolate chip walnut cookies, his favorite. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    JACKSON – SATURDAY AFTERNOON 
 
      
 
    Jackson waved to his mom over his shoulder like a goon as he was walking down the driveway, and from where she stood on the porch, she waved back. He wondered if that made it better or worse, great or goony. 
 
    The tension he’d felt during their somewhat loaded breakfast conversation hadn’t really abated, just slipped mostly into the background. It spoke to how strong their relationship still was that they both could endure it. Ignore it, if he was being honest.  
 
    He called Sierra, both to check in with her and see if she had any thoughts. She picked up on the second ring. 
 
    “Perfect timing, Jackson,” she said. “I just got a lead on another party that we absolutely have to go to. It’s at this hippie retreat in Weybridge, one of my art college girlfriends and her new clique.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Jackson. “I’m tired of parties.” 
 
    “It’s going to involve doing intense hallucinogens and smoking massive amounts of weed,” said Sierra. 
 
    That gave him pause. He felt like a psychedelic reset might do him some good, not just with the weirdness with his mother, but to help him get his sleep cycle back on track. It might work, it might not, but the opportunity to give it a try was a rarity. 
 
    “Alright, I’m listening,” he said. “When’s it happening? Not tonight, right?” 
 
    “Yes, tonight,” said Sierra. “What’s the matter? Did mummy ask you to hang out with her again?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Just saying. You let her cockblock you out of what would have been one of the most effort-free hookups of your life.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” said Jackson. “We had fun.” 
 
    “Fun?” Sierra hummed with intrigue. “Dare I ask what you even mean by that?” 
 
    “We just spent some quality time together. Had some wine. She gave me… a back rub.” 
 
    “Huh, okay,” said Sierra. “Why’d you pause like that? There’s more, I fucking know it. Tell me!” 
 
    Jackson sighed, smiling and rolling his eyes and knowing he couldn’t escape this line of questioning. “I swear to God if you tell anyone, I’ll destroy you.” 
 
    “I won’t. I swear.” 
 
    “It felt really good,” he admitted. “The back rub. And… I rolled over at one point. And…” 
 
    Sierra sucked in a breath. “Oh my God. You got a boner. Holy shit. And you’re kind of packing down there. That must have been, um…” 
 
    “She looked at it, too,” he continued, wanting to give more detail for some odd reason. “We both tried to play it off, but it was like this elephant in the room. It was so weird. But not in a bad way. Just weird.” 
 
    “I bet.” Sierra made another interesting noise. “I can picture it. That must have been a loaded situation. What happened next?” 
 
    “I went to my room and…” He sighed, realizing his relationship with Sierra was and always had been one of oversharing and trust. “I got myself off. Twice in a row. Hey, what are you doing right now?” 
 
    “Why? You want me to come pick you up and finish what I started yesterday?” 
 
    “Mind reader.” 
 
    “Can’t, sorry, Jackson,” said Sierra. “I’m going shopping with Alicia. But we’ll do way more than just that tonight and be fucked up enough to make it really interesting.” 
 
    They ended the conversation there. So often with Sierra it wasn’t about her or their friendship, even, but the parties, the chaos. With that said, he still wasn’t sure he would fuck her if given the chance. Blowjobs were one thing, but full-on sex? The taco and tequila incident was a hard and extremely gross specter to shake off. 
 
    He spent the afternoon gaming at his friend Haruto’s house. Haruto was a good guy, but very much a nerd, a guy friend, not privy to his secrets and sex life in the same way Sierra was. He was intent on grabbing milk to deliver home at his mom’s earlier request, but Sierra texted him on the way. 
 
    Hey, I’m leaving now for Weybridge, read the text. Where you at? I’ll scoop you up. 
 
    He sighed, knowing that he had to make a hard but necessary choice. It was going to be easier to get back into his mom’s good graces than to conjure another promising psychedelic party into existence. He started to call her and then stopped, opting to text instead, since they were apparently texting now. 
 
    Hey Mom. Haruto and I are stuck on a boss so I might not be home for dinner. 
 
    He started to put his phone away, but her reply came almost instantly. 
 
    No prob. Want me to wait up for you? I made cookies <3 
 
    Not tonight, he texted back. 
 
    She didn’t reply, and he had no idea if that meant she was sulking, but he did know that it made him feel worse about ditching her for Sierra and the party. Again. In fact, he couldn’t stop thinking about her, baking cookies and texting emojis, so… happy, even after the previous day’s string of awkward incidents. 
 
    Or maybe because of them, in some way? 
 
    Sierra didn’t pick him up for another half hour. Judging from her saucer-sized pupils, she was already high on something, and she also reeked of cigarette smoke.  
 
    “Well?” she said, leaning half out the window. “Get in already. What are you waiting for?” 
 
    Jackson sighed and, trusting his judgment, slowly shook his head. “You know what? I think I’m out tonight.” 
 
    “Again? You can’t be serious, Jackson! Come on!” 
 
    “Look, I’m just not in the mood,” he said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not giving you a fucking ride home!” she snapped. “Call your mummy for a ride. Thanks for wasting my time, jackass!” 
 
    Jackson sighed as Sierra sped off, less mad and more just… concerned that she was driving in her current state. She would cool down, or she wouldn’t. He still felt like he’d made the right choice for him. 
 
    And no, he wasn’t going to call his mom for a ride. He could walk. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    WINTER – SISTER, SISTER 
 
      
 
    Winter stared at her phone in a mixture of disbelief and intense disappointment after getting Jax’s last text. She set it down heavily on the counter, glaring at the fresh baking sheet full of still warm cookies that would undoubtedly be half-stale by the time her son made it home to try one. 
 
    She called Molly again, more to gripe than for advice. Molly picked up immediately, and Winter was halfway into explaining the situation when her sister cut her off. 
 
    “I’m on my way over,” said Molly. 
 
    “Seriously?”  
 
    “I knew this was going to happen,” said Molly. “I have the next few days free while my silver is being polished. I’ll bring wine, we’ll brainstorm and come up with a solution, or at least a strategy.” 
 
    “Oh, God, that would be perfect,” said Winter. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Consider this my attempt at shifting your wavelength before you run the train off the rails.” 
 
    Molly lived a little over two hours away and arrived at the house some time later. Winter watched her get out of her car from the living room window, smiling as she took in the sight of her slightly younger sister. 
 
    They were opposites in appearance even more so than personality, though Winter was self-aware enough to realize that they were both beautiful, just in different ways. Molly was tall and thin and very much blonde, close to the classical supermodel archetype. 
 
    Winter had once been aggrieved by the fact that Molly always seemed to get the “right” kind of attention from guys, an elegant, infatuated sort of respect. Winter, short and busty and, at times in her life, slightly chubby, had gotten the gross leers, the catcalling, the “cool guys” assuming she’d just spread open and let them screw her because she was a nerd with big tits. 
 
    She took a breath, forcing the past out of the present.  
 
    Molly had on one of her thin and flirty summer dresses, black with a pattern of silver stars and moons, and she was wearing her favorite necklace, a big chunk of opal hanging in a web of silver wire. She wore her hair down, and it hung in wild blonde locks with a slight waviness to each of them that Winter had always been a little jealous of, given how straight hers hung.  
 
    “Win!” called Molly as Winter threw the front door open. “It’s been too long!” 
 
    “Molly.” Winter grinned and pulled her sister into a hug. While they kept in touch on the phone on at least a biweekly basis, Molly’s travel schedule made physical visits somewhat of a rarity. 
 
    Winter was technically the elder by a whole fourteen months, but in some ways, Molly had always felt like the older sister, or at least an equal peer. She’d been more outgoing, taking off on various journeys, while Winter had stayed behind to help her father with the more academic side of the family business. 
 
    Of course, if our roles had been reversed, I never would have met Case, she thought. Dad’s protégé. 
 
    “Come on in,” said Winter. “You mentioned you were bringing wine?” 
 
    “You mentioned you baked cookies?” countered Molly. 
 
    They both laughed and immediately started catching up. Molly had been seeing an old boyfriend the last time they’d spoken, and Winter had to check in on that. 
 
    “I remembered why he was an old boyfriend,” said Molly. “Nuff said.” 
 
    The two sisters had had their issues as teenagers and even young adults, but all that friction had created a firestorm friendship as they’d both entered their late twenties and early thirties. Molly was a major part of Winter’s life now, though mostly from afar, given how rarely she was in town. 
 
    “Talk to me about Jax,” said Molly. “I know why you’re worried, but I also know that he’s a teenager. You might manage to help steer him through this minefield, but next time…” 
 
    “I know, I know.” 
 
    “You need to sit him down and give him the talk.” 
 
    Winter sighed and shook her head. “No. He’s Case’s son. Absolutely not.” 
 
    “You don’t think he needs it?” asked Molly. “I’m not trying to push you, Win, but the fact that he doesn’t have that strong male role model means that divulging this sort of thing kind of falls to you.” 
 
    “I just…” Winter turned her hands palm up. “I don’t want things to change.” 
 
    “You don’t want him to grow up, you mean.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me.” Winter flashed a wicked smile. “He’s already grown up.” 
 
    They spent most of the afternoon imbibing wine at a pace that made Winter feel like a much younger woman than she was. Molly eventually dragged her up to her room and sat her down in front of her vanity table. 
 
    “Here,” said Molly. “Try this.” 
 
    “Lipstick? Molly, I work from home. I appreciate the gesture, but—” 
 
    “It’s the perfect color for you, and it’s cruelty free,” said Molly. 
 
    Winter chuckled, but did eventually put it on. Just as she was finishing, Molly stole her glasses away from her face, gently but insistently. 
 
    “Put your contacts in!” said Molly. “I want you to see how hot you’d be if you actually tried.” 
 
    “That is so a backhanded compliment.” 
 
    “No, Win, it’s simply the truth.” 
 
    “What do I need to try for?” asked Winter. “What, or who? My forays out of the house are basically just to run errands and occasionally meet up with you or one of my other two friends.” 
 
    “How about Jax?” suggested Molly. “Don’t you think he deserves to see his mother at her best?” 
 
    “At the moment, I… am actively trying not to think about how he sees me.” 
 
    “You wear glasses and dress down,” continued Molly, who seemed not to have heard her last statement. “Whereas I’m pretty sure your son is weightlifting and trying to bang every single mildly frisky girl he bumps into.” 
 
    “How would you know? You’ve barely even been around for the last three years.” 
 
    “I feel like that’s why you should take my assessment all the more seriously.” 
 
    Winter set her hands on her hips and stared Molly down. It was playful, but it also wasn’t, not with so many childhood memories and buried incidents of wrongdoing lounging in the background. 
 
    “Mom?” called Jackson. “Whose car is that in the driveway?” 
 
    Winter flinched and reached for her glasses. Coming up behind her, Molly set her hands down on Winter’s shoulders and squeezed. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Molly whispered. “Come on. Let’s go greet your son. It’s been too long.” 
 
     Winter scowled… or possibly smiled. She wasn’t entirely in tune with her own face, let alone her own feelings. Molly half dragged her out of her bedroom and then downstairs. Jackson stood in the foyer, his perplexed expression giving way to a broad smile as he saw her and her sister. 
 
    “Aunt Molly!” he said. 
 
    “Oh, Jax!” Molly stepped toward him with her arms open. “It is so unbelievably good to see you.” 
 
    He swept her into a hug. Winter was both surprised and a little displeased to see that Jax was hugging his aunt in much the same way he’d hugged her that morning. A full-on, intimate body hug with just a little too much contact for just a little too long. 
 
    But Jax was who he was, and no sooner had he let go of Molly than he came over and hugged her too. Winter tensed within his strong arms, but only briefly before melding into him, squeezing him back, so glad that he was there with her, then and there. 
 
    He kissed her on the cheek, and, pulling his head back, turned it slightly on the diagonal. 
 
    “Nice lipstick,” he said. “Is that new?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    JACKSON – AUNT MOLLY 
 
      
 
    As much as Jackson wanted to greet his mom and aunt properly… she’d made cookies. His favorite kind of cookies. He felt far younger than he was as he made a beeline for the kitchen, hearing Molly laughing at his eagerness and knowing that his mother probably was, too, just more quietly. 
 
    “I see you still have a sweet tooth,” said Molly. “I remember that much about you from when you were little.” 
 
    “I do enjoy partaking in a bit of bakery, here and there,” said Jackson. 
 
    “Same,” said Molly. “As far as I’m concerned, dessert is the unofficial fourth meal of the day. Hits the spot.” 
 
    “Most definitely.” 
 
    His aunt hovered around him as he chose a cookie to munch on, and he let out a laugh as he turned and accepted how close she was standing, the odd intensity to her attention. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    He stepped a little closer to her and took a bite. “It’s my favorite cookie.” 
 
    “I bet it is.” Molly bit her lip, shook her head, and glanced toward the living room. “I think I have a better understanding of things now, Winter.” 
 
    His mom didn’t say anything in response, which somehow felt significant. Jackson stuffed the rest of his cookie into his mouth, feeling older now, but still like the object of inspection. 
 
    This was Aunt Molly, the woman who had in fact been his first boyhood crush. It’d obviously been a crush formulated at a time before he understood that it was weird, but that knowledge hadn’t erased the feeling. And what a crush it had been. 
 
    He wondered sometimes if his initial, now dead and buried, attraction to Sierra had to do with how much she resembled Molly in certain superficial ways. It was almost insulting to draw a direct comparison, however, like comparing maple syrup to the imitation-grade off brand. 
 
    “What were the two of you up to before I arrived?” he asked. “Aside from giving each other makeovers.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know it from looking at me, but I showed up like this,” said Molly. “Your mom, however, I was in the process of helping.” 
 
    “The lipstick was her idea,” said Winter, stepping into the kitchen. “The contacts, too. I don’t think it’s going to be a regular thing.” 
 
    “I like your glasses,” said Jackson. “Not that you look bad with contacts in. I… guess I just think your glasses suit you.” 
 
    His mother and aunt exchanged another glance that left him feeling like he’d missed out on a previous conversation, or several decades of sisterly telepathy, which was absolutely the case. 
 
    “Give it a full night, at least,” Molly said, mostly to Winter. “See if the look grows on you.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll see,” said Winter. “I wasn’t expecting you for dinner, Jax, but I can whip something up if you’re hungry?” 
 
    “I’m fine to just munch on cookies and whatever else is available,” he said. “Let’s sit down. Do something together.” 
 
    “Oh?” Molly’s voice had an interesting purr to it. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    It was Jackson’s turn to exchange a knowing glance with his mother. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    They set up the Monopoly board on the coffee table. Molly was polite but clearly amused by the appeal the game held for the other two. Jackson did enjoy the game, but he really enjoyed how his mother seemingly equated playing Monopoly with it being okay for him to drink as much wine as he wanted while underage. 
 
    “This is unfair,” muttered Molly, midway into the game. “The two of you are ganging up on me.” 
 
    “We just have better game sense than you,” said Winter. 
 
    “Right,” said Jackson, smiling. “No secret messages exchanged. Promise.” 
 
    His mom was sitting against him on the couch, and he made an exaggerated show of tapping his foot against hers. She smiled and shook her head, but flicked her foot back. It was such a small instigating movement, but it made him hyper-aware of her body, her leg pressed against his. 
 
    Jackson managed to cement his small lead into a massive one across the next few laps around the board. Molly landed on one of his most dangerous properties at a fairly vulnerable point and eyed him as she began counting out what amounted to nearly all of her remaining money. 
 
    “Can’t I get a free pass?” asked Molly. “Isn’t that a thing in this game?” 
 
    “It isn’t,” said Winter. 
 
    “It’s up to the discretion of the property owner,” said Jackson. 
 
    “So you could, in theory, let me stay in the game?” asked Molly. “How about I just owe you one?” 
 
    Jackson heard his mom make a slightly displeased sounding noise. Molly was on his other side, and he shifted to face her more directly, meeting her eyes for a lingering moment. 
 
    “How do I know you’ll pay up?” he asked. 
 
    Molly let out an interesting scoff. “Oh, trust me, I’m good for it. One favor. One verbal IOU, to be discussed and collected at your convenience.” 
 
    She extended her hand, and Jackson slowly shook it. 
 
    “Jax,” said Winter. “It’s your turn.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    The game went quickly after that. Despite their deal, Molly was knocked out unceremoniously in the ensuing turns. His mother, quietly competitive as always, battled on to the very end, but also was forced to admit defeat. 
 
    They put on a movie and got comfortable on the couch afterward. Winter fell asleep almost immediately, and she was sitting near enough to Jackson that her head naturally flopped onto his shoulder. He rubbed her shoulder and helped her to bed. 
 
    “Extra blankets… in the ottoman,” she sleepily mumbled. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll get them,” said Jackson, still helping her. “Let’s get you tucked in first, though, alright?” 
 
    He did just that, even kissing her on the forehead and turning off the overhead light for her. Molly was stretched out more broadly across the couch when he came back down, her bare, pale thighs spilling out of her flirty summer dress. 
 
    “You’re so sweet,” she said. “Winter was always a lightweight. I doubt she usually drinks that much, does she?” 
 
    Jackson chuckled, slowly walking toward the couch. “Not usually. I think I see why she made an exception for tonight.” 
 
    “You aren’t heading to bed, too?” 
 
    He looked at her, feeling that same odd flutter that had become so common to moments alone with his mother over the past few days. “I wanted to finish the movie. Assuming you’re up for it?” 
 
    Molly drew her legs in and patted the spot next to her, smiling mischievously. “Oh, I’m up for it.” 
 
    He was oddly torn about how to place himself. There was plenty of room, but in the end, he sat right next to Molly, right in the spot she’d offered, manspreading a bit so his leg grazed her feet.  
 
    They watched the movie, the last fifteen minutes or so, without saying a word. An odd tension roiled through the room, reaching a peak as the credits began to roll and something obviously needed to happen. 
 
    “You still owe me a favor,” he said. The words sounded so wrong and sexual that he found himself wondering… why the hell he’d even go there, at that time of night, just the two of them on the couch. 
 
    “I see now why you’re such a handful for your mother,” said Molly, doing a little hair flip with a stray look and staring at him with that thirty something year old confident woman intensity. 
 
    “I wouldn’t necessarily describe myself as a handful.” 
 
    “Two hands, then?” 
 
    He smiled, meeting her gaze, despite how one-sided and hot and borderline embarrassing the moment felt. “I know my mom and you talk about… stuff.” 
 
    “So eloquent!” Molly giggled and touched his knee, which sent a spike of sensation through him. “Yes, Jax. Your mother and I talk about stuff.” 
 
    “Is she upset?” he asked. “Or worried? It’s so hard sometimes for me to figure out what she’s feeling as opposed to how she’s presenting.” 
 
    Molly took the question seriously, pausing before answering. “No, I don’t think so. I think you made her day by coming home to spend time with us like you did. The fact that you’re here worrying about her, or at least considering her feelings, is also reassuring. More than that. It’s really sweet.” 
 
    She rubbed his knee again and abruptly stood up. “Well, it’s a little too late to watch another movie, but I am going to polish off the rest of that open bottle of wine if you want some.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Jackson. “And we can bang out the details of that favor.” 
 
    Molly started laughing, and again, Jackson was torn between cutting out his own treacherous tongue and doubling down on what he’d just said. 
 
    “I take it back,” said Molly. “You’re three handfuls. Maybe four. But… I do owe you a favor. As long as it’s something within reason.” 
 
    He knew that tone from his mother and wasn’t about to push her too far, as long as he could keep his own mouth in line. He thought about what he wanted from her that she actually would agree to, and settled on the obvious, given how rarely Aunt Molly was around. 
 
    “Tell me more about my mom,” he said. 
 
    Molly brought the wine back over and poured as she sat down. “What do you want to know, exactly?” 
 
    “I get this sense that… there’s a part of her world I’ve never really glimpsed.” He shrugged. “I don’t know what I’m really even asking. I just feel like for as close as I am to her, I only get to see one side.” 
 
    “Well, she raised you on her own,” said Molly. “As a single mother.” 
 
    “She never talks about my father. Ever.” 
 
    “They had a… complicated relationship.” Molly held up her hands defensively. “They were as close and as in love as two people who definitely aren’t meant for each other can be.” 
 
    “It feels like you’re dodging my questions.” 
 
    “Because the answers don’t belong to me, Jackson.” Molly sighed and stood up. “Here. How about I repay your favor with a dance instead? Remember when you were little and you always used to run around screaming, Dance with me, Aunt Molly?” 
 
    He did, but he was also annoyed by her obviously changing the subject, and drunk off the wine. He stood up and smiled devilishly at her, pulling her body close to his. She grinned back, clearly game for his teasing. 
 
    “Well hello!” she said. “I like a man who can lead. Go with the music, though. Ta-ta-ta, ta-ta-ta.”  
 
    She paced out a song of her own creation, and Jackson began moving her around the room, waltz style. He let his hands roam a bit, more than he intended at first, sliding down to first graze the top of one of her buttocks before palming it completely. 
 
    Molly made a shocked but not displeased noise. He pulled back a bit, shifting the offending hand up to spin her around once before dipping her, much to her delight. She pressed forward against him as she came back up, and he felt his growing erection in the same instant she probably did. 
 
    Jackson had a perfect front-row seat to the surprise in her expression. It was different from how his mom had looked, with an intrigue level bordering dangerous places. Which made perfect sense. His mother had described his erection to Aunt Molly. She’d thought about it, pictured it, and now… she got to feel it. 
 
    “Whoa, ‘kay there, mister,” she said, turning around in his arms. “Waltz me toward the kitchen so I can, um… put the wine away.” 
 
    She bent forward slowly to scoop it up. Jackson kept his hands on her hips, arching his back so his bulge just barely grazed her ass. It was more than he should have expected to get away with, but he got away with it, regardless. 
 
    “We’re headed that way.” Molly cleared her throat and nodded toward the other room. 
 
    Jackson danced with her into the kitchen. She set the bottle down on the counter. He pushed forward, bumping her into it, drawn in by her smile, and then… they kissed. 
 
    Had he been planning this? No, not really, but it was happening. He drew back, saw abject shock on his aunt’s face, and kissed her again before she could object or freak or introduce logic into the moment. 
 
    She responded to him like a woman, like he would have expected Sierra to if he’d ever full on tried to fuck her. It was his turn to be shocked as he experienced his aunt’s tongue, as he slid a hand up her body and got a brief, insanely hot grope of one of her breasts through the outside of her dress. 
 
    “Jesus.” Molly set one hand on his chest and one on his erection. “Everything makes sense now. I… have to go.” 
 
    “You probably shouldn’t drive after—” 
 
    “Jackson.” Molly cleared her throat and, bizarrely, gave his cock a tiny squeeze. “I have to go. And you… need to get yourself a girlfriend. Or three.” 
 
    He took a step back. Molly drew her hand away from his crotch, briefly staring at it. She bit her lower lip, staring at him as though she might reconsider, and then hurried out the door, snatching her purse up on the way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    WINTER – LAST NIGHT 
 
      
 
    Winter couldn’t remember the last time she’d gotten a hangover, which made it a lot harder to convince herself that she wasn’t somehow dying from the pounding in her head. She had only jumbled memories of the previous night but tried to work through what she could remember. 
 
    Jax, coming home unexpectedly, the most wonderful surprise. He’d liked the cookies. He’d complimented her lipstick. Jax. 
 
    She hugged her pillow, thinking of Molly, remembering bits and pieces of the Monopoly game. Jax had teased her when she’d started losing, even offered her the same free pass he’d given his aunt. As though Winter would ever stoop to accepting charity from an opponent to win. 
 
    She groaned and rolled over, knowing she needed to get up soon from the amount of sunlight streaming in through her window. She’d gone to bed early. Jax had helped her to her room and even tucked her in. Had Molly stayed the night? 
 
    Her phone was on her nightstand, and she managed to bring it to her face after a couple seconds of hungover fumbling. She had a text from Molly, which she brought up and read, frowning actively. 
 
    You were right about Jax. He’s very energetic :P 
 
    “What the fuck, Molly?” muttered Winter, and then again, louder. “What the fuck?” 
 
    She texted her back immediately and, over the course of a long text exchange, managed to get Molly’s account of what’d happened. She and Jax had stayed up to finish the movie. He’d asked Molly some odd questions about her, his mother. They’d danced, for some reason, and… he’d made a move on her. 
 
    Winter’s heart pounded hotly in her chest. She was well aware that Molly could be downplaying the true extent of what’d happened. She tried calling her, but she didn’t pick up, clearly not interested in being directly on the receiving end of her older sister’s ire. 
 
    Molly was claiming he’d kissed her and that was it. A kiss… but just a kiss. Still enough to stir up the familiar ache of heartbreak. Still enough to make her mad, a little jealous, even. 
 
    Jealous, she thought. That’s ridiculous. Winter, get ahold of yourself. 
 
    She thought it over as she forced herself into the shower and decided there was no way to get around confronting Jax. She wanted his side of the story, but she also needed to make it clear that he’d overstepped. There was enough blame for her to accept her own share, especially when it came to the wine, letting him drink, but he needed to control himself. 
 
    It’d been a week or so since she’d last done laundry, and she was forced into wearing an old set of workout clothes as pajamas, an outfit she acknowledged was a little skimpy as she caught sight of herself in the mirror.  
 
    The T-shirt was tight around her chest, and the bra she had on underneath wasn’t helping. She took her bra off, adjusted the tiny boyshorts so they at least pretended to cover her thighs, and headed downstairs. She could smell coffee and instantly knew that her son was already up. 
 
    “Jax,” she said, entering the kitchen. 
 
    “Morning, Mom. How did you…?” Jax turned around from where he stood with the coffee pot, completely losing his sentence as he saw her outfit. “Uh, sleep?” 
 
    Maybe this should be part of his punishment, she thought. Make him practice looking, but not touching. 
 
    “Fine.” She walked up to the counter, standing up on her toes and reaching up to grab a mug.  
 
    Jax stared at her, seeming to shift his head sideways as her shirt rode up far enough to show a sliver of her lower back. 
 
    “I’m glad,” said Jax. “You had a lot to drink. When I brought you to bed, you were, um… stumbling, a little.” 
 
    “I got a text from your aunt this morning,” said Winter. “Is there anything you want to tell me?” 
 
    “Not really.” He moved to grab a plate from the same cabinet she’d taken her mug from, briefly standing behind her. “Is there anything you want to ask me?” 
 
    The plate clinked on the one beneath it as he drew it out. Winter could feel his presence behind her, too close, not close enough. Jax pressed inward, and for an undeniable instant, their bodies were in contact. 
 
    Is that his… no, it can’t be. Is it? 
 
    Winter set her hands on the counter and took a breath. Jax was already pulling back and moving to grab a bagel. An accidental brush, nothing more. The warmth lingered against her butt and thighs as though he’d been against her for much longer than he had been, and for some reason, it fed into her annoyance. 
 
    “You’re grounded, mister,” she said, crossing her arms and facing him. 
 
    “What? How is that fair?” 
 
    “Your aunt told me how inappropriately you acted toward her. I gave you a chance to come clean. You didn’t. You’re staying in today.” 
 
    “I’m nineteen years old,” he said, chuckling. “You can’t…” 
 
    His eyes flicked downward, and Winter remembered the fact that she wasn’t wearing her bra. She shifted her arms and glanced away, feeling herself start to blush. 
 
    “Okay,” said Jax. 
 
    Okay? He… sounded like he wanted to argue for a second. 
 
    “Good,” said Winter. “I want you to… help me with some chores, too.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” he said, a bit of defiance reentering his tone. 
 
    “We most definitely will!” snapped Winter. “What in the world got into you, anyway? How could you think it was a good idea make a pass at your aunt? Your aunt, Jackson!” 
 
    “She kissed me back,” said Jax with a shrug. “I was just as confused as she probably was. I didn’t get much sleep last night afterward.” 
 
    “What do you mean, she kissed you back?” 
 
    He stepped a little closer to her, and Winter suddenly couldn’t get over how tall and… broad-shouldered her son had gotten without her noticing. 
 
    “Exactly what it sounds like,” said Jax. “We were both drunk. We were dancing, for some reason. You remember how I used to have a crush on her when I was little. I guess it came to a head.” 
 
    “You aren’t little anymore, Jax,” said Winter. “This is different.” 
 
    “I know it is.” He shrugged. “We both came to our senses after it happened, and obviously it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to be your chore slave all day long,” he said. “If I’m grounded, I’m just going to sit around and play video games.” 
 
    He left the kitchen before Winter could respond. She scowled at the doorway, equal parts annoyed and relieved by how he was handling the situation. 
 
    He still respected her authority, which was good. But he wasn’t taking his own life, the choices presented to him, seriously enough. First letting his evil bimbo succubus girlfriend blow him out in the open, and now drunkenly making out with his aunt on a Saturday night. 
 
    Maybe he just has a thing for blondes? 
 
    Winter hissed through her teeth. If nothing else, she needed to corral Jax’s attention. Pull it away from the places that would lead him down the wrong path, toward regrets and heartbreak, and aim it somewhere safe. 
 
    He could go ahead and try to play video games all day if he wanted. She smiled, knowing she’d have him doing chores by the end of the day. Not just doing them but doing them hard and happily. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “I have to dust in here.” 
 
    Winter strode into the living room, duster in hand, expression neutral. Jax was playing video games using the main TV, some kind of online shooter with lots of explosions that necessitated a microphone headset. 
 
    “So dust, then,” said Jax, covering the mic. “Just try not to get in the, uh… way.” 
 
    He was still playing the game, but as Winter bent over to start tackling the thin layer of dust that was always collecting behind the TV and along the edges of the entertainment stand, his attention seemed to waver… exactly as she’d hoped it would. She bent over further, wondering if he was staring at her butt, or perhaps down the gap of her t-shirt as it billowed open, presenting a narrow view of whatever he might be lucky enough to see. 
 
    You already took your bra off, she thought. Excellent. 
 
    “I need you to get your laundry out of your room and put it in the washer,” said Winter. 
 
    “Uh, sure,” said Jax distractedly. “I can do that. But it’s all in the hamper. Don’t you normally just, uh… you know. Grab it?” 
 
    “You just died,” said Winter. 
 
    “Whatever. It’s the end of the round. We already won.” Jax scowled at the screen as one of his teammates sighed loudly. “Basically, we’ve already won.” 
 
    “I bet.” Winter shifted to the couch cushions, taking each one, examining, fluffing, and flipping it over. It was an active process, a bouncy process, and she noticed Jax’s eyes darting back and forth between her body and the screen. “Also, after you put them in the washer, would you mind grabbing my hamper and adding it into the load?” 
 
    “Uh… your stuff?” asked Jax, still furiously working the controller’s joysticks and buttons. 
 
    “My stuff.” Winter reached to flip the couch cushion on the other side, bending over in front of and slightly across him. “Think you can handle that? All in one big load.” 
 
    The volume on the TV pitched as Jax’s teammates complained in their peaking, partially prepubescent voices over the direction the match had taken. He wasn’t slamming buttons anymore. 
 
    “I can handle that,” he said. 
 
    The game’s theme played as the match ended. Winter glanced at the score. 
 
    “I think you just lost,” she said. 
 
    “Apparently so.” Jax grinned and set the controller down. “This game, at least. Sure you’re comfortable having me handle your delicates?” 
 
    “I bet you’ll know what to do with them.” 
 
    They stared at each other for an impossibly long moment before turning away at the same time. Winter stood up, took a breath, and walked from the room slightly faster than her normal pace. Her heart was pounding hotly. She felt alive — strange, but alive. 
 
    Jax took care of the laundry, as promised, and after a full day of writing, Winter made dinner. It felt as though some of the progress she’d made had been reset as they sat across from each other, quiet against the encroaching tension. 
 
    “Look, Mom…” Jax set his fork down and gestured with a hand. “I’m sorry about what happened last night. I get why it was wrong and why you’re upset.” 
 
    Winter shrugged, feeling proud when she wanted to be stern. “I suppose it’s not really your fault. Not completely. Or Molly’s fault, for that matter.” 
 
    “Do you want to watch a movie tonight?” he suggested. “Or play or board game? Or even just… hang out?” 
 
    He shouldn’t be asking his mother to hang out, thought Winter. But am I reading too deeply into what he’s asking? 
 
    “I’d like to spend some time with you,” she said after a few seconds. “You’re my son, Jax. Now and forever. And I always want to spend time with—” 
 
    “Hold on a sec.” Jax’s phone had rung, and he checked the screen before glancing back up. “Sierra.” 
 
    He took the call into the living room. Winter did her best not to be miffed that the girl Jax insisted was just a friend merited that sort of need for privacy. She still caught a few words, enough to hear him explaining that he was grounded, enough to hear him turning her down with a maybe tomorrow or later this week. 
 
    “She wanted to hang out, but since I’m grounded, obviously I had to say no,” said Jax. 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    He was smiling, which made it hard to know where his mind was at. Sitting back down in his chair, Jax watched her, and Winter watched him back, dinner forgotten. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “You gave me an awesome back rub the other night,” said Jax. 
 
    Winter let out a small laugh. “I did, but that was—” 
 
    “Let me give you a foot rub,” he said. “Return the favor.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    WINTER – THE FOOT RUB 
 
      
 
    Jax didn’t rush her into it, which Winter both loved and hated. He offered the foot rub. She smiled, said she’d love that. They’d finished eating dinner and played Settlers of Catan, a more strategic board game than Monopoly, which Winter of course won, and… 
 
    “I believe you offered me a foot rub,” said Winter. 
 
    “Not above rubbing in your victory, I see,” said Jax. 
 
    “A pun? You would sink that low?” 
 
    “I’ve had a lot of wine tonight.” Jax drained the rest of his glass. “Thanks, by the way.” 
 
    He had the kind of smirk on his face that Winter had always hated seeing Case flash. But Jax wasn’t Case. He was, in some ways, so much more vivid. Intelligent. Active, and focused. Well, still distractable, that was true. But Jax felt complete, somehow, like he knew he didn’t need anyone to— 
 
    “Mom? Do you mind if I grab another glass?” 
 
    “After,” said Winter. She lifted her foot into the air and wriggled her toes. “First pay up.” 
 
    He stood up, and he looked at her, and then gestured with a lift of one arm. “Lie down. Stretch out. Get comfortable.” 
 
    Winter couldn’t stop smiling, which she knew was several strands of weird. It was just a foot rub. With that said, she’d never looked forward to a foot rub before. The fact that it was Jax, and the fact that he clearly wanted to give her one, it was all just so… 
 
    Dangerous, she thought. Don’t be naïve. He wants to touch more than just your foot. 
 
    Winter banished the thought from her mind, hard, as she stretched out on the couch. Jax came over, lifted her legs by the calves, and slid to sit underneath, bringing her feet down to rest on his… 
 
    He did not just do that.  
 
    Jax met her gaze squarely, smiling just like she still was. Her feet were resting on his crotch, on his thing. It was hard… sort of. Was it? It was, definitely… sort of. Winter took a breath, almost staggering slightly and so incredibly lost as to what to say, what to do. Was it getting harder? Did he actually mean to do this? 
 
    “Ah.” Jax smiled, guilty and boyish and very much her son. “I’m trying to focus on your feet.” 
 
    “Good!” said Winter reflexively. “I mean… good. They deserve the attention.” 
 
    Jax started the foot rub, letting his hands run over the tops of her toes. “When was the last time you painted your toenails?” 
 
    “What?” Winter chuckled. “I have no idea. That’s such a Jax question.” 
 
    “I was just curious because I noticed Molly paints hers.” 
 
    Winter lifted her free foot and gently pushed his shoulder with it, glaring with heavily exaggerated hurt. “Aunt Molly. You seriously need to reel it in, mister.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize that she was going to be here yesterday,” said Jax. “I thought I was ditching Sierra and coming home just to hang out with you.” 
 
    “You ditched Sierra?” 
 
    “Kind of. Basically.” Jax looked directly at her, hands running up from her foot to her ankle, along her calf, back and forth. 
 
    “Jax,” said Winter. “That’s not my foot.” 
 
    “Neither is this.” He slid his hands higher, grazing the lower edges of her thighs. “But you know… I can still rub there.” 
 
    How did he get to be this sure of himself? I hate it and I’m so proud. 
 
    “Along the leg is probably fine,” said Winter. “You were super helpful today. With the laundry.” 
 
    “The laundry. Yeah. I got it done.” 
 
    “It was your punishment for…” 
 
    Winter sucked in a breath. Had to. Jax went… significantly further than the lower edge of her thigh. His fingers went upward. His thumbs dug gently in, pulling soft little trenches through sensitive, nervous flesh. Winter almost bucked, kind of did arch a bit, despite actively trying not to. 
 
    “Jax!” she hissed. “…Jax.” 
 
    He tensed. He licked his lips. He glanced away, but he didn’t pull away. “…Yeah, Mom?” 
 
    Pull it together, Win! 
 
    “What did you do with your aunt last night?” asked Winter. “Really?” 
 
    “Not this.” Jax slid his hand further up, and everything stopped making sense. Everything… made a scary kind of sense. 
 
    He did it with confidence, but not forcefully, not without watching her and being in the moment. Winter didn’t pull away. Why didn’t she pull away? Well... she honestly knew exactly why she didn’t pull away.  
 
    She wanted to know his touch. She’d thought it had been a joke or teasing or a feint on his part, but it hadn’t been… and then she’d been blindsided with the realization that she hadn’t wanted it to be play acting. 
 
    But she had to stop it. And she would. In just… one or two more seconds. 
 
    Jax ran his fingers along the edge of, and then into, her boyshorts. Winter felt a thrill like nothing she’d ever even glimpsed before. For an instant, it was like being pinned to the couch, cushioned downward by the fluttering, beatific chaos. 
 
    “Jax!” 
 
    She touched his hand, and he stopped, and in a way, she was as sad about it as he clearly was. Mad about it, even. Mad at him and herself. 
 
    “I was trying to give you a foot rub,” said Jax. “I really was. My hands just wandered a bit.” 
 
    “Wandered a significant amount.” 
 
    “Do you want me to stop?” 
 
    “No. Yes. I just…” Winter closed her eyes briefly. “I’m worried about you. I understand where you’re at right now, as a young man. As a human. As a… as you, Jax. I want to be close to you. But we have to be… normal, you know?” 
 
    It wasn’t until the last few words that Jax really seemed to hear her, to blink and think. He nodded slowly afterward and let go of her leg. 
 
    “I love you, Mom,” he said. “I get it. I’ve been all over the place recently. Thanks for the wine, by the way. And I just want to say… I love you. Now and always.” 
 
    “I love you too. So much.” 
 
    He kissed her on the head and headed to his room. Winter eventually went to bed. She had a vibrator. She used it. Several times. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    JACKSON – A CASE OF THE MONDAYS 
 
      
 
    Jackson reflected on the choices, achievements, and mistakes of the previous day as stepped into the bathroom to brush his teeth for the morning. He’d gone off the deep end at some point, with what’d happened with Aunt Molly, especially now, after what’d happened with his mom. He’d gone off the deep end, and he couldn’t go back. 
 
    It was oddly freeing. It felt honest and genuine, simple even. Incredibly wrong at the same time, of course, but he’d committed to what he was feeling on the inside in a way that made him feel at least in alignment, his love and horny urges pointed in the same general direction. 
 
    You haven’t accepted what you’ve done, he thought. Your fucked-up desires. Don’t lie to yourself. Still time to back down, decompress. 
 
    He stared at his face in the bathroom mirror, confused, unsure what he really wanted, what he was about. Eventually, he got dressed and made his way downstairs. He didn’t know what to expect from his mother, whether she’d be angry or withdrawn after having time for the incident to percolate. 
 
    “Morning, Jax,” she called from the kitchen. “Coffee’s ready. In the mood for breakfast?” 
 
    It wasn’t what she said, but what she was wearing. She’d put on the same robe she’d worn the night he’d come home from Sierra’s party for a game of heads-up Monopoly. He couldn’t tell if she was wearing anything else underneath, and just the thought sent the image fluttering through his mind. 
 
    “I would love breakfast,” he said. 
 
    He came up behind her, pulling her into a sideways hug and kissing her on the cheek. The temptation to just grind his swelling cock into her ass was real and pressing, but he didn’t go that far, instead letting it graze the edge of her waist and leg. 
 
    “Well, hello!” Winter laughed, focus still on stirring home fries. “Somebody is happy to be awake.” 
 
    “I really am.” He kissed her on the cheek again and made a satisfied noise as he gave her one last squeeze in the sideways hug, erection now impossible to ignore or play off.  
 
    She looked at him, glanced at his lips. Jackson almost kissed her on the mouth, but she scooted along the counter to grab another ingredient to add, and he took a breath for clarity. 
 
    “I can’t believe it’s already Monday,” he said, forcing words out into the strange atmosphere. “I have morning classes on Monday. Haruto is giving me a ride to the college.” 
 
    “You want me to give you a ride later?” asked his mom. “A ride home?” 
 
    “I would love a ride, Mom.” He grinned at her, sitting wide in his chair in a way that blatantly aimed his bulge in her direction. “A ride, along with a rematch. Catan or Monopoly. I’ll let you pick.” 
 
    “Let’s just start with a ride home.” Winter cleared her throat and adjusted her robe, which had begun to slide open, as it always did. “I think we’ve been… playing a few too many games with each other, recently.” 
 
    “I like the games, though.” 
 
    Winter smiled patiently at him. “I know you do. But you have to understand, Jackson, I… You’re very focused on winning. I think it might be helpful if you calmed down, stopped being quite so, um, competitive.” 
 
    Jackson nodded slowly. “I’m not going to let you win, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “Go to school, Jax,” said his mother. “I’ll park where I usually do after your last class.” 
 
    “I love you, Mom.” 
 
    He gave her one more kiss and took breakfast to go. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Jackson’s first class was a bore, a mechanical affair of taking the most basic notes and trying not to fall asleep. He actually hadn’t suffered as badly from his sleep paralysis as he usually did the previous night, awaking once to the sensation of being stuck in his body, watched by something unseen, but quickly managing to fall back asleep. 
 
    He ran into Sierra on his way to his second class… in a literal sense. She caught sight of him from across campus and all but sprinted over, half-tackling him with a hug. 
 
    “Jackson!” she said. “Where have you been?” 
 
    “We saw each other on Saturday,” he said, gently extricating himself from her arms. “I was just at home yesterday. Nowhere special.” 
 
    “So, I went to that party and did a shit-ton of acid.” She shuddered and took a breath, hugging her shoulders. 
 
    “Bad trip?” 
 
    “More of an illuminating one,” she said. “Let’s take this show on the road!” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he said. “I’m curious — did you kick today off with a wake and bake?” 
 
    “No!” she snapped. “Well, kind of, but that’s not important.” 
 
    She grabbed his shoulder and pulled him around the corner of the nearest building, leaning in close to whisper at a conspiratorial distance. “I had a vision. Of what I need to do next in life.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Which is…?” 
 
    “I’m going to buy a van and start traveling and living out of it,” she said. 
 
    He waited, knowing that it wasn’t like Sierra to share this kind of plan with him unless she’d already determined that she wanted him to have a role in it. But she didn’t say anything either, perhaps trying to feel out his impression of the idea first. 
 
    “I think van life would suit you,” said Jackson. “It sounds cool.” 
 
    “And that’s where you come in,” said Sierra. “I wanted to go take a look at a van after school today. It’s already converted, just has some mechanical stuff going on with it. Minor things, the guy said.” 
 
    “I don’t know that much about vans or cars,” said Jackson. 
 
    “More than I do. Come on, Jackson! When do I ever ask you for anything?” 
 
    “All the time. I’ll see what I can do. I was going to get a ride from…” He trailed off with a shrug, knowing how Sierra would tease him if he admitted his mom was scheduled to pick him up. “Come find me later if our schedules sync up.” 
 
    “Thank you!” She kissed him on the lips and ran off, still full of energy, peppy and weird in that way only she could be.  
 
    He really did like the idea of Sierra doing some traveling, getting out of town. She could be so narrowly focused on certain things at times — sex, mostly — and expanding her horizons in a literal sense might help her broaden her perspective. 
 
    It would more than likely do that for you, too, he thought. She’s going to invite you along. You should consider it. 
 
    Leaving on a van adventure with Sierra… It would be, in some ways, a perfect reset. He might have to ditch school to do it, but that thought had already crossed his mind a few times, and summer break wasn’t even that far off, regardless. 
 
    If he simply left for a while, things might go back to normal between him and his mother. Was that what he wanted? No, not really. But was that what perhaps they both needed? It was a different question, one with multiple answers. 
 
    He texted his mom the gist of Sierra’s plan without really thinking about what he was doing. She called him an instant later. 
 
    “You’re not going to look at the van right now, are you?” she asked. 
 
    “No, of course not,” said Jackson. “Still have classes. And it’s not going to be my van. Sierra’s buying it for herself.” 
 
    “Of course she is,” sighed Winter. “Look, just promise me you’ll check in with me after classes today before doing anything. Don’t go anywhere with her and the van just yet.” 
 
    There was a sternness to his mother’s voice that threw him off a bit. “I won’t. I wasn’t planning on it. With the used market the way it is right now, I wouldn’t be surprised if someone else buys it before we even get to see it. Sierra also said it’s got some mechanical issues. You don’t have to worry.” 
 
    “I wish I didn’t. I really do.” 
 
    He found it even harder to focus through his last two classes, but soldiered on. In the early afternoon, once he was done, he went looking for where Winter always parked when she came to pick him up. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” 
 
    Sierra’s hand clamped down on his wrist with surprising strength. Jackson chuckled and shifted to hold her hand briefly. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    WINTER – SLEEPLESS WORRIES 
 
      
 
    Winter waved to her son with far more energy than the action rightfully needed as he headed out to his college classes that day. She was happy, so very happy, but conflicted at the same time.  
 
    Spending time with Jax, even when things went off the rails as they had the previous night, was something she valued. He clearly enjoyed her company — and even if, in some ways, it was for the wrong reasons, she loved that he wanted to be with her. Playing board games, watching movies, drinking wine… 
 
    Okay, you have to reel in the wine, at least, she thought. He’s going to end up going to AA meetings if you keep letting him drink so much every night. 
 
    It was technically a work day for her, but she didn’t feel much like delving into the tomes and trying to make sense of her current research. She went shopping instead, thinking about Jax, about that afternoon when she’d pick him up. What they’d eat. What she’d wear. 
 
    She found herself picking out underwear and pajamas in the clothing store, the kind of stuff she’d only ever put on around the house. Jax would probably be the only one who’d ever get to see any of it, which was strange and thrilling in its own way. 
 
    She bought food for dinner, a simple chicken stir fry with rice and frozen egg rolls, and then headed home. It wasn’t even noon yet, but she still wasn’t in the mood to get work done. Honestly, she wanted nothing more than to stretch out in bed and have some more personal time with her vibrating friend. 
 
    It’s not a terrible idea, she thought. Wear yourself out now. Strengthen your defenses for later. 
 
    Jax texted her something about going to buy a van with Sierra to travel the country with that had her instantly concerned. He just didn’t understand, too young and too horny and inobservant to see what he was dealing with. It was her own fault, in a way. There was so much she hadn’t explained to him, but it was hard to be a doting mother and a teacher and a role model all at once. 
 
    She called him and they talked. The conversation ended with Winter still feeling unsure if he’d heard her. She would still be picking him up from college, however, and as far as she was concerned, she’d drag him home by the hand if needed. If he’d gotten this crazy idea too deeply into his head, she might have to do just that. For his sake. 
 
    What would Molly do, she wondered. What’s that saying about catching flies with honey? 
 
    Winter took a shower and picked out some clothes to wear. She put on a dress that Molly had given her and did her makeup, with the inclusion of the lipstick from the night before last. She considered her various pairs of glasses before, again, in a what would Molly do moment, opted for her contacts. 
 
    Jax wasn’t waiting for her outside, like he usually did. She took a breath and reminded herself that she didn’t want to go pouring gasoline on an active flame. Still… she wasn’t just going to sit back and watch the inevitable play out. 
 
    Taking her phone out, Winter called her son as she slowly began heading toward the college’s main building. It was one of those moments where she needed to hear his voice, judge from his tone where his mind was at, whether he was really himself and thinking clearly. 
 
    Jax didn’t pick up. Winter felt a significant amount of attention shifting her way as she began to pass groups of students. Several young men stared at her openly. A group of three older students, probably early twenties, called out to her. It was more of a question than an actual catcall, and she was more flattered than offended. 
 
    She was smiling as she rounded the hallway’s corner and finally caught sight of Jackson. He was with Sierra, because of course he was. They were in the middle of an argument, however. Winter tried to stay calm. Motherly instincts kicked in, regardless. 
 
    “Jax?” she called out, a little louder than necessary. “There you are. I thought you’d be waiting for me outside.” 
 
    “I was about to be,” said Jax. He pulled his arm away from Sierra and smiled at Winter. “Just give me a second.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t mind,” said Winter. 
 
    “I’m so glad!” said Sierra, in that sickly sweet, ultra-bimbo tone. “Because I might have to steal Jackson for a bit. It’s good that you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Jackson already made plans for tonight,” said Winter. 
 
    “But for the afternoon…” began Sierra. 
 
    “And the afternoon,” said Winter. 
 
    “Jackson is right here,” said Jax. “And he likes having people talk about him like he’s absent as much as having to aggrandize himself in third person.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right.” Winter smiled coldly at Sierra and took a step back. “I’m heading home. Are you coming with me, or are you sticking around here?” 
 
    Her words and message were entirely for Jackson, but her eyes never left Sierra. Again, she was reminded of Case and Margot, mistakes and misjudgments, the heartlessness of lust and attraction.  
 
    “Wait for me,” said Jax. “Five minutes. I’ll meet you at the car. You’re in the usual spot?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Winter smiled, but lowered her gaze. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    She waited for another second or two, long enough to make it abundantly clear that Jax wasn’t going to continue his conversation with Sierra until she’d left. Then, lacking any other good option or alternative, she walked away. She went back out to her car to sit and wait and pretend not to be heartbroken. 
 
    It felt like she’d gotten rejected, which obviously made no sense. Most of all because what, who, was Jax even rejecting her for? His sort-of girlfriend who was probably cheating on him? 
 
    You’re so much more to him than a girlfriend, she thought. Wait, what? 
 
    Winter turned on her car. She’d been playing music from her phone over Bluetooth earlier, and the system decided to pick up with a new song on shuffle, a horribly sad ballad that hit her like the sting of fresh air on an open wound. 
 
    But she wasn’t heartbroken, not really, not just. Not like how she’d sometimes felt with Case. Somehow, what she was currently feeling was so much worse, so much more inevitable and drama-inducing than plain old ego-driven heartache. 
 
    She’d always known that she could stop loving Case, pull part of herself back, and eventually, she had. She’d absolutely had to in the end, nobody could even come close to denying that. With Jax, it simply wasn’t an option. Even if it was, she’d never do it. Even if she tried to, she’d never— 
 
    “Mom?” Jax knocked on the passenger-side window. “You locked the doors.” 
 
    Winter smiled, breathed out, and let her son in. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    WINTER – COMING HOME 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know what was going on with Sierra,” said Jax. “She had really weird energy.” 
 
    Winter raised an eyebrow at that, but she didn’t overplay her hand. “Was she on drugs, perhaps?” 
 
    “No. Well, probably still coming down from them, but… that’s not it.” Jax shook his head, one strong arm stretched along the edge of the car’s window. “It was kind of unsettling.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a reason for that,” suggested Winter. “Maybe it’s one of those red flags that’s always been there that’s only coming into focus now.” 
 
    “I’m never going to manage to convince you that she’s just a friend, am I?” 
 
    “Men and women are never just friends, Jax.” 
 
    She felt his gaze hold on her for a couple of seconds. It was as if she’d pulled those last words out like a gun, and he’d gently but firmly stripped them from her hands to turn back on her… but never pulled the trigger. 
 
    “Anyway,” he said. “I think she’s just going through a phase right now.” 
 
    “Then you should give her space and let her go through it. I don’t know her as well as you do, but I know her type far better than you ever will.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “There are just… certain sides to the world that women can see, and men either can’t or choose not to. It’s just a fact, Jax. Sierra is a dangerous kind of woman, especially to someone as strong and passionate as you.” 
 
    “You’re overreacting,” said Jax. “As per usual.” 
 
    He smiled and touched her shoulder as he said it, and it didn’t really feel like the barb it was. 
 
    “I just think you would be better off finding someone with less of an ulterior motive,” said Winter. “That’s partly why I’ve been so… patient with you recently. So open with you.” 
 
    “Ulterior motive?” Jax scoffed, but she sensed him pause and shift to the rest of what she’d said, the real admission. “Wait. Open with me as in… the board games, and the movies? The wine? Is that why you’ve been letting me do… this?” 
 
    It’s time to tell him everything, thought Winter. Come clean. Be honest. 
 
    “I suspected as much, you know,” said Jax, smirking. “But hearing you basically say it. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I do have a type. Women with ulterior motives.” 
 
    Winter showed offense as she pulled into the driveway and turned the car’s engine off. “That is so not fair! I do not have—” 
 
    He cut her off with a kiss, one that felt so aggressive and passionate that it was like he’d been holding it in for the entire ride home. Holding in more than just that. Jax’s hand rubbed her thigh, strong fingers dragging into her flesh to let themselves be known. 
 
    “I have an ulterior motive, too, Mom,” he whispered. 
 
    Winter cleared her throat. “I can see that.” 
 
    He slid his hand further up, each millimeter of travel raising Winter’s internal temperature by a hundred degrees. She set her hand on his, stopping him as gently as she could as she turned it over. She traced the lines on his palm with one of her fingers and smiled. 
 
    “Let’s head inside and… figure out what we’re doing for tonight,” she said. “Dinner, I mean.” 
 
    “Dinner and a movie,” said Jax. “With an interlude of Catan, maybe, if you’re up for getting wrecked again.” 
 
    “You have yet to wreck me in Catan, or come anywhere close to it, but you’re welcome to give it a go.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, I will.” 
 
    She felt a little lightheaded as she made her way to the front door and kicked her shoes off, enthusiastic to be home, to not be going anywhere for the rest of the afternoon and evening and potentially very long night. Staying home… with Jax. 
 
    “Thanks for coming to pick me up, Mom.” He gave her a squeeze from behind and kissed her cheek. 
 
    “Thanks for not running off in a smelly van.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have been smelly,” he said, hugging her more boldly. “Well, not at first. I’m sure certain smells would eventually settle in once we started having fun.” 
 
    “Gross.” 
 
    Winter cooked dinner and called Jax down to eat when it was ready. They did play Catan afterward and she was winning, though not by much. Jax was fun and bold but respectful, which both made her love him so much more and left her… wanting. Wanting to be just a bit close, without the table in between them, though obviously not too close. 
 
    She put her glasses back on and changed into her flimsy, flirty robe during the board game. Several times she couldn’t resist finding excuses to peek underneath the table to see if Jax was really as eager as some of his banter made him seem. He had a full-blown erection the last time she looked, and she cleared her throat and rose back up to her seat to find her son smirking at her, straddling the line between confidence and… something more. Something too much. 
 
    “You play a good game, Mom,” he said. “I admit defeat.” 
 
    “We could still run out the last few moves.” 
 
    “Or you could accept my surrender and we could cuddle up on the couch and watch a movie.” 
 
    Winter nodded slowly, trying not to smile at how much the idea appealed to her. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    “Grab the wine?” 
 
    “By that do you mean to ask, Can I drink again tonight, Mom?” she said teasingly. 
 
    “Yes.” He glanced away, grinning. “Pretty please?” 
 
    “You’re too much, mister. One glass and that’s it.” 
 
    He gave the tiniest of fist pumps. Winter gently prodded his leg with her foot underneath the table before standing up to go grab a bottle. 
 
    They met up again on the couch. Winter handed Jax the bottle, along with the corkscrew, smiling as she wondered if he’d even know what to do with it. He had to gouge the cork a few times before getting it going, but he did eventually get it open and poured them each a glass with slightly humbled movements. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, scrolling through the Netflix movie list. “Wedding Angels or John Conwick 3?” 
 
    “You pick.” Winter took a large sip of her wine and set her hand on his knee.  
 
    He was wearing long shorts, and her palm was on the fabric, but her fingers grazed bare skin. Jax tanned so much more than most people realized during the summer, enough to get a bit of a farmer’s tan on his legs, too. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, voice quick and thin but still confident. “My choice, then.” 
 
    He started playing one of the movies, but Winter didn’t actually look to see which. She checked to see his state again, and yup, he definitely had an erection. She rubbed her hand back and forth, smiling at how cocky and brazen and perfect he was.  
 
    One of her fingers caught on the hem of his shorts and briefly slid underneath. She let another one join it, and another after that, and then she wondered if she actually could just reach all the way up from that angle, and then… 
 
    “Whoa!” Jax stiffened and shifted, opening his legs and posture. 
 
    Winter had just been teasing. She certainly hadn’t been expecting his thing to be just out and about inside his shorts, but it had been… and now she was holding it. It was so hard, Jesus…  
 
    Was he munching on iron filings? It felt like she was touching a piece of rebar, except so hot and getting even warmer, pulsing against her fingers. She stroked up and down one time and then immediately stopped, looking at Jax. 
 
     “Is this alright?” she whispered. 
 
    “Just… surprised me.” Jax reached his arm out, touching her shoulder and then putting it around her to pull her closer. “It’s fine. Better than fine. Keep going.” 
 
    Winter grinned, unable to help herself. “Okay.” 
 
    You’re off the deep end, woman, she thought. Nobody can help you anymore. 
 
    “How’s this?” She let her fingers graze over his entire package before taking a firm grip again, slowly, gently pumping. 
 
    Jax nodded, speechless, but still meeting her gaze in between long, pleasured blinks. 
 
    “You are big, you know, Jax,” she whispered, fawning with her tone. “I was being honest when I told Aunt Molly that.” 
 
    He made this horribly cute little noise and flexed his hips to meet her movements. She knew how wrong it was, how wrong everything about it was, but couldn’t help doing it anyway. 
 
    Was that the mindset that could cut everyone down at that ankles? That feeling of knowing not to, but still wanting to, inevitably doing it anyway? 
 
    “Mom!” Jax let out a groan, eyes fluttering, and leaned his head back. “That’s, uh… I’m going to… you know.” 
 
    She pumped faster, oddly proud of the effect she was having on him. That she’d already brought him to this point. The tension in his body, his muscles, made him look so powerful, tensed on the verge of release. She pumped faster but kept her hand’s touch gentle, feeling as in tune with him as she ever had before. 
 
    He tried to shift his shorts around at the last second, perhaps only then realizing the oncoming mess. Winter didn’t stop, and she felt his cock spasm, the sticky heat of his seed as it spilled out over her fingers, into his shorts, uncontrolled. 
 
    “It’s alright,” she said, still gently rubbing him. “Just throw them in the laundry.” 
 
    Jax, breathing heavily, smiled as he looked at her, eyes half-lidded. “Put it in the next load?” 
 
    “Exactly. No big deal.” 
 
    She slowly pulled her hand out, staring at a glistening, still warm strand of Jax’s seed that still clung to the trench between two knuckles. She wiped it off on his shorts and rubbed his knee. He smiled, cleared his throat, and made his way upstairs. 
 
    He’d changed into sweatpants when he came back into the living room, and he walked over and plopped down in his seat as though nothing had happened. The tension hadn’t been relieved even if she’d given him relief, and it pressed in at the edges until Jax finally let out an odd laugh. 
 
    “What?” he asked.  
 
    “You made the funniest face,” said Winter. 
 
    “Jesus, Mom,” he muttered. “Why were you even watching my face?” 
 
    “Why does anyone watch anything? Because I wanted to see. And maybe funny isn’t the right word. You made the cutest face.” 
 
    “Cute isn’t all that much better when you’re describing a guy,” he said, sulky but playful. 
 
    She touched his face and stared at him and didn’t say it, but she wasn’t describing a guy. She was describing Jax, so much more than just a guy. Her perfect son.  
 
    He touched her hand and pulled her into a hug that she gave in to completely. It was such a powerful moment, removed from the shame and wrongness that she knew would eventually catch up with her. It was a moment of swelling love, and affection, and connection, and… 
 
    He’s got another boner, she realized. He’s always been so energetic. So greedy. 
 
    Jax kissed her cheek, and then her lips, sliding her robe open and making vague thrusting motions into the side of her thigh. 
 
    “Easy, mister,” she whispered, touching his chest. “You can take a rest, you know. And what I did before was just…” 
 
    “Just what?” 
 
    “It just happened,” she said lamely. 
 
    “I get it.”  
 
    To his credit, he did slow down, but he didn’t stop, one hand rubbing up her body even as she tried to reclose her robe. She’d taken her bra off when she’d put it on. Why had that seemed like a good idea at the time? Jax let the back of his hand graze her nipple and she stiffened, drawing in a breath that she couldn’t hold in. 
 
    “Let’s just finish the movie,” he whispered. 
 
    His hand shifted lower, taking a firm, dominant grip of her thigh. Winter couldn’t breathe, didn’t want to breathe, didn’t want anything but to sink into the sensation of his hot fingers as he started sliding them upward and over a bit. Was he really going to do it? 
 
    You did, she thought. Such a good role model, Winnie. You were grinning as you teased him and you expect him not to tease back? 
 
    Tease back. It was the only thing she could think of, the only thing that seemed to let her hang on to her power, authority, to keep from becoming whatever she’d become if she let him use her like they both wanted. Winter started rubbing Jax’s bulge through his sweatpants as he slowly inched his fingers closer to her pussy. 
 
    “Jesus, Mom…” he groaned. 
 
    “You can… take it out,” she whispered. “Your thing. If you want to.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” He stood up, pulling his cock out from the elastic waistband of his sweats. It bounced as it snapped free, pliable but stiff, more than anything just so engorged. It looked painful. Dangerous. 
 
    Her robe had fallen open again, and her tits were on full display. She tried to fix it and realized that Jax wasn’t sitting back down. His cock was right in front of her face. It twitched as she exhaled, pointing right there. 
 
    “Mom.” His voice was soft, and he bit his lower lip in a way that was scarily cute and sexy. “Help me out again? Please?” 
 
    He was such a child, such a greedy little boy. She tried to summon that tired, patient, but loving voice she so often used to reprimand him, with mixed success. “You’re asking me to…?” 
 
    He cupped her cheek and nodded, slowly drawing her face closer to his glistening tip. Case did that to her once, the first time she’d ever given anyone head, in fact. But Jax wasn’t Case, and she… actually wanted to do it. Wanted to make him happy. Wanted to see him make that cute little face again, so open and blissed out. 
 
    She gave it a kiss, remembering how Sierra had kept licking that same spot when she’d walked in on them. That tiny, re-forming pearl of his cum on the end, over and over. Jax groaned and almost staggered. 
 
    “Sit down.” She touched his thighs, guiding him back to his seat. “Watch the movie.” 
 
    She set a pillow down and kneeled on it in front of him, smiling devilishly as she saw the look of awe and anticipation on his face. Would he last longer this time? She wondered if that was just a teenager thing, or if it’d really been that intense for him. Might have to help him with that if it became a recurring thing. 
 
    Winter, you’re losing it, she thought. It’s still not too late to stop this lunacy. 
 
    But it was. It really, really was, and she wasn’t sure she would have turned back, regardless. She kissed his cock again, licked it, started sucking. Jax made this sexy sighing noise, and she felt so strangely lucky to get to see more of this side of him. He brushed her hair back. She bobbed her head. 
 
    Winter let herself get into it. She pushed forward and down, seeing exactly how much she could comfortably fit into her mouth. Not all of it, but a good portion. Jax gathered her ponytail into his fist, and suddenly, she was following his lead, moving her head under the guidance of his strong hand and arm. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, Mom,” he cried. “Oh man! That’s so good.” 
 
    He took hold of her head in both hands and started thrusting with his hips, using her mouth more lewdly than any man had ever dared to before. She almost choked on one thrust and pulled back on reflex, taking a breath. 
 
    “Easy,” she said. “And how close are you to—” 
 
    “Oh!” Jax was still spearing and prodded her face with horny teenage aggression, the head of his cock rubbing against her lips and cutting her off. His stomach muscles jerked, and all at once, he was coming, the first deposit of his seed making a complete mess of her face. 
 
    Good thing I put my glasses back on, she thought. Not. 
 
    She started sucking through the rest of his orgasm, because what else was she supposed to do with it? Jax seemed to melt into the couch, grinning at her with so much boyish charm that she knew she couldn’t stay mad. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mom,” he said. “It just felt… so good.” 
 
    “Well, thank you.” She kissed his tool again and he groaned again. “You do have to be more gentle in the future. And I’d appreciate it if you cleaned these for me.” 
 
    She passed him her glasses. 
 
    “Right away,” he said. 
 
    “And bring me some tissues.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “And a towel.” 
 
    Jax laughed. “I’ll even throw in a free refill of your wine glass.” 
 
    Neither of them said much at all after that. Jax came back and helped her clean up. They cuddled together on the couch, actually watching the movie. The lack of conversation confused Winter, but it also made sense. 
 
    Neither of us wants to say anything that will ruin it, she realized. Neither of us wants to slam back down to reality. 
 
    But she knew they would have to, starting with the real issue at hand. Winter stroked Jax’s hair as he shifted to lie down with his head on her thighs like a pillow. He hadn’t done that in years. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    JACKSON – MISSING SOMETHING 
 
      
 
    Jackson was alone on the couch when he woke up. Winter’s thighs had been replaced by a pillow, which amounted to an interesting feat for her to pull off without causing him to stir. She’d tucked him in after that, carefully wrapping a blanket around both sides of his shoulders. 
 
    He slowly made his way upstairs. It was still early enough to be full dark outside, and the question of which bed to crawl into was one he let himself consider. He wanted to be close to his mother, even if he had to be brazen. Moreover, he was sure at this point that she wanted to be close to him. Too close. 
 
    Let’s just see if she’s asleep. 
 
    The door to her room was partially cracked. He pushed it open and saw an empty bed. Strange, but not too unusual. He checked her office and didn’t find her there either. He checked his phone, thinking maybe she’d been motivated to get an early start on chores and had texted him her plan. 
 
    It was four a.m. What stores were even open at four a.m.? 
 
    He checked, and sure enough, her car was no longer in the driveway. He tried calling her, but she didn’t pick up. He tried again every five minutes until the sky had shifted from black to purple and it felt pointless to pretend that something wasn’t wrong anymore. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Aunt Molly. Hey. Look, something’s happened, and—" 
 
    “What time is it even?” asked Molly sleepily. “Beyond that, Jax, you really shouldn’t be calling me. After what happened, we should probably just take a period to, you know. Responsibly cool down.” 
 
    “It’s not about that. Look… has my mom talked to you today? Or late yesterday?” 
 
    “What? Yeah, we talked yesterday. Or no, the day before. It was early, though. In the morning.” 
 
    She yawned as she said the last word. 
 
    “Did she say anything about, I don’t know…” He let out a breath against his phone. “Running off without telling anyone at four a.m.?” 
 
    “She’s… not at home right now?” 
 
    “No. And before she went wherever she’s gone, something happened.” 
 
    Jackson couldn’t say it, not even to Molly, the person who would understand best twice over. He couldn’t say it because he was afraid that he didn’t understand what he’d done himself, the real consequences of it. The aftermath. 
 
    Molly was silent for that same second. “Was it Sierra?” 
 
    “What? No. I mean, I suppose Mom did say something about how she was trying to keep me away from her, but we… were on the couch together and we, uh, went further than we’ve gone before.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh! Oh, wow, okay. I’ll be right over.” 
 
    It seemed to take an age for her to arrive, but Jackson waited it out. He was rambling at her as soon as she was through the door, trying to explain what’d happened while simultaneously feeling defensive, feeling angry. 
 
    “I know it’s messed up!” he shouted. “It was just us, alone. Why does it have to be such a big deal?” 
 
    Even as he said it, he knew why. He was mad, but not at the world, not at anything or anyone other than his goddamn self. Molly listened to him lowkey panicking in patient silence, letting him vent. 
 
    “Listen to me,” she said during a pause. “There are some things you didn’t know about your mother, Jax.” 
 
    Jackson froze, turning the words over. What was she talking about? Self-harm? Abandonment? Drugs, even? He couldn’t see his mom killing herself or numbing out the world with chemicals… but running away from a situation that felt impossible? 
 
    Did she just freak out and take off? For some reason, he thought of the way she’d always talk about his birth father. 
 
    What, he’d ask her. 
 
    Nothing. She’d always just smile and shrug and look at him. You just remind me so much of him sometimes. 
 
    The thought was enough to impale him, make him want to double over. Molly was pacing, her expression hard, mind awhirl. She must have been thinking the exact same thing. 
 
    “We should start looking for her,” said Molly. “Or I should, at least. You stay here in case she comes back.” 
 
    “Hold on,” he said.  
 
    “Jax! Please. Just stay here and…” Molly glanced away and then looked back at him. “Lock the doors.” 
 
    He watched her go but knew immediately he wasn’t going to take her advice. Strange. They never locked their doors.  
 
    The fact that Molly had also mentioned Sierra was what really rang the alarm in his head. He waited until he was sure Molly was far enough down the street in her car to be out of view and then slipped outside. 
 
    He rode his bike across town, hands numb in the early-morning cold. Sierra lived in a basement apartment, and Jackson half expected to see his mom’s car parked in the driveway, for reasons he couldn’t quite articulate. Winter’s car was nowhere to be seen, but he still felt like he had questions. 
 
    He went around back instead of knocking at the front door. Sierra’s apartment had two large glass doors that offered a view of a modest suburban backyard. There were shades for them, but Sierra and her roommate rarely used them, which gave Jackson a clear view of their living room and the situation therein. 
 
    Sierra was passed out on her couch, posed in a way that was just… so basic and ugly. An oily pizza box lay on the coffee table next to a loaded ashtray. A dark stain next to Sierra’s mouth suggested that she’d either spilled something while drinking or worse. 
 
    It reminded him of the tequila and taco incident in spades. It was hard for Jackson to understand how she could be such an outlier in both directions. Moreover, it kind of made him pity whoever she ended up marrying. 
 
    Sierra wasn’t who he’d come looking for, however, and he didn’t see a point in waking her up. Winter clearly wasn’t there, and that meant he needed to keep looking. He hurried back to his bike and began aimlessly pedaling through town. 
 
    He didn’t know where to look. Heading home felt too much like giving up without trying. His phone vibrated, and he immediately slowed to a stop on the sidewalk, nearly dropping it in his haste to get it out of his pocket. A text from Aunt Molly, one that hurt so fucking much to read. 
 
    Something’s happened. I’m so sorry, Jax. Call me or come back to your house or both. Please. 
 
    “No…” He flung his bike. “No!” 
 
    A dog started barking from one of the nearby houses, but he barely heard it over the sound of his own rushing blood against the painful silence. He tried to call Molly back but couldn’t steady his fingers to properly work his phone. 
 
    He rode his bike home, reaching the front door just as the overcast sky became imbued with wan morning light. Molly pulled him into a tight hug before he’d even stepped fully into the living room, and he heard himself mumbling no, and then what over and over again. 
 
    “What happened?” he said, finally managing a full sentence. 
 
    “Your mother… Winter… had an accident,” she whispered. “A bad one. Jax, I’m so sorry. She’s in the hospital. It’s bad and she… might not wake up.” 
 
    “…What? Molly, what do you mean? How did she… was she drunk? Was it… was there some way that it was intentional?” 
 
    “She made me promise.” 
 
    Jackson felt sick to his stomach. He turned around, leaning against the wall. Molly hugged him again, supporting him emotionally, literally as his knees started to give out. But he’d heard what she’d said. 
 
    “What promise?” he asked, voice raspy. 
 
    “Jax…” Molly took a long breath, hesitating. “To take care of you. Yeah. I will, I promise I will, regardless of what that ends up meaning.” 
 
    He nodded slowly but pulled away from her. “I need to be alone right now.” 
 
    “Jax, I don’t think you should be. Please, just… lie down for a minute. Jax!” 
 
    He was already out the door. Molly called after him, but she didn’t follow. He felt his phone vibrating as he rounded the corner, and again after that. He didn’t answer but kept it out in his hand, first looking up and then calling the number for the local hospital. 
 
    “Winter Ambrosia,” said the woman who had answered. “Let me see… Yes, she’s here. Sorry, it’s been a hectic night and we’ve been slow about alerting emergency contacts.” 
 
    The woman gave him her room number. The hospital was within walking distance, but he would have found a way to get there, regardless. He struggled to explain himself coherently at the front desk under the weight of his roiling emotions, but a nurse came by and patiently led him to where he needed to be. 
 
    “The doctor will be by soon,” she said. “It’s fine if you wait with her in the meantime.” 
 
    “I still don’t know what happened. My aunt said there was an accident?” 
 
    “We’re still running tests.” The nurse touched him on the shoulder and gestured to the door they’d stopped in front of. “As I said, her attending physician will be able to tell you more.” 
 
    He nodded and hurried to his mother’s bedside… and then all at once wished he hadn’t. Her eyes were closed but somehow still entirely vacant. He touched her hand, tried to hold it as he whispered to her, but he could already sense that she wasn’t there. It was like looking at a coma patient, but so much more. She wasn’t there on a fundamental level, and somehow, with a deep certainty that he couldn’t explain, he knew that she wasn’t coming back. 
 
    She was gone. 
 
    Outside the hospital, Jackson walked until he was out of the parking lot, away from people, and slammed his fist into a street sign. He let his knuckles bleed, not even feeling the pain. No, needing more than it. 
 
    An unhoused individual with a change cup outside the liquor store was kind enough to buy him a bottle of vodka in exchange for a few bucks. It was his first time drinking straight liquor, aside from a bottle of sickly sweet Smirnoff that Sierra had shared with him once. It tasted horrible. It was exactly what he needed. 
 
    He couldn’t escape the knowledge that it was all his fault, even without having the complete story, without knowing exactly what’d happened. If he hadn’t been such a horny, greedy bastard, his mother would still be with him. His guardian, his friend, the only true role model he’d ever had. But he’d wanted more. Such a fool. 
 
    He squeezed the bottle, suddenly wishing for it to shatter between his fingers. He took a sip, deciding that if he couldn’t break it and feel the shards cutting into his palm, he’d drink it and at least feel the poison inside his body. 
 
    He was stumbling drunk when he made it back to his house. Molly’s car was gone, but he knew she’d be back. He tried to find his key when he realized the door was locked, then tried to get in through a window when he realized he didn’t have it. 
 
    Collapsing onto the grass, Jackson covered his head with his hands and squeezed his eyes shut, desperate to deny reality. 
 
    How did I get here? This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. I didn’t think… I never think. It’s not fair. It was so harmless, until it suddenly wasn’t. 
 
    He pulled his knees to his chest, curling up into a little ball. He felt a presence approaching him and knew it was Molly. It was all so fucked. She cared about him, but all he wanted in that moment was to scream at her to go away so he could feel hopeless, feel honest about the reality he’d created for himself. She was gone. His mother was gone. 
 
    “Just go,” he muttered without looking up. “I can’t…” 
 
    “You can’t what?” 
 
    That was not Molly’s voice. He rolled over and didn’t see her, either. Staring in numb awe, Jackson took in the faint blue outline of a woman, an apparition, with a familiar face. With familiar clothing. A familiar body, and a smile that broke his heart. 
 
    “You can see me?” Winter’s smile blossomed into something greater. “You can see me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    WINTER – WHAT 
 
      
 
    Winter ran her hand through Jax’s hair. He was asleep, and as much as she loved lending him her thighs in the capacity of a pillow, she couldn’t put off taking action for a moment longer. Even a single night. 
 
    She carefully slid out from underneath him, replacing her legs with a pillow in a move that felt like disarming an active trip mine. He looked so cute, so content and satisfied. 
 
    He’d better be, after that. 
 
    She wiped the edge of her mouth, smirking at all the unguarded noises she’d heard him make in the moment. Rather than heading out immediately, she grabbed a spare blanket from the closet and carefully tucked him in. Making sure one last time that Jax was as asleep as he was ever going to be, she hurried to her office to gather her equipment. 
 
    Her metal ring wand was already in her purse, of course. She kept her charmed spell cloak in her hexed chest, but it only took her a second to undo her own defenses and pull it on. She did have a spare focus potion, but those were a pain to make given how long the process took and how unpredictable Jax’s daily schedule had become as a teenager, so she left it where it was. 
 
    She was only dealing with a succubus, after all, though it was clear Sierra’s influence had been feeding into recent events, either with a hidden spell placed somewhere within the house, or perhaps just lingering lust interest. Sierra was powerful, by succubi standards. 
 
    Except… Winter already knew that there was no amount of outside influence that could excuse the way the situation had evolved. She hadn’t been herself recently, but even long before that, she’d let Jax be at the center of her world. 
 
    That sounds a lot like someone under the effect of lust essence trying to justify their debauchery. 
 
    But it was true, and she knew it. She saw and loved Jax for who he was, who he could be, his near-unlimited potential. She always teased him about being greedy while simultaneously bending over to give him everything he wanted. 
 
    A part of her really didn’t want to let go of it, to find out how much was due to the veil of magic. The closeness, she wanted to keep, if not the sexual intimacy. Both, really, if she was being honest.  
 
    She took a breath, hating herself a bit for how easily those thoughts came and how true they felt. There was no escaping it — she loved her son now more than ever, and succubi dealt in lust, not love. 
 
    She’d cast a sound-dampening spell over her car when she’d first bought it years earlier, and it only took a quick priming with her own essence to start as silently as an EV. Jax had asked her to drop him off at a friend’s house a few times, the visits lining up perfectly with Winter’s assumed timeline of when they’d started dating. 
 
    She drove there slowly, parking her car a ways down the road at an Amtrak station, where it would blend in with the other commuter vehicles. Walking the rest of the way through the night with the cowl of her cloak up, she considered what to do about the poor, misguided moonlighter. 
 
    She wasn’t going to kill Sierra. The rules of the Covenant might forgive her for it, but Winter simply wasn’t that type of witch. With that said, she would absolutely make her leave town. The timing was perfect with what Jax had told her about Sierra’s recent spurt of wanderlust, the van adventure she’d almost dragged him off on. 
 
    It was hard for Winter not to wonder if she’d really done Jax any favors by trying, and mostly succeeding, to keep him isolated from this side of the world. She’d been isolating both of them, really, even though her writing had been primarily in arcane research and she’d never really left the culture entirely. 
 
    It felt so natural to you, she thought. Just an extension of your natural shyness. Becoming a hermit of the supernatural world, keeping the Covenant beyond arm’s reach. 
 
    But Jax was different. The simple fact that he was a man would have made him an instant target. The Covenant was a society dominated by women, to the point where men were one in a thousand. He would have been pulled in every direction starting at the instant his power began to manifest, which she suspected it already had. 
 
    He may have become a target anyway, with Sierra drawn to him so specifically. Yeah, you did so many favors for him, Winter.  
 
    It’d been Case’s choice, ultimately, not hers. He’d always talked about getting out, how he planned to bend over backwards to make sure Jax grew up as “mundane as he could make him.” To not grow up like him, sucked into his own celebrity amid the Covenant and prone to ridiculous, sex- and danger-filled adventures. 
 
    Those fucking adventures had changed him. Those fucking adventures were what had gotten him killed. 
 
    Winter focused her attention on her surroundings as she finally approached Sierra’s door. It was a small house clearly subdivided into apartments. She’d seen Jax go around back and followed that same path, finding a set of glass doors that revealed a dimly lit space within. 
 
    Stopping at the edge of visibility, still cloaked in both her robe and the darkness of night, she tried to get a sense of what awaited her. There weren’t any lights on inside, and potentially, that was perfect. She was patient by nature, and having a chance to scope out the succubus’s setup, possibly even set up a trap ahead of the encounter, fit her style. 
 
    Still, she knew better than to lean too strongly on her initial assumptions. She did a complete lap around to the other side of the building, used a listening spell to make an attempt at getting a sense of the interior, and then finally approached the basement doors again. Her cloak blew sideways as the wind picked up, and she used that moment to break the lock with a common spell of opening. 
 
    The door swung quietly on its hinges. She waited a few seconds before stepping into the apartment, listening again for another interval once she was inside. Pointing with her finger wand, Winter conjured a simple light orb, using the illumination to reveal more of the space. 
 
    Something shattered beyond the doors to her right, the sound as sharp and distinct as a glass bottle against concrete. Several of the charms on her robe broke, which was both concerning and unusual. She hadn’t seen or sensed any spell work, and succubi weren’t really known for working advanced magic to begin with. 
 
    Winter backed out through the doors, cautious and alert. Had she bitten off more than she could chew? Her ego said no, but the evidence seemed to disagree. She retreated outside, first thinking to circle around the house again. The high-pitched whine of an attack spell sounded from behind her.  
 
    She tried to dodge, pulling her cowl up, feeling another charm she’d reinforced over months and years break and dissolve into ambient essence. It didn’t make sense for a simple succubus to have these kinds of defenses, but sometimes life was simply like that. 
 
    Retreat was her only option, and even then, she was limited to a single direction. Winter charged into the trees behind Sierra’s apartment, feeling the branches scratching her face and tangling her hair, the uneven ground threatening to sprain her ankles with each stumbling step through the dark. 
 
    She made it through to the street on the other side. Someone, something, was still behind her, unseen but committed to the pursuit. There was another high-pitched hiss of attack magic, and this time, her cloak couldn’t save her.  
 
    “No!” she shouted. 
 
    Her last thought was to try to twist to get a clear view of Sierra, or whichever powerful moonlighter was slinging around such significant power, but she never managed to. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Winter was staring at her own body, confused and only slowly remembering the procession of recent events. Her body lay on the side of the road. Several cars had stopped nearby, one of them an ambulance, another a police cruiser. 
 
    “What’s… happened?” she asked. 
 
    An EMT stepped through her on his way to lean down over her prone body. Winter saw him shudder and shake one hand as though he’d just been hit by an unexpected cold breeze. She looked at her body, hair frazzled, still wearing her now useless spell cloak. She looked down at herself, the obvious only then dawning on her. 
 
    She was translucent, a vague, blue-white outline of a woman. 
 
    “…No.” She clutched at her chest, face contorting with pain. “No!” 
 
    Technically, by mundane standards, her body was still alive. She watched one of the paramedics pull her eyelid open and shine a light in, saw the vital hue of her cheeks, the gentle rise and fall of her chest.  
 
    To any moonlighter within the Covenant, anyone knowledgeable enough to recognize spell death, her body was no more than a braindead husk. The last spell had targeted her soul, rather than her physical form, and it’d been powerful enough to do its job. 
 
    Winter had always assumed that spell death meant the soul was entirely lost, not just separated, torn out. Her analytical side leaned into the mystery of the new knowledge. The rest of her collapsed from grief. 
 
    Ghosts are real, she thought. It feels distinctly unfair that I had to become one to find that out. 
 
    The moment became raw again as she watched the paramedics loading her body, loading her, onto a stretcher. There was no undoing a spell death, no coming back from this. She would never see Jax again, touch his hands, hug him, but all of that was minor compared to the fact that he’d have to finish growing up all alone. 
 
    She’d never told him what he was. So rare, a male moonlighter amid the Covenant, but he was Case’s son, after all. He would have been popular within the supernatural community, which is exactly why his father had wanted so badly for him to stay out of it, away from the risks, the temptations. 
 
    They ended up finding him anyway. 
 
    She had to go to him, regardless of how painful it would be. If she could simply affect reality in a small way, a note, or even pulling a book off a shelf in her office, she might still be able to warn him in time. It was such a stupid, desperate hope, but she clung to it like armor, like glue holding together the pieces of a broken cup. 
 
    Winter felt her soul undergoing a shift. She’d been fading before, slowly dissolving into background essence, but she shored up her base, collected her own power. Molded by her own will, she became more than a lost soul. She became a true ghost, or at least as near to one as a person with a still-breathing body could be. 
 
    She watched the ambulance drive off and set out to find her son. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
    JACKSON – SOULTORN 
 
      
 
    “I drank too much,” muttered Jackson. “I drank way too much.” 
 
    “That’s true enough.” The apparition of his mother smiled and stooped as though to scoop the bottle of vodka out of his hand, though her fingers passed right through it. “But I’m still here. Or at least, a part of me is.” 
 
    “I’ve lost my mind, then,” he said. “This… can’t be happening.” 
 
    “Jax,” whispered Winter. “You aren’t crazy. You’re a moonlighter, an individual attuned to magic and the supernatural. A rare one, at that. It’s fascinating. I always assumed the rumors of ghost whisperers and mystics and soultorn were unsubstantiated.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “As far as I know, and I keep up with all of the latest arcane publications, there has never been a verified case of a moonlighter who can communicate with the dead,” said Winter. 
 
    Jackson shook his head, almost mute from the combination of surprise and relief. He opened the bottle of vodka and took a quick sip, hoping it might steady his nerves enough to navigate the chaos of the moment. 
 
    “I’m dreaming, then,” he said. 
 
    Winter let out a small, patient laugh. “That’s a fair reaction. I can’t imagine how much this must be for you to take in all at once. I can prove that you’re not, or at least provide some evidence for you to consider, if you’d like?” 
 
    Jackson stared at her, wanting so badly to just go along with it, even if he’d wake up and feel the heartache born anew. He reached a hand out to touch the ghost, filling in her true color in his head, the vivid presence lacking in the pale blue spirit. 
 
    “Whoa!” Winter sucked in a breath as his hand made actual contact with her shoulder.  
 
    Color briefly shimmered through the place where Jackson’s fingers had connected with her outline, almost as though the ethereal translucence was simply a shell of makeup that could be washed off. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” he snapped. 
 
    “I don’t know, which is why you should go inside, go into my office, and start looking through my books. Come on. And for God’s sake, Jax, put the cap back on that bottle. Who even bought it for you?” 
 
    He put the cap back on, wincing at her tone. “Well, at the very least you sound and act like my mother.” 
 
    With his mother’s advice on where to find a hidden spare house key, they went inside. Jackson ran his hand through his hair as he set the bottle down on the kitchen counter. He followed her ghost upstairs, flinching as he watched her fade directly through the door instead of stopping to open it. 
 
    “Well?” She poked her head back out, just her head. “It’s unlocked, luckily. I was in a rush when I left.” 
 
    “Aunt Molly didn’t elaborate on your accident,” he said, turning the handle. “What’s going on? What actually happened tonight?” 
 
    “Your girlfriend is probably a succubus in human form,” said Winter.  
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you that Sierra isn’t my… wait, what?” 
 
    “A succubus,” said Winter. “One of a variety of non-human beings intelligent enough to participate in the Covenant as a moonlighter. I went to force her out of town before she had you entirely enthralled.” 
 
    “Without telling me?” Jackson narrowed his eyes and shut the door to her office behind him as he entered. “You kept all of this secret? How am I even supposed to react to that?” 
 
    “I was trying to protect you.” Winter sighed and lowered her gaze. “Your father wanted to raise you in the normal world. You would understand if you’d known him, both as a person and in context. Along with the various mistakes he made in his life. Male moonlighters are extremely rare and often live… challenging lives.” 
 
    “Well, clearly your strategy panned out!” he shouted. 
 
    “Clearly.” Winter gave him a sad smile and nodded, blinking in a way that made him immediately start wondering if ghosts could cry.  
 
    He tried to set his hand on her shoulder again, expecting the same burst of form and color he’d somehow managed before, but nothing happened. 
 
    “So,” he said. “What am I looking for in here?” 
 
    “I have at least one book that should relate to the so-called rumors of moonlighters who are capable of interacting with lost spirits,” said Winter. “It’s likely going to be fairly technical, but if you can find it and get it open and flip the pages for me, I can help us both get a better idea of what’s going on with you.” 
 
    “Sure. What’s it called?” 
 
    “I’m… not sure,” she said. “I got it from your father years ago, before you were even born. I’ll know it when I see it, though.” 
 
    She started moving through her office, which was a reasonably sized room with multiple bookcases. Jackson watched as she worked her way down each one, eventually bending forward to examine the lower rows of faded book spines. She was very much a ghost, but he couldn’t help but notice that she still very much had an excellent butt. 
 
    It wasn’t the time, or the place, or the situation, but he couldn’t resist. He gently reached out, trying to remember what he’d done before. He pictured her as she’d been in body, the image still so vivid in his mind. He remembered touching her, the warm, supple sensation of her flesh underneath his fingers. 
 
    Another splash of color rippled over Winter’s exterior, almost like the way a puddle of oil carries an indescribable combination of hues. His mother made a surprised noise and spun around. 
 
    “Did you just… grab my ass?” she demanded. 
 
    “I was testing my power,” he said. “I think I’m starting to get an idea of how it works.” 
 
    Winter pulled her mouth sideways, annoyed but clearly also amused. “How about we save the testing for later? You’re unbelievable.” 
 
    He laughed and reached out again, touching her on the edge of her chin and once more using the strange trick to embody the point of contact momentarily. “The first thing I’m going to do once I figure it out is… give you a hug.” 
 
    “Oh, Jax.” Winter tried to set her hand atop his, but he lost concentration. His heart pounded in his chest like he’d just run a mile, and he wondered if there was a physical cost on his end for doing whatever it was he was doing. 
 
    They eventually found the book, Theory of Soul Mechanics, at the far end of the second row from the bottom of one of the bookcases. Jackson dusted a heavy layer of dust from the spine as he pulled it loose. He set it down on his mother’s desk and opened it to the first page. 
 
    “It’s going to be fairly dense reading,” said Winter. “Let me do my best to translate it into a more understandable format for you.” 
 
    She started to push by him, but he didn’t move. 
 
    “We can both read it together,” he said. “Sound good?” 
 
    She smiled and nodded, taking up a position just behind him to read over his shoulder. Her presence as a ghost was so different than it had been as a woman, but not necessarily worse. Her ethereal arm brushed his, and he felt a prickle of goose flesh. Different, not worse, apart from the whole complete separation from her real, physical body aspect. 
 
    “You’re not reading,” said Winter without looking at him. 
 
    “True.” He touched her back this time, watching as his mother sucked in a breath in response to whatever power it was that he’d discovered. “It’s like you said. Dense.” 
 
    She arched her back, smiling, eyes still panning back and forth across sentences. “Flip to the next page.” 
 
    “Is it telling us what we need to know?” he asked. 
 
    “Bits and pieces of it. Do you still get sleep paralysis?” 
 
    “…Yeah,” he said. “Nearly every night.” 
 
    “That means that more than likely, you’re a soultorn.” She glanced at him, looking his body up and down as though seeing him anew. “That sensation during sleep is your soul partially separating from your body.” 
 
    “That’s crazy. I mean… isn’t it? Lots of people get sleep paralysis.” 
 
    “It’s not sleep paralysis, it just resembles it,” said Winter. “If none of this had happened, you might have gone your entire life without ever realizing there was a difference.” 
 
    “Is it dangerous?” he asked. “I was getting this sense whenever I get sleep paralysis that if it goes on for too long or if I struggle against it, something really bad might happen.” 
 
    His mother was reading so intensely that she didn’t seem to really hear him, only offering the lightest of shrugs. He’d seen this side of her many times before — she was wrapped up in her work, the mystery of a new intellectual puzzle. It made him smile, and it made his heart swell… and it made his heart ache. 
 
    He eventually gave up trying to read alongside her, instead eyeing the various spines of books along the shelves of her office. If he’d ever bothered to pay even the slightest amount of attention during the times he’d come in here to see her while she was working, he would have noticed something off. Sapience of Arcane Entities, Thesis of Omni-Elemental Spellwork, Analysis of South American Potion Herbology...  
 
    She hid it all in plain sight, he thought. Or maybe I’m just an idiot. 
 
    “Here we go,” said Winter. “The primary power of a soultorn is the application of their soul matrix. I’m assuming that’s what you’ve been doing each time you’ve touched me with that interesting effect. There’s also mention here of soulwalking, but I’m not sure if this volume actually has a chapter on it.” 
 
    “Alright. How does this soul matrix work? What am I supposed to do with it? Can I use it offensively, or…?” 
 
    His mother gave a slight shake of her head, again lost within the words, partially deaf from her voracious reading. She made an attempt at flipping the page, probably on reflex, and then waved him over to do it for her. 
 
    “The soul matrix allows you to embody lost spirits, or ghosts,” said Winter. “It’s a form of essence sharing. You’re basically focusing your own magical essence and lending it outward to a ghost to allow them a certain amount of physicality within a pocket realm of your own creation.”  
 
    “Layman’s terms?” 
 
    “When you use your soul matrix, you can touch me and see me as though I were alive again.” Winter steepled her fingers, clearly thinking about the implications in the background. “I can also interact in more ways with the world. Other people still can’t see me or touch me, but I can potentially interact with them by moving objects.” 
 
    “But only during the actual period in which I’m maintaining my soul matrix?” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Winter. “I think that may be the limiting factor to begin with. For you to embody my entire, well, body, may still be beyond your skill level. Or for you to manage it for longer than just a few seconds at a time.” 
 
    He nodded as though it was what he’d expected, but it was hard to keep the disappointment from showing plainly on his face. Part of him had secretly been hoping that there might be a way to apply the soul matrix long term, set it and forget it, to have Winter embodied on her own terms. 
 
    To go back to how things were, he thought. There’s no going back. But wait…? 
 
    “Okay, so I’m a soultorn,” said Jackson. “You technically still have a body, in the hospital. I can use the soul matrix, practice soul mechanics, or whatever. Shouldn’t there be a way for me to just plop you back into your body?” 
 
    Winter glanced at him, flashing a smile with brittle hope that made him instantly realize how far ahead of him she’d already been thinking. She motioned for another page flip, and for a while, he just stood there, helping her read. 
 
    “It doesn’t appear as though there’s anything in the book about that,” she finally said. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean it can’t be done.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t, but…” She took a breath and gave him a gentle smile. “For now, we should just appreciate the fact that you can even see me to begin with.” 
 
    “See you, and touch you.” He reached for her face, brushing back a few strands of her hair as he used his soul matrix, embodying that side of her head. “Let’s give it a real try.” 
 
    “Alright.” She smiled and faced him directly. “The book does say that some of the soultorn are powerful enough to use their soul matrix at a distance, but it’s clearly easier with direct contact. You can touch me, Jax.” 
 
    She presented herself in a manner that made those words feel confusing — not quite lewd, but not quite safe, either. Arms slightly outstretched, her eyes behind her ethereal glasses as curious as he felt about what might happen. 
 
    He set his hands on her hips and slowly rubbed them up her body, creating expanding smears of color and form across her body as though he was hand painting with living paint. Winter’s eyes fluttered, and she bit her lower lip.  
 
    He brought his fingers higher, tracing the contour from her hips to her waist, up the sides of her chest, along her neck, cupping her cheek. She staggered, buckling slightly from some aspect of the sensation. Jackson pulled her into a hug, just like he’d promised to. 
 
    “Jesus…” Winter’s voice verged on climactic. 
 
    “Are you alright?” He squeezed her upper body, which was now fully within his soul matrix, vivid and touchable. His heart pounded as though he was in the middle of a workout, but it was manageable for him if it was for her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” said his mother. “It’s the contrast, the shift. Having everything I’ve lost by being a ghost come back all at once.” 
 
    Jackson winced, feeling so incredibly sad about some aspect of that statement. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she explained, shaking her head. “It’s intense, but interesting. And in some ways, being a lost spirit… a ghost… I think it suits my personality. It must sound so sad or weird for me to phrase it like that, but there’s this element of introspection to being disembodied that I guess I’ve found a way to accept.” 
 
    “That’s not weird,” he said. “Just proof of how strong you are. I missed you so much, Mom. You were barely even gone for half a day and I was a wreck.” 
 
    “Oh, Jax…” Winter leaned into the hug. “I’ve missed you too.” 
 
    He kissed the top of her head. “So much.” 
 
    He let his kisses travel, her cheek, a quick one on the lips, a longer one on the lips. He embodied more of her, materializing pale thighs as he sank his fingers into that same soft, warm flesh. Within his soul matrix, his little pocket realm, her body felt indistinguishable from the real thing. 
 
    There is a difference, he thought. I doubt ghosts can get pregnant. I could go off in her as much as I wanted. 
 
    “You’re… making progress… sweetie.” His mother tried to get a word in between the torrent of touching and kisses. “But we should… really finish our discussion.” 
 
    She patted his chest, and then his bulge, looking conflicted. Her hair was a little frazzled, and her glasses had slid forward at an angle. 
 
    “I need to practice,” he whispered. 
 
    “You call this practice?” Winter removed one of his hands from her breast and kissed his knuckles. Her other hand was still touching his cock through his shorts, and she gave it a soft squeeze, a warning in the wrapper of foreplay. 
 
    Jackson heard a faint pop, like the air in his ears shifting due to change in elevation. His soul matrix wavered, and a thin trickle of blood ran down from his nose, which he touched and looked at blankly. 
 
    “Jax!” cried Winter. “Hold on! I’ll get you a tissue!” 
 
    She reached for one, fading back into ethereal translucence, and, of course, only managed to pantomime pulling it loose from the box. Jackson grabbed it and wiped his upper lip, feeling a sudden dizzying exhaustion pressing down on his shoulders. 
 
     “I’m fine,” he said. “There is a toll, I think, in using the soul matrix. But I meant what I said. I want to practice it. I want to get better at it, so at least until we figure out how to get you back into your body, you can still be, well, you.” 
 
    “Oh, Jax.” Winter reached her hand out to touch his.  
 
    Jax took it, embodying just enough for their fingers to thread together and squeeze tight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
    WINTER – HOUSEHOLD CHORES 
 
      
 
    “One more time,” said Jax. “Please?” 
 
    Winter was scanning through Arcane Soul Mechanics a second time, with his help. He’d helped her turn the pages again at first, but she’d reached a point where she realized she could affect just enough of the world to flip them herself, her touch interacting like carefully aimed breath. 
 
    “Hold on,” she said. “I want to see if the book says anything about how being pulled into your soul matrix affects my long-term ability to interact with the world.” 
 
    “Can’t we just experiment and find out for ourselves?” asked Jax. “If I pull you into my soul matrix again, and you leave feeling even stronger, we’ll have our answer.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Winter tried not to smile, her analytical, research-driven side loving the idea. “I suppose that is true. God, I wish I could lift a pen so I could take notes!” 
 
    Jax came up behind her, brushing her hair back, and planted a kiss on her neck in the same instant he embodied the area between her chin and shoulder. The sensation was enough to make her melt, enough to be completely unfair. 
 
    It’s like his normal touch on steroids, she thought. Oh, God. I have to control myself. I have to say something. 
 
    “Jax,” she whispered. “When you… touch me like that, it’s a little bit…” 
 
    “Too much for you?” The smugness practically dripped from his tone. 
 
    “It’s not too much for me,” she snapped. “It’s just a very… interesting sensation. I’m still getting used to it.” 
 
    “We’re both practicing, then.” He ran his hands across her shoulders, and then down her body, drawing more of her in with his power. Winter arched her back, her head briefly leaning onto his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s not just that,” she managed as he cupped one of her buttocks. “I already explained to you that Sierra is a succubus. I believe that she may have been influencing us recently, to a certain degree. Either through a spell hidden in the house or lingering lust essence.” 
 
    “I’ve actually been thinking about that too.” He kissed her neck again, and Winter’s eyes fluttered as she struggled to hold it together. “It doesn’t make sense that Sierra could be a succubus, but it also makes perfect sense.” 
 
    “Care to explain that obvious contradiction?” she said, working the words out with what was left of her breath. 
 
    “Sierra always has guys eating out of the palm of her hand,” he said. “All of them except for me. I could always see the real her, what lay underneath the effect she must have been putting out. I think I’m immune, or at least resistant.” 
 
    “She gave you a blowjob in our living room!” said Winter with surprising vehemence even to herself. 
 
    “I’m a guy. It wasn’t like I was going to turn that down. Besides, I didn’t even finish.” 
 
    Not like with you, his eyes seemed to say.  
 
    “Well…” Winter tried to think as she felt his hand rubbing the inside of her thigh as he continued to expand his soul matrix. “It takes two to tango, mister. I may have still been affected by her aura.” 
 
    Though now, as she considered it, she hadn’t really been in much close contact with Sierra. It was possible — she knew enough as a witch to know that almost anything was possible. Was she simply hoping that her lust had been magically dialed up as a way of deflecting her own responsibility over what she’d let him get away with? 
 
    “I know that,” he said. “If you want me to stop, I will.” 
 
    “Jax, I love you,” she said, turning around and touching his chest. “I don’t want you to stop… but I also don’t want you to keep going.” 
 
    “Care to explain that obvious contradiction?” He grinned and stole another kiss. Her body wasn’t completely embodied, but everything from midthigh up was there, touchable, extra sensitive, hot and bothered. 
 
    Jax scooped her up by the legs and plopped her down on her own desk as though he intended to take her, right then and there. And why shouldn’t he? Hadn’t he earned it? Wasn’t this just practice? 
 
    She opened her mouth to remind him that their house did have a couch and several beds, and then closed it with enough force to make her teeth lightly click. “You’re still drunk.” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    She touched his chest, sighed, and gave a tiny shake of her head. “Go get some sleep. You were probably up for most of the night.” 
 
    “So were you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if ghosts even have to sleep.” 
 
    He nodded, looking sad, concerned, but not too disappointed. “Right.” 
 
    He kissed her on the cheek and stepped backward. 
 
    “I love you, Jax.” 
 
    “I love you, Mom. I’m so glad that…” He smiled and turned his hand up. “Just that you’re still here.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Winter had a mixture of feelings. It was just the kind of day where there was no escaping it. She really was so proud of Jax, proud to the point of bursting, and she wanted him to have everything he wanted in life, while simultaneously knowing she couldn’t let his memory of her become that of a slutty ghost. 
 
    You’re so much more than that, she thought. You’re his mother. 
 
    She turned that thought over, trying to decide whether it was any less weird. Sitting still left her with too much time for her mind to wander, which was dangerous in her current state.  
 
    She resolved to at least make an attempt at doing some of the various chores that needed to be taken care of around the house. Jax was going to need help to look after himself. He was barely more than a boy, nineteen and a smattering of months. 
 
    It scared her to think of what would have happened if she hadn’t gotten this chance to hold on, keep watching over him. He would have been essentially alone in the world, without the knowledge he’d need to protect himself. 
 
    What about you, she wondered. You can only think about him for so long before you’ll get an empty moment and have to start focusing on yourself again. 
 
    She let out a ghostly sigh and finally considered some of the scary questions looming over her. Was there really no chance of her ever getting back into her body?  
 
    The second Jax had begun to understand the nature of his power, he’d latched on to the prospect, but he didn’t understand what spell death was, how it was treated within the Covenant. It was irreversible to the point where simply asking questions like that came off as incredibly naïve. 
 
    How long could she exist as a ghost? Such a strange question. If someone had asked her if ghosts exist a few days earlier, she would have told them essentially no, that while it was technically possible, there was no hard evidence. She was one of the people who would have known, would have examined the possibility from all angles instead of just dismissing it like a fairy tale. 
 
    As the saying goes, you don’t know what you don’t know. 
 
    Chores. She drew her focus away from the questions that had begun to haunt her as much as she now haunted the world and turned toward the kitchen. There were some dishes in the sink, nothing slovenly, but a couple of plates and some utensils. 
 
    She took a breath and focused her will and the tips of her ghostly fingers on shifting the faucet over to the other side of the sink. It was like trying to bend metal with her bare hands, a step above and beyond flipping the pages of the book earlier. 
 
    She could feel it slowly turning, ever so slowly, to a point where if someone witnessed it, their first thought would probably be “huh, weird,” rather than to scream about a ghost. But she was doing it. She was getting it done, and for whatever reason, she couldn’t stop smiling like an idiot. She could do this. She could help Jax, protect him, guide him. Her final wish. 
 
    Turning the faucet on was, surprisingly, much easier than moving it into place had been. The dishwasher seemed out of the question for now, given the force it would take to open the door, but she could get some water moving over the dishes, maybe even work in some soap. 
 
    The dish soap’s cap opened for her fingers with a slightly painful snap, like opening a twist-off beer top with a sore thumb. She thought about several different ways of attempting to get the soap out before deciding tipping the bottle onto its side was the only real, viable option. 
 
    She got it rocking first, pushing it back and forth until it finally looked about ready to tip the way she needed it to… before tipping the wrong way. Winter swore as the bottle, newly bought and heavy, slammed down into the dishes, striking one of the plates at just the right angle to shatter it into pieces. She’d bought those plates as a set and had worked so hard to keep them all together. 
 
     Doing the dishes, so simple, so easy, and she couldn’t even manage that much. She closed her eyes and took an unsteady breath. Part of her expected Jax to run in, to ask what’d happened, to comfort her, even. She didn’t want that, not for this moment, not with her crying over a sink of dirty and broken dishes that she couldn’t do anything about. 
 
    Piece by piece, she thought. You’ll clean up the mess. You always do. 
 
    It took her the better part of an hour. It was like moving concrete blocks, each piece of the plate too heavy to lift and only capable of sliding in response to her efforts, sharp enough on one side to cut. She learned that she couldn’t really be “cut” in the sense of earning a wound that would bleed, but she could still feel the pain of the cut. 
 
    Sliding the last piece into the garbage made her smile and sigh with relief. She could hear Jax’s voice distantly from upstairs. Was he on the phone? 
 
    “No,” he said, almost shouting. “No! Well, yes, I was drinking before, but I’m basically sober now. I’m not crazy with grief or crazy in general. She’s here, Aunt Molly! As a ghost! Yes, I know it sounds insane. Just… get over here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
    JACKSON – QUESTIONS 
 
      
 
    “I’m fully capable of loading and starting the dishwasher,” said Jackson. “If you can believe it, I’m also familiar with unloading it and putting the dishes away.” 
 
    “I know you are,” said his mother, watching him as he cleaned the sink. 
 
    “It was one of my chores for a while, until you started doing it before I ever could.” 
 
    “You would forget and then I’d have to do it anyway.” She shrugged and folded her arms. “I just don’t want you to feel overwhelmed by all of the new responsibilities you’re going to be taking on.” 
 
    “So help me feel less overwhelmed.” He closed the dishwasher and came over to her, taking one of her hands.  
 
    His mom let out this sexy gasp that he was really starting to enjoy hearing as he pulled her into his soul matrix, embodying first her arm and then everything from the hips up. 
 
    “You should study the book we found some more before getting too cavalier about using your power, mister,” she said. 
 
    “So help me study.” He grinned, raising her arm over her head and twisting her into a spin as though they were dancing. Once, twice, and a half around before pulling her back to him with her embodied butt against his crotch. 
 
    “Jax,” whispered Winter. “Our lives are already going to be chaotic enough without thrusting any new… complications into the mix.” 
 
    He heard her. He agreed with her. He touched her, hands sliding across her soft, taut stomach, stopping just short of cupping her breasts. 
 
    “What about gently sliding these new complications in?” 
 
    “I don’t think that would change much.” Winter’s voice was irritated but amused, and she was leaning back against him, her body not quite on the same page. 
 
    “What about jamming them in?” he whispered. He rocked forward into her, losing any semblance of control for an instant of horny grinding.  
 
    His mom let out another sexy gasp and finally slipped forward and away from him. 
 
    “Watch it, mister,” she said. “I don’t think you want to find out what happens when you get on a ghost’s bad side.” 
 
    He opened his mouth with a retort and then closed it. He actually wasn’t sure what would happen if she got peeved enough at him to use her ghostly nature for a creative punishment.  
 
    “You are correct about that,” he said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize,” she said. “We just have to work on establishing our boundaries.” 
 
    “Once they’re established, though…” He made a rolling gesture with his hand. “Then I can push up against them?” 
 
    The doorbell rang. Molly, probably. She’d told Jackson over the phone that she was heading straight over, though the way she’d emphasized that he should stay calm and stay put had been annoying. She most likely thought she was dropping in on a health crisis, rather than an epic supernatural development. 
 
    “You’re here,” said Molly, voice dripping with relief. “Thank God! Oh, Jax!” 
 
    She pulled him into a tight hug. Jackson squeezed her back, tapping one of her shoulders after a second. 
 
    “We’re both here,” he said. 
 
    “Um… right.” Molly stepped in and closed the door. “Just to be clear, and this isn’t an accusation, but you didn’t drink anything more between when we last spoke and now, did you?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” He gave her a level look, annoyed by the amount of concern in her expression. “I’m fine. I’m not crazy.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you’re crazy, Jax,” said Molly. “Grief is just… a powerful thing. It can overwhelm us, sometimes, and…” 
 
    “I’m not overwhelmed by grief!” he said, a bit louder than probably necessary. “I’m something called a soultorn. I can see ghosts and pull them into pocket realities and, uh…” 
 
    He glanced at Winter, who gave a small shrug. 
 
    “Show her the book?” she suggested. “Actually, don’t show her the book yet. She’ll think you got all this into your head after reading it.” 
 
    “Jax,” said Molly. “I’m… having a hard time with all of this, too. It’s an impossible, unfair situation. But we have to keep it together, okay? We have to at least try.” 
 
    Jackson slowly nodded. “I am trying. I thought it was insane, too, that I was hallucinating or something. Part of me is still a little scared that I… might be, I guess. But I’m not.” 
 
    “You aren’t,” Winter assured him.  
 
    “I know,” he said, looking at her. “It’s just a lot to take in.” 
 
    Molly slowly backed away from him and cleared her throat. “Is she in the room with us right now, Jax?” 
 
    “Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Winter walked over to the light switch and, with a grunt of effort, flicked it down, and then pushed it back up.  
 
    Molly blinked in surprise, opened her mouth, closed it. “Was that… No way.” 
 
    “Yes way,” said Jackson. “She told me everything. About moonlighters, the Covenant. About how Sierra is an actual succubus.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” Molly walked over to the couch and sank down onto it, hands dangling between her knees. “Where is she now?” 
 
    Winter was right in front of her and flicked her earlobe with an ethereal finger. “I can already tell that trying to communicate with people who aren’t you is going to be extremely annoying.” 
 
    “Ow!” said Molly. “My earring? Seriously, Winnie? I… I still can’t believe this. Am I losing my mind, too?” 
 
    “You’re not losing your mind,” Jackson said, for what felt like the tenth time. He went up to his mom’s office and came back down with Theory of Soul Mechanics. Molly frowned as she examined the cover and began skimming the book’s contents. 
 
    “This is all just speculative pseudoarcanism,” she said. “Ghosts aren’t real, at least not in the way that they’re portrayed in the mundane world.” 
 
    “She is impossible,” muttered Winter. She began flipping the page of the book over and over again until Molly finally took the hint. 
 
    “Ghosts are real, Molly,” said Jackson. “So are witches and succubi and spells, apparently. An entire side of the world that my mother, and I guess you, too, kept me completely in the dark on.” 
 
    Molly let out a small, sad laugh. “Yeah. To be honest, I’m surprised my sister, Winter Ambrosia, managed to fool you so effectively. You never even questioned her name, or what her writing was focused on, or picked up on any of the other obvious hints.” 
 
    “Winter…” muttered Jackson. “She’s, what? Some kind of… ice witch?” 
 
    He glanced at Winter, who scowled at him and said, “Hey!” 
 
    “Don’t ever let her hear you call her that,” said Molly, cackling. “Well, I suppose you kind of just did. She prefers the term temperature arcanist, though we do call each other and ourselves witches here and there. It’s a term that’s borderline pejorative coming from a man.” 
 
    “I see,” said Jackson, though he wasn’t sure he really did. “Did my grandparents know what her power was going to be when she was born? When they named her? Otherwise…” 
 
    “Oh no, she learned all the hot and cold spells ironically at first. I think it annoyed her a little when she realized she had a certain knack for it.” 
 
    “What annoys me is only being able to listen to your aunt without giving any context or a proper rebuttal to what she’s saying,” muttered Winter. 
 
    “She’s a genius, you know,” said Molly, smiling. “Reclusive, but brilliant. She won a Merlin Grant. They only give out three each year to the most promising up-and-coming sorceresses, along with the rare warlock, though usually that’s just to at least pretend at some semblance of gender balance.” 
 
    “A Merlin Grant…” muttered Jackson. “I have no idea what that is, but it sounds prestigious.”  
 
    He looked at his mom, and it was hard to tell with her in her ethereal state, but it looked like she was blushing. 
 
    “Almost two decades ago,” said Winter, smiling but shaking her head. 
 
    “This is… a lot to take in,” said Jackson.  
 
    “For you and me both.” Molly pressed both palms together, her face scrunching up with concern. “Jackson… How is she? You can answer, too, Winter, if there’s a way for that. Is she… are you… alright?” 
 
    “Tell her I’m fine,” said Winter. “Aside from the whole spell death thing. I’m still me. I haven’t given up.” 
 
    “She hasn’t given up,” said Jackson. “But I think she’s putting on a strong front for your sake.” 
 
    He heard his mother sigh but knew it was true, regardless of whether she’d admit it. 
 
    “You know about the supernatural,” said Molly. “Moonlighters, people with The Gift. You know about the Covenant, the pact or set of rules that all moonlighters generally subscribe to and abide by.” 
 
    “What are the rules?” asked Jackson. 
 
    “In general, it’s all fairly basic stuff,” said Molly. “No using magic in front of mundane people. No murdering anyone, though a lot of fighting and sapping still takes place. Sapping is stealing of essence, basically what your succubus girlfriend had set out to do in this town.” 
 
    Jackson nodded and decided to just start asking any and every question he could think of. “Are monsters real?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Molly. “Though the word monster is… not quite derogatory, but generally, you should always try to name them by their type.” 
 
    “Is there an afterlife?” he asked. 
 
    Molly snorted with laughter. “No idea. I would think that my sister would… have a better grasp of that.” 
 
    She sounded sad as she finished her sentence and dropped her gaze. Jackson did, in fact, glance over at Winter, but she simply shook her head. 
 
    “I didn’t see a light at the end of the tunnel, if that’s what you’re asking,” said his mother. “I don’t know with any more certainty now than I did before.” 
 
    “How does spellcasting work?” asked Jackson. 
 
    “Trial and error, mostly,” said Molly, with Winter nodding next to her. “A spell is just a working of essence made into form by a verbal incantation or fingerplay. There are what’s called common spells, which you can easily learn from a book, and custom spells, which tend to be personal creations. You need to have the Gift in a way that allows you to cast, of course.” 
 
    “Would I have that, as a soultorn?” 
 
    “I have no idea what a soultorn is,” said Molly. 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” provided Winter. “Your power is more focused and niche. That doesn’t mean it can’t still do some incredible things, though.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Jackson leaned back on the couch and ran his hands through his hair. “This is a lot to take in.” 
 
    “Understandably,” said Winter, moving to gently rub his shoulders from behind. “It’s hard to avoid information overload when you’ve been kept in the dark for so long. Jax… I am sorry. I thought it was for the best, and I’d promised your father.” 
 
    Her fingers tickled against his shoulders until he focused his soul matrix, giving her hands form and turning the cold sensation into a gentle massage. “I get it. You were only trying to protect me.” 
 
    “It’s a bit weird when you just start talking and interacting with my dead sister out of nowhere,” muttered Molly. “Kind of like listening to one side of a phone call.” 
 
    Winter made a noise and gently shook Jackson’s shoulders. “Go get a pen.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
    WINTER – PLAN OF ACTION 
 
      
 
    Jax did bring Winter a pen, and the three of them quickly acknowledged that she couldn’t use it, not in a way that let her write legibly at a reasonable speed. He pulled her into his soul matrix, which helped enough for her to get words out, but almost immediately she noticed the thin beads of sweat on his forehead, how pale his copper-hued skin was becoming. 
 
    “I have a better idea,” said Winter. “Scrabble.” 
 
    Jax furrowed his brow for a moment before getting her point. “Right. That might be perfect.” 
 
    He scattered the pieces onto the coffee table and both he and Molly gathered around. It was an odd moment, tense but intimate. Jax cleared his throat and spread his hand out flat on the table. 
 
    “Spell death,” he said. “Is there a way to undo it?” 
 
    “No,” said Winter and Molly simultaneously. 
 
    “I knew you were going to say that. Just thought I’d ask one more time before suggesting what I’m about to suggest.” 
 
    He grabbed Theory of Soul Mechanics from the arm of the couch and began flipping it open. Winter looked at him with a small, sad frown and started to shake her head. 
 
    “Jax,” she said, softly. “I scanned through all the chapters. There’s nothing in there on spell death reattaching souls.” 
 
    She hurriedly spelled a couple of words for Molly’s benefit, ALREADY CHECKED. 
 
    “No, there isn’t anything on spell death, but there’s an entire section devoted to dispel magic,” he said, tapping the chapter heading. “If I’m understanding correctly, it’s a spell that causes spell death, right? It’s not like actual damage has been done to the brain or nervous system.” 
 
    Winter raised an eyebrow. “Yes, but there is no spell that undoes spell death, or potion, even. It’s permanent, as far as anyone knows.” 
 
    She spelled NO COUNTER, and Molly nodded sagely. 
 
    “But still a spell effect.” Jackson raised a finger and then ran it down the page. “Here we go. Soultorn cannot cast normal spells from essence, but excel in niche and unconventional forms of dispel magic and essence absorption.” 
 
    “You think you have the power to… dispel a spell death?” said Winter skeptically. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “I’m not sure. The more I read about this power have, the more intuitive certain aspects feel to me. I think there could be a way if I absorbed some of Sierra’s essence. And figured out how to actually, you know. Manage a dispel.” 
 
    “He’s not even a full twenty-four hours into being part of the Covenant, and he’s already quoting research books and speculating on unimaginably powerful custom spells,” muttered Molly. “He’s definitely your son, Winnie.” 
 
    “She’s actually over there,” said Jax, pointing. 
 
    Molly let out a cackle and stood up. “I’m getting some wine. Does anyone else want some?” 
 
    Jax didn’t answer, eyes still glued to the book. Winter was grinning like an idiot, feeling the truth of Molly’s words alongside her intense pride for her son. He was so smart, so strong to be able to function under the circumstances. Confident, but more than just that. Solid. 
 
    “You’re staring at me,” said Jax with a smirk. “Forgot that I could still see you?” 
 
    Winter felt her neck heat up but couldn’t stop smiling if she’d tried. She took a seat next to him on the couch, leaning in close enough to read over his shoulder. 
 
    “What else did you learn from your read of that?” she asked. 
 
    “I jumped around, so I haven’t read the whole thing.” He brushed his thumb against her leg and his soul matrix pulled her in so fast that it felt like diving into a warm bath. “But I’m definitely learning. It’s… interesting.” 
 
    Winter let out a shaky gasp. She stared down at her legs, her calves, her feet. She wiggled her toes. All of her was embodied, flesh and hair and clothes. The same outfit she’d died in. She stared at Jax, blinking once as he set his hand on her knee, and she felt his touch like a soft hammer. 
 
    “I didn’t understand the act of pushing or pulling my soul matrix,” he said, hand sliding a bit up her leg. “I have to go slow. Breathe. Clear my mind of distractions.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Winter felt his hand slide even further. Was she spreading her legs for him? No. Certainly not now that she’d caught herself. Well… not really. No more than slightly. “What else?” 
 
    “Timing,” he said. “Control. The longer I keep you embodied for, the more it takes out of me. Still experimenting to find the balance.” 
 
    “So this could end at any time?” 
 
    “Without warning.” Jax slid his hand even further, letting his pinkie finger graze her crotch, palming her upper thigh. 
 
    “Your aunt is going to be back with that wine,” she whispered. 
 
    “So what? She can’t see you.” 
 
    She blinked several times, staring at him, knowing she should stop him, possibly even chastise him. It was the kind of thing Case and Margot used to do to each other, seduction in that psychological, fucked-up way. 
 
    You’re wet, she realized. It would appear ghosts can get wet. 
 
    “Alright!” said Molly, happily wielding a bottle and two glasses. “Let’s get down to business.” 
 
    “Let’s.” Jax smiled and innocuously shifted a throw pillow to hide the motion of his hand from Molly’s viewing angle. He let the side of his hand graze her crotch again, and even just the feeling of that was so intense.  
 
    She wanted to stop him, to snap out with matriarchal authority, but it just… felt so good to be back in her body, or an approximation of it. To be whole again, a woman… Goddammit, it made her want to come so badly. At Jax’s hand, no less. 
 
    “We need to take revenge on this stupid succubus bimbo, regardless of anything,” announced Molly as she poured two glasses of wine. She eyed Winter, not seeing her but looking at her, which made Winter’s face flush with shame anyway. “Um, I assume ghosts can’t drink wine?” 
 
    “Not usually,” said Jax. “They indulge in other ways.” 
 
    He rocked his hand back and forth and Winter almost whimpered. She was mad at him, more than anything. Mad at him, but also mad at herself. This certainly didn’t mean he could get away with anything. She’d smack him right down if he tried to go too far. This time, he’d just picked the right moment. Timing. 
 
    “Okay, so…” Molly shrugged and gestured to the room like she felt like she was talking to herself. “Let’s just go stake out her house. See if she’s home. Bust in if she’s not, wait for her to leave and jump her if she is.” 
 
    It sounded like a bad idea, but it was really hard for Winter to focus and come up with a better one while her body was thrumming. She made a little noise as she tried to wiggle forward to move the Scrabble pieces. Jax was gentle but relentless. She spelled MAYBE with the pieces and fell back against the couch, now actively rocking her hips to meet the dirty movements of his hand. 
 
    She was letting him do it, letting him get away with it, all while knowing that she shouldn’t, that it would only lead to more explicit places. It was so wrong, almost recursively so, the wrongness feeding back into the pleasure, the pleasure re-becoming so wrong. He wasn’t even fingering her, just rubbing against the outside of her leggings. If she ever did let him do more… 
 
    Oh, God! 
 
    All at once, the pleasure was too much. Winter made a high-pitched noise, like she’d hit the high note but lost the word. Her foot bumped into the coffee table with decent force for a ghost as she climaxed and melted into a puddle. Two letters slid together, spelling OH in an accidentally appropriate fashion. 
 
    “Oh, what?” asked Molly.  
 
    “I know Sierra,” said Jax, now rubbing Winter’s thigh soothingly instead of sexually. “I’ll know if she’s home. Hell, I know where she hides the spare key for her apartment.” 
 
    “I already… busted the lock.” Winter sat up straight and took a breath, glaring at him slightly as she regained her composure. “You can just go right in.” 
 
    “Mom says the door’s unlocked,” said Jax. “There’s nothing stopping us.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Winter. “Maybe we should—” 
 
    “Great!” said Molly. “I’ll drive.” 
 
    “I’ll finish my wine.” Jax finished his glass, and then let out a great sigh of exertion.  
 
    All at once, Winter slid out of his soul matrix, feeling that indescribable, though not objectively unpleasant, loss off sensation and heat. Jax looked pale and, if she was being honest, a little sickly. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, touching his arm. 
 
    “Hey.” He managed a thin, forced smile. 
 
    “That wasn’t appropriate, and you know it.” 
 
    “You didn’t stop me,” he said. 
 
    “I was in a… sensitive state,” said Winter. “I’ll make sure to next time.” 
 
    He nodded, though it wasn’t clear to her whether he was signaling he wouldn’t try again or was looking forward to trying again. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked, noticing how long his blinks had suddenly become. 
 
    “Yeah, it just… takes a lot out of me,” he said. “I’ll get better at it. You’ll be able to stay embodied for longer once I do.” 
 
    “Don’t overdo it.” She put her arm around him, pulling him near enough to plant a kiss on the top of his head. 
 
    They began to follow Molly outside to her car. Winter immediately noticed something off as she took her first few steps outside of the house. It was as though her body was fading, combined with a fluttering of her vision that reminded her of going to sleep or losing consciousness. 
 
    “Mom!” said Jax.  
 
    He pulled her into his soul matrix and Winter breathed again, free of whatever had been sapping at her spirit. She blinked and shook her head. 
 
    “I felt this before, when I was rushing to get here,” she muttered. “As soon as I made it inside the house, it stopped.” 
 
    “There’s something in the book about it,” said Jax. “I think it’s called a point of nexus. It’s the reason why ghosts are commonly envisioned to be static. If you’re within my soul matrix, it should be fine for you to leave, I think, but…” 
 
    A thin trickle of blood was already starting to leak from his nose.  
 
    Winter covered her mouth and stepped backward. “It’s too much for you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No, I mean…” He shrugged. “Maybe. I just need more practice.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here,” said Winter. 
 
    Jax hesitated, and then swept her into a hug. “We’ll be right back, I promise. I’ll keep Molly from getting into too much trouble.” 
 
    Winter almost laughed. “It should be the other way around, but thanks.” 
 
    “Tell you everything when we get back,” he said. “We’ll relax, too. Watch a movie. Play some Scrabble. Practice some more.” 
 
    Practice what? 
 
    She smiled and gave him a soft kiss on the cheek. On the far side, where it didn’t feel dangerous. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
    JACKSON – SCENE OF THE CRIME 
 
      
 
    Jackson climbed into the passenger seat of Aunt Molly’s car, closed the door, put his seatbelt on. Molly had her hands on the steering wheel and was staring blankly at the house. 
 
    “Are we going?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” She started the car, shook her head, and patted his knee. “This is all just a lot to take in at once. You’ve got a head start on me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose I do.” 
 
    The atmosphere was incredibly different with just the two of them in the car, which spoke volumes about the weight of Winter’s presence, even as a ghost. 
 
    “Really, though, how is she?” whispered Molly. 
 
    Jackson smiled, to the best of his ability. “She’s… still her. Strong on the outside, but way more sensitive than she lets on. She’s hasn’t broken down, or anything. I think I came closer to breaking down over her death than she did. But I don’t even know for sure myself.” 
 
    He thought back to what he’d done when they’d been sitting on the couch. He’d just been teasing her. He’d expected her to stop him, and when she hadn’t, it’d been such a turn-on that he hadn’t been able to stop himself.  
 
    “Nothing weird has happened, right?” asked Molly, as she pulled out onto the street. 
 
    “Aside from me discovering that I’m some kind of ghost whisperer and stumbling upon the lost soul of my spell-dead mother?” 
 
    Molly snorted, but immediately grew serious. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “Then what did you mean?” 
 
    He knew what she’d meant, but he didn’t want to be the one to have to say it, to have to go there. They’d been on the verge of outright fucking the other night when Molly had been over. Now that he thought about it, his mom had a point about the lust essence, how something funky was definitely going on under their roof. 
 
    “I just want to make sure that my sister is thriving,” said Molly. “That her emotional needs are being met without anyone, uh, overdoing it.” 
 
    “I think that’s a discussion you should have with her. Left, at this next turn.” 
 
    Molly was silent as she put on her blinker and waited for right of way, but finally said, “I think I’m going to stay with you two until this all blows over.” 
 
    “I think my mom would like that. I would like that.” 
 
    “Good.” Molly touched his leg again, an edge of mischief entering her expression. “We can all sit around and play board games. Somehow, I think Winter will be more excited at the prospect now than she even was before.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Jackson. “As long as you don’t cry about how unfair the rules of the game are when you get demolished.” 
 
    “Oh, we’ll see who’s crying by the time the night’s over.” 
 
    “We most definitely will.” 
 
    They eyed each other as Molly rolled the car to a stop at a red light, and the vehicle’s interior felt suddenly small, heated, and stuffy. Jackson rolled down the window and adjusted his posture. Molly cleared her throat and turned on the radio. A minute or so went by in a silence that wasn’t awkward, but simmered with strange tension. 
 
    “Hey.” Molly gestured to the side, out his window. “Isn’t that Winter’s car?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” said Jackson. “She must have parked and then walked the rest of the way to Sierra’s.” 
 
    “Smart. Let’s follow her example. Not that it did her much good in the end.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose not,” said Jackson. “I have a spare key for her car, anyway. At the very least, I can drive it back home once we’re finished.” 
 
    They climbed out of Molly’s car and started off. He’d been to Sierra’s place many times, but it felt so strange now, with the relevant knowledge. A mixture of wanting revenge, closure, and answers to other, more abstract questions. 
 
    Did she know about my power before I did, he wondered. Is she really evil? 
 
    “Stay close,” whispered Molly. “I have my ring wand on me. I want you near enough for a shield spell, but not in the potential line of flight of a fireball.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” he said. “You’re serious, right? You’re not messing with me?” 
 
    Molly furrowed her brow and gave a small, confused shake of the head. 
 
    “You can actually cast those spells?” he asked. 
 
    “Ah, right,” she said with a tiny smile. “I forgot. You’re basically still a virgin to the supernatural world.” 
 
    “There are other ways of putting it.” 
 
    “I know, but you’re so innocent and cute. It’s fitting. Seriously, though, if anything happens, get down or at least out of the way.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, though he wasn’t sure he’d hold to the promise in the moment. He had an odd, probably dangerous sense of confidence. Even though he didn’t fully understand the extent of his abilities as a soultorn, he assumed they could be applied to combat in some way. Eventually. 
 
    “She lives in the downstairs apartment,” said Jackson. “We usually go in and out through the doors around back.” 
 
    Molly nodded slowly. She’d put a ring on her finger that looked a little like a long claw, presumably the ring wand she’d mentioned before, though it didn’t seem to come to a sharp point at the end. She looked good in her white blouse and tight jeans, serious but feminine, there to do a job. Her hair was down, and the wind blew it back behind her, giving him the faintest whiff of jasmine-scented shampoo. 
 
     Jackson set his hand on her shoulder as they reached the corner of the building. “Let me go in first.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because she likes me.” He flashed a smile. “That’s got to count for something, right?” 
 
    “She’s a succubus, Jackson. She wants to eat you.” 
 
    “Close enough.” He took the lead, coming around to the glass double doors that he’d so often seen Sierra through all the times he’d come by to visit. 
 
    She wasn’t present in the main living area, and Jackson was slightly torn about whether he should knock or just try the handle. Molly had been right to correct him on Sierra’s nature — somewhere in his mind, in his gut, really, he still felt like she was benign, or there’d been some kind of misunderstanding. Not that he doubted his mom or aunt, it was just… hard to reconcile the Sierra he knew with a dangerous supernatural entity. 
 
    He opted for the stealthy approach, trying the door handle without much hope. Surprisingly, it moved freely, too freely — the door was broken and swung right open with the smallest bit of force. He glanced back at Molly, who was scanning both the room and the outside area, confident like a female action star. 
 
    Stepping into the living area, Jackson was again torn between calling out and staying silent. He went first to Sierra’s room, listening at the door to confirm that she was either absent or asleep, then pushing it open. Her room was a mess, with dirty clothing, unwashed food plates, empty soda bottles, and at least one greasy, ancient pizza box littered across the floor. 
 
    Sierra wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Jackson checked the bathroom and, even though it felt like a more serious invasion of privacy, her roommate’s room, but nobody was home. He came back around to Molly, who was wrinkling her nose as she tried to walk a path through the refuse scattered across the floor of Sierra’s room. 
 
    “This her?” she asked, scooping up a framed photo of Sierra in a cheerleader outfit. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jackson. “I forgot that the two of you never met.” 
 
    “She looks so familiar,” muttered Molly. 
 
    “Does she?” Jackson smiled, giving Molly a second to think about just why that was. They were both tall, slender, blonde, even had similar facial features. 
 
    “Um, well, maybe not that familiar.” Molly set the photo down carefully, as though trying to undo picking it up to begin with.  
 
    A couple of seconds passed in total silence. 
 
    “I heard a rumor once that I was your… first crush, or whatever,” said Molly, smiling but serious. Smiling but stumbling, off balance. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jackson with a chuckle. “Apparently my mother has loose lips. I was only ten or eleven at the time, if I recall correctly.” 
 
    “Just a kid crush, then,” said Molly, almost asking instead of saying. 
 
    “How do you feel about your first crush?” He walked over to stand close to her and picked up the same photo she had, smiling with genuine fondness at Sierra. 
 
    The question hung on the air like a challenge, and Jackson wasn’t surprised when Molly didn’t answer. 
 
    “Wow,” she said taking an odd breath. “The echo of lust essence in here is a lot… stronger than I expected it to be.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    Molly bit her lower lip and nodded. “You can’t feel it? My heart is starting to race a bit. Your succubus girlfriend must have been pretty active here.” 
 
    “She wasn’t my girlfriend.” 
 
    “That’s probably for the best.” Molly ran a hand through her hair and let out a tiny moan. “God. She must have been busy. Just in… churning up sex mode, nonstop. Draining guys one after another, more than just one at a time, even.” 
 
    “Again, she wasn’t my girlfriend, and I’m immune to the effect of her lust essence.” 
 
    “You are?” Molly looked almost disappointed. 
 
    Jackson nodded, but even as he did, he could feel his cock swelling and had to wonder if maybe he was simply resistant, rather than immune. He set a hand on Molly’s hip just to see what would happen, and she all but snapped forward against him, one leg raised to make the embrace extra provocative. 
 
    “You do look a lot like her, you know.” He kissed her cheek, staring into her eyes, seeing pure, unbridled horniness staring back at him. He needed to cool her down, not feed the flames. He needed to be the responsible one, because Molly was an open book with lewd illustrations. 
 
    “Jax…” Molly kissed his shoulder, then his neck, and then give his earlobe a nibbling suck. “We should probably… at least… go to my car.” 
 
    They made it to the apartment’s living room, falling onto the couch together in a tangle of limbs and tongue kisses. Jackson doubted it would have made a difference if they’d escaped to her car, aside from affording them less room to fuck like rabbits in her backseat. 
 
    No, he pleaded with himself. You can’t. Molly will never forgive you. Your mother will never forgive you. You’ll never forgive yourself. 
 
    The list of grievances seemed abstract and far-off compared to the way Molly’s hips were grinding into him. She was on top, but he was palming her ass with both hands, showing her exactly how he’d squeeze her down onto his cock once they got into motion. Their clothes were so pesky, so unnecessary. Molly seemed to have that same thought, wriggling out of her jeans in record time. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” she whispered, making a face of raw pleasure as she rubbed her panties on Jackson’s bulge. “Winter is going to kill me.” 
 
    “We can stop.” Jackson lifted her shirt up and over her head. He pulled her bra down, gazing at her naked breasts. Not small, but not huge, with nipples that were flat and wide, almost inverted. 
 
    “We have to stop,” whispered Molly. “But I just… really need to…” 
 
    “Oh, I know you do,” he said. He let his fingers trace the contour of her buttock, sneaking to rub her crotch through her panties. Molly practically whimpered, her entire body shuddering, lost in sensation. 
 
    “Jax,” she moaned. “Please!” 
 
    Please, what? She was asking for everything all at once. To be saved from this situation. To be fucked. To be forgiven. What could he do?  
 
    Hold on, he thought. There is something. Your power! 
 
    “I can… dispel the lust essence,” he said. “Maybe.” 
 
    She was trying to get his cock out, which made for a strange contrast against the hope and desperation in her voice. “Try it! Quickly, Jax! Do it now! Give it to me.” 
 
    “I need you close,” he said. 
 
    “You can have me wherever you want me.” Molly squeezed her body down on his, her breasts soft against his chest, and kissed him passionately. She sucked on his lower lip as they parted and then went for the neck and earlobe again. 
 
    Jackson tried to tune out the pleasure, the impossible allure of his sexy aunt. He reached for a part of himself that felt intuitive. It had always been there in the background, but he’d never tried to do anything with it until discovering his nature as a soultorn. 
 
    It was simple, really. Like blowing out the candles on a birthday cake. But he was still new to it, a four-year-old in this context, where the simple act of blowing air from one’s cheeks required coordination on both ends. 
 
    He tried anyway, breathing out and hugging Molly tight as he attempted to cast his dispel. 
 
    It worked… kind of, which is to say he instantly knew he’d done something but done it wrong. Instead of clearing the lust essence from Molly and the area surrounding her, he seemed to have triggered its potential. 
 
    “Oh, oh, oh!” Molly let out a string of moans, each one increasing in pitch. “Jackson! Oh, God! Oh, oh!” 
 
    She rubbed her panties on his cock with such glorious intensity, working her hips and thighs back and forth in the time-honored rhythm of fucking. Jackson felt her orgasm, once, twice, so many times in quick succession that he was majorly jealous.  
 
    It was like one of those fireworks accidents where each successive blast triggers a bigger burst, dazzling and dangerous and unique. And she was still grinding, still jiggling her naked tits in his face. Jackson kissed and sucked on one of her nipples. He played with her butt. He felt her crotch grinding, leaking wetness onto his shorts, and it was just… all at once too much for him. 
 
    Aw, shit. 
 
    He squeezed Molly into a tight hug as he blew his own load into his shorts, feeling only a few minor regrets. Worth it, overall. He was proud of himself, both for managing the dispel and the look of awe he saw in his aunt’s expression as she slowly caught her breath and came back to reality. 
 
    “Wow,” she said, eyes wide. “That was… unreal. Is it supposed to feel like that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, to be honest, but it still worked.” 
 
    “Mostly,” said Molly. “I still feel a little bit… mmm…”  
 
    She bit her lower lip in lieu of actually saying the word horny. 
 
    “Oh no, the lust essence is gone,” said Jackson. “I can sense it more clearly now. There’s still a bit in Sierra’s room, around the bed, and some in the bathroom, but I cleared this area.” 
 
    “Oh.” Molly, lying atop him, looking flushed and freshly fucked, nodded her head slowly and patted his chest. “Well, of course, I can… also sense that now.” 
 
    “You want to take a second or two?” He flashed a cocky smile, still playing with her butt. 
 
    “I’m fine!” She climbed off him, legs wobbling as she came to her feet. “I think we probably shouldn’t tell your mother about that.” 
 
    “It’ll be our little secret.” He watched her as she stuffed her breasts back into her bra and started searching for her jeans. “I am going to tell her about the progress I’ve made casting dispel.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Molly. “If you ever, um, need someone to practice it on again, I suppose I could…” 
 
    She shrugged and Jackson almost laughed, but it seemed mean. 
 
    “I will absolutely take you up on that,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
    WINTER – FAMILY DINNER 
 
      
 
    Despite being a patient person at heart, Winter was finding it increasingly torturous to stay calm and simply wait for Jax and Molly to get back. Her worries seemed to mount by the minute, constant visions of them stumbling into the same ambush that had rendered her spell dead.  
 
    She tried to distract herself by getting dinner started. Cooking felt more like a series of obtuse and impossible challenges, rather than what it had once been for her, a satisfying, step-driven process. 
 
    First, she had to preheat the oven. It was doable, but only barely. The electric buttons required the entirety of her strength to register contact, meaning she had to get a slight running start to turn the oven on, another to raise the temperature from 350 to 355, so on and so forth. 
 
    She was out of breath by time she finished, which again set her to wondering about what it really meant to be a ghost. She was an echo of herself, complete with an echo of her lungs, but she shouldn’t have really needed to breathe. Right? 
 
    There have to be some books out there on this with an answer to that, she thought. Somewhere. 
 
    She set about opening the freezer next. It felt a little like trying to get into a safe. No matter how hard she pulled at the door with her ethereal hands, it refused to budge, refused to so much as acknowledge her efforts with the slightest shift along the seal. 
 
    Unwilling to give up so easily, Winter dragged loose a butter knife from the drying rack next to the sink. She slowly slid it across the counter, and then, hefting it with both arms and every ounce of her strength, she slid it into the slightest crack along the freezer’s seal. 
 
    She spent a minute catching her breath, again feeling galled that it was necessary as a ghost, and then attempted to use her makeshift lever to pry the freezer open. She grunted with effort and the door finally gave an inch, slipping open far enough to instill her with hope. 
 
    Hope that was immediately dashed as the door tilted shut again of its own accord. There had been a time when Winter had been so pleased with the fact that her fridge did that automatically, the doors favoring the closed side opposed to the open side out of some accidental or intentional aspect of the angle of the leveling. Not so much anymore. 
 
    Would it really be so much better to get the door open and then find yourself unable to close it? 
 
    She sagged down to the kitchen floor with her back against the fridge as the oven let out two mocking beeps to inform her that it was pointlessly preheated. Again, she pictured Jax and Molly walking into a trap, walking into danger. She was as inept at doing anything to help them as she was at cooking dinner. 
 
    As traumatic as spell death was, Winter would take dying over losing them both any day. Every day. 
 
    She moped for a while, perhaps ten or fifteen minutes, and finally heard a car pull into the driveway. Two cars, she realized, as she rushed to greet them like a puppy at the door.  
 
    She couldn’t help but grin as she saw Jax getting out of her… well, his car now, really. She’d put off buying one for him of his own not for lack of funds but because she liked being his gateway into the world. A part of her had wanted to preserve that aspect of her authority for just a little while longer. 
 
    Jax climbed out of his car and Molly climbed out of hers, and then they both just… stood near each other. Facing each other. Winter frowned, sensing something wrong, or the opposite, really. Something a little too right. Jax made a joke or something, and she saw Molly emote in that same way they both shared as sisters, smiling but preserving the core of her reaction, eyes telling the whole story. 
 
    He wasn’t kissing her or even touching her, but they were just a little too close together, holding eye contact for more than a little too long. The energy was weird and intense and deep, though Winter conceded she might be reading too deeply into it. Molly suddenly felt Jax’s bicep in response to another joke. Nope, she was right. Something had happened. 
 
    They finally made their way toward the door, and Winter scurried to act like she hadn’t been spying on them through the blinds. She waited in the kitchen and heard their soft voices, mid-conversation, borderline flirtatious, as they came inside. 
 
    “Mom?” called Jax. “We’re home.” 
 
    Winter floated out, smiling for him, at least. He grinned and pulled her into a hug, using his power to embody her as he did it. The rush of reality and presence was like stepping into a hot shower after an exhausting day. She squeezed him back, any angst she felt in response to her worries and assumptions and over-active imagination momentarily forgotten. 
 
    His arms are so strong, she thought. He… is so strong. 
 
    “Sierra wasn’t there,” said Molly. “Whether that’s good or bad remains to be seen, I suppose.” 
 
    Winter pulled back from Jax, but he kept hold of her hand, leading her to the couch and the Scrabble pieces on the coffee table. She spelled her question to Molly as she asked it to him, fingers sliding to spell the words.  
 
    DID ANYTHING HAPPEN? 
 
    “No!” said Molly, a touch too quickly. 
 
    Winter looked at Jax, and Jax looked at her, his expression strange and guarded. He gave a small shrug that she had no idea how to interpret. Not an apology, but almost as though he was admitting to the existence of a secret, a possibility. 
 
    “Um,” said Molly. “I thought I’d order takeout so you can have a proper meal.” 
 
    She directed her words at Jax, and it took her a moment to even notice as Winter hurriedly spelled out her response. 
 
    I CAN COOK 
 
    “Oh, of course!” said Molly. “Jax, I figured I’d just settle for the couch for tonight, but I’ll start looking into a mattress. I’m sure there’s plenty of room for it up in your mother’s office.” 
 
    Jax nodded and, noticing Winter’s confusion, touched her hand. “Aunt Molly suggested that she stick around for a few days. While we’re getting everything figured out. Just so we’re all together.” 
 
    “It just seems prudent,” said Molly, talking to a spot slightly off from where Winter was actually sitting on the couch. “I’m not comfortable with the idea of Jax being here at the house on his own, for multiple reasons.” 
 
    Winter slapped down a series of letters. 
 
    NOT ON HIS OWN. I AM STILL HERE. 
 
    “Of course you are!” said Molly. She moved to sit on the ottoman, again facing the wrong spot. Winter was too proud, or perhaps too petty, to slide over. “I know you’re still here, Winnie. It’s just… I think this is really hard on Jax.” 
 
    She reached over and rubbed his knee the same way Winter often did. 
 
    “It’s hard on all of us,” said Jax, holding Winter’s hand again. “I think we need to be together right now. The three of us, as a family.” 
 
    He spoke to her, but his attention kept shifting toward Molly, who was smiling and watching Jax. Her early premonition beaded up again, and she realized what it was. It didn’t matter where she sat, or what she said with those silly little Scrabble letters. She was the odd one out. 
 
    I SHOULD FINISH DINNER 
 
    She stood up and immediately went in that direction. She almost tripped over the couch, still unused to being embodied within Jax’s soul matrix and having to account for physicality. Her departure was so quick that she heard Molly in the background, still talking to the spot where she hadn’t been sitting. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” said Molly. “Is there anything I can—” 
 
    “She’s in the kitchen,” snapped Jax. 
 
    It felt like the most natural thing in the world for Winter to redouble her efforts trying to get the stupid freezer open, stabbing into the edge of the seal and levering the knife violently to the side. It snapped open almost easily — she was stronger in Jax’s soul matrix. She’d forgotten that. As she tried to pull out a bag of frozen chicken tenders, she unfortunately discovered that she still wasn’t strong enough, and it went tumbling to the ground through her fingers. 
 
    Watching Jax with Molly, his aunt, of all people, was beginning to feel uncomfortably similar to watching him with Sierra. They were both of a type, blond and tall and artificial. Except she hadn’t just stumbled into Jax getting sucked off by Molly. No, but Molly was moving in, keeping secrets with her son, positioning herself.  
 
    Why did Jax have to be so confident and broad-shouldered and darkly handsome? Why couldn’t he just be her son? Her son, the son of a writer, careful and maybe even a little timid. Then she’d know what to do. Then she’d— 
 
    “Here.” Jax slid past her and scooped up the bag of chicken tenders. “Let me help.” 
 
    “I can do it,” said Winter. 
 
    “I know you can.” He grinned and kissed her on the cheek. “I’m going to help anyway. You’d help me. You wouldn’t let me not accept your help.” 
 
    “It’s my job to help you,” muttered Winter. “You shouldn’t have to.” 
 
    “Would you just shut up and start telling me what to grab?” he snapped. “I’m going to help you, regardless of what you say. We’ll make dinner together, just like we’ll hunt down Sierra together, and get you back into your body together.” 
 
    She wanted to shoot him down but knew it was just her own stubbornness seeping through at the edges. He was trying so hard. She didn’t have it in her to dash his hopes, not yet. Easier to accept his help here and now, safe and inside their house.  
 
    Jax gathered ingredients and pans, opened the oven door, followed all of her instructions. Dinner was still simple, frozen French fries and chicken tenders with some microwaved frozen broccoli.  
 
    She pouted as he helped her, even though her emotions were far more in flux within. He seemed to enjoy the act of it in a way he never had when she’d asked him to do chores in the old days. No dragging his feet, no exasperated sigh of exaggerated annoyance. 
 
    “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about,” said Jax. 
 
    “Oh? What’s up?” 
 
    “Practicing my spirit matrix.” Jax touched her back, moving her slightly out of the way as he shifted to open the microwave. “Later tonight. After Aunt Molly has gone to bed.” 
 
    He stayed where he was behind her, hand still gently pressed into the small of her back. Winter turned around to face him directly, and he let his fingers drag across her side, briefly across her stomach before moving them, as though turning her into a coconspirator of the groping. 
 
    Cheeky little brat, she thought. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ll be staying up that late,” she said, trying to mean it. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t even sure if ghosts have to sleep?” 
 
    He smirked at her in that cocky, boyish way. She was still ahead, two steps ahead, but it was as though he was gaining on her. Figuring out how to push her buttons, noticing which ones really got her going. He was… Winter glanced down, blinking and gaping a bit as she realized he had a full-blown erection. 
 
    And it was aimed right at her. So obvious and blatant that she almost reached out to give it a teasing little squeeze. Should she? No, absolutely not. What the hell was she thinking? The air felt hot. Jackson leaned in a little closer, reached his arm out. 
 
    “The plates are above you.” He opened the cupboard, bringing his body in even closer and letting his hard-on poke into her thigh for a passing instant. The complete and utter gall of it was nearly enough to piss her off, or at least introduce a similar sort of heat into the equation. 
 
    Then, unexpectedly, she noticed a tiny red dot underneath his nose. She set her hand on his chest, reached out, and, even as an embodied ghost, could at least manage to wipe it away. 
 
    “You need to take it easy,” she said. “You’re straining yourself.” 
 
    He chuckled and eyed his crotch. “I’d say my pants are straining more than—” 
 
    “I’m serious, Jax!” she said, slapping his shoulder. “The food is in, the timers are set. If you can manage to take it out when it’s done, you can probably… stop using your power.” 
 
    His smiled faded, but slowly, reluctantly. He rubbed his neck, touched his bloody nose, and gave her this sad look, not quite ready to let his spirit matrix — and her — fade into the background. 
 
    “I suppose… if you wanted, I could come to your room later tonight to help you practice it some more.” Winter shrugged, feeling so many things in her heart. 
 
    “Great, see you there.” Jax kissed her and grinned and gently moved her over by the hips to the side. “Forks are in this drawer, right?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “That drawer over there.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
    JACKSON – REALITY 
 
      
 
    Jackson carried all of the food and plates out into the dining room, followed closely by his mother. He pulled her chair out for her, greatly enjoying the little half-smile she gave him that seemed to appreciate, though chafe under his chivalry. 
 
    Molly had been tapping away at her phone but slowly put it away as Jackson began leaning over to scoop food onto each plate. He made to serve Winter, but she gave the smallest of shakes of her head, another unexpected sliver into his heart. 
 
    “Well, uh. There will be plenty for the two of us to eat.” He took a bite of one of the chicken tenders. “It’s delicious, Mom.” 
 
    Winter let out a low laugh. “Thank you, sweetie.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s really…” Molly made a rolling motion with her hand. “An old classic. Chicken and French fries… and broccoli.” 
 
    Winter had some of the Scrabble pieces on the dinner table and spelled out THANKS. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, the flavors pair well enough together,” he said. 
 
    He knew his mother didn’t really need the praise, but at the same time, he knew she did. He’d seen her all but hacking away at the freezer with a butter knife. It wasn’t just about the food. 
 
    “Of course, it does feel a little more like a Jax meal than a Winter meal,” said Molly, unhelpfully. 
 
    “Have I ever cooked for you before?” asked Jackson. 
 
    “No, I just mean…” 
 
    “I helped,” he admitted. “A little. A lot of meals here might be like that until we get into the swing of things. At least until we get my mom back into her body and she can unleash her chef side again.” 
 
    He smiled and popped a fry into his mouth, glancing at Winter. She didn’t meet his gaze in a way that left the twig of fried potato tasting like cardboard in his mouth. She was smiling, or trying to smile, trying not to break, and it was enough to tear a gorge through Jackson’s guts. 
 
    “We will get you back into your body,” he said with more certainty. He touched her shoulder, pulling her into his soul matrix. His mother let out that same little goosebumps-all-over shudder she always did, one hand rising to touch her mouth. 
 
    “You don’t have to…” she began. 
 
    “I want to.” He lifted a French fry and passed it to her. Winter took it, staring at it with a strange, forlorn expression, and then took a nibble. 
 
    “I can eat while embodied?” she asked more than said. 
 
    Jackson nodded. He wondered if from Molly’s perspective it must just look like the fry was floating, breaking into pieces in mid-air or falling, or simply just disappearing somehow as his mother ate it. He chuckled and looked at his aunt, expecting to see her sharing in their amusement. 
 
    Molly’s expression was muted, sad in a way Jackson didn’t know what to do with. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    Molly shook her head, glanced to the side, and then looked at where her sister was sitting. “Are we just going to keep pretending, Winter? Is it really fair for…” 
 
    NOT NOW 
 
    “It isn’t just about him!” Molly threw her fork down onto her plate, not petulant, just raw. “It’s hard for me, too. Harder for me in most ways. I miss my older sister, and I’m not a goddamn soultorn! I can’t see you, can’t really talk to you. To me, it just feels like you’re gone. Like it’s a fact, and it’s already happened, and…” 
 
    ITS OKAY, spelled Winter. I AM STILL HERE. 
 
    Winter finished the French fry and glanced at Jackson. “I think… Molly and I need to talk for a little bit. Just us.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “I’m going to head upstairs and play some games for a bit. Call me if you guys need anything.” 
 
    He headed the for the stairs but paused to listen as he reached the second floor. Molly had her hands extended across the table, and Winter set hers down onto her sister’s. 
 
    “Oh!” said Molly, with a grin. “You just grabbed my hands, didn’t you? I wasn’t expecting it to feel so… cold.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    It had been a few days, weeks maybe, since Jackson had really just sat down and played games on his computer. It felt like the right time. He left his door open enough to hear the occasional laugh or shouted question from Molly. They were having fun, and that warmed his heart immensely. 
 
    He was resting in bed, lying down in between long queue times in the multiplayer game he was playing, when his mother phased through the door to his room. He blinked, smile turning to full-on grin as he remembered their conversation from earlier. 
 
    “I knocked,” said Winter. 
 
    “I must have been distracted.” He didn’t have the heart to simply tell her that her knocking, as a ghost, was simply too quiet. 
 
    He got up to turn his game off, sat back down on his bed, and patted the spot next to him. His mother took a seat, but she gave a small shake of her head as he reached over to touch her shoulder before he could pull her into his soul matrix. 
 
    “Not yet,” she said. “I don’t want you to strain yourself if I’m just going to be sitting here.” 
 
    Are you just going to be sitting here, he thought but had the sense not to ask. 
 
    “It’s not a strain.” He splayed his fingers and turned his hand over in a quasi-arcane motion. “Well, maybe a bit. But I really do need to practice it, as much as I can. I plan on mastering my power. Just a fact.” 
 
    She quirked her mouth sideways, seeming to try to contain her smile. “What happened between you and your aunt when you went to Sierra’s place?” 
 
    He shrugged, considering how to be honest without damning himself. “We went inside. The door was open. Nobody was home, but we were… wading through some lust essence.” 
 
    Winter’s eyes went wide. “Jax! You didn’t!” 
 
    “Of course I didn’t!” he snapped. “Well, we did fool around. Kissing and petting and… grinding a little. Our underwear stayed on and I managed to try out the dispel thing that I was telling you guys about. It cleared the lust essence right out of Aunt Molly.” 
 
    It had also given her what might have been the most powerful orgasms he’d ever seen a woman have, but it seemed prudent to keep that part to himself. 
 
    “Kissing and petting and grinding… with your aunt?” Winter folded her arms and gave him that stern motherly look he’d seen so many times before. “Oh, Jax. What am I going to do with you?” 
 
    “Watch me put you back in your body?” 
 
    “Does this have anything to do with her sudden desire to move in?” asked Winter. 
 
    “No! It’s just… complicated.” He instantly saw how his word choice hurt his mother and, feeling a little like Sierra somehow, rushed to explain better. “None of this is about her, Mom. Molly is worried about you. She’s worried about me. She’s your sister and my aunt, and her heart is in the right place. I think she’s in crisis mode right now.” 
 
    “…I know,” said Winter. “You’re right. I’m so used to her being confident and worldly and borderline unbreakable that I sometimes forget that she’s my little sister. We had a great talk tonight after you went upstairs.” 
 
    “I’m glad. We’re going to need her help, too, if it ends up coming to a fight once we track down Sierra.” 
 
    “I don’t want to think about you being in a fight,” muttered Winter. “Especially one without me there to keep you safe.” 
 
    “That’s just it.” He finally pulled her into his soul matrix, touching her leg. “I’m working on getting this to the point where you can be with me all the time. Away from the house. Maybe even to the point where you can cast your spells. That’s a thing, you know.” 
 
    Winter’s eyebrows shot up, and she smiled and stared at him. She reached out to touch his cheek, her eyes still locked onto him like he was all she ever wanted to see. “You’re so sweet. Beyond sweet. I am so lucky to have you.” 
 
    Jackson took her hand and just held it, matching the look she was giving him, equally doused in love. She was wearing her thin maroon robe, the one that always seemed to be slipping open. He hadn’t thought to ask her how clothing worked for her as a ghost, maybe just a facet of her mood. 
 
    “How about a back rub?” offered Winter. 
 
    “After how the last one ended?” he said, smiling. Not just smiling. The thought instantly put his cock on notice, blood rushing downward, speed running the early stages of hardness. 
 
    Winter let out a small laugh. “The last one was in a house with a strong echo of lust essence that has now mostly faded.” 
 
    “So this one is just… me and you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” His mom touched his leg, rubbing as though to prove her point and having the opposite effect. He wondered if she realized how close her fingers were to his cock. “I’ll rub your back and you keep me in your soul matrix. I think it’ll help your body keep from getting too tense while you practice.” 
 
    “Train my stamina?” 
 
    Winter flashed a smile that had enough mischief in it to make Jackson’s heart skip a beat. “See how long you can last.” 
 
    Her words were like the perfect seduction powerplay, and he gaped at her, speechless and stiff. She had her equilibrium back, too, that motherly authority that put her in the driver’s seat and made him feel younger than he was in a way that was neither good nor bad, just factual and hot. 
 
    “I like this idea,” he said, taking his shirt off. 
 
    “I bet you do.” Winter’s eyes flicked downward to his stomach, back up to his eyes, and then down again, lower this time. She bit her lower lip and gave a small nod.  
 
    Jackson started to stretch out on his bed and then had a thought. He took his sweatpants off, waiting for his mother to say, That’s not necessary or to ask, What are you doing. She didn’t, and it felt like his own powerplay, his own contribution to the strange energy in the air. 
 
    He was in tune with every inch of his skin as he felt Winter’s weight settle down onto him as she straddled his back. He felt the satin-soft slide of her panties, which gave him confirmation that she was wearing them, or materializing them as a ghost. Whether she had a bra on remained to be seen. Probably not. Hopefully not. 
 
    He heard her take a breath, felt the inhale and exhale through the shift of her body. The mood was electric as her hands settled on his shoulders, and he let out a little groan to fill the silence a bit. 
 
    “Does it feel tense anywhere in particular when you’re using your power?” she whispered. 
 
    “Around my neck,” he admitted. “Shoulders, too. The back of my head.” 
 
    His mom immediately shifted the aim of her fingers, massaging gently but firmly. “There’s no such thing as a free spell. I assume your soul matrix works similarly. A spell requires essence, either pulled from within or the environment, but most also place a secondary stress on the body. Muscle fatigue, headaches, fainting, even.” 
 
    “My body can handle it.” 
 
    “I’m not saying it can’t.” Winter rubbed a little harder. “But I do think a little practice goes a long way. Just keep telling me where the tension is, and I’ll make sure to rub it out.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll let you know.” 
 
    His mother laughed and ran her hands down his back. She gently rubbed his shoulders, the sides of his ribs, most of his lower back, but her fingers treated his butt like forbidden territory. Well… at least at first. 
 
    “Is this alright?” Winter let her fingers graze the sides of both of his buttocks. 
 
    “Yeah.” Jackson was too hard to wait any longer. “I’m tense on the other side, too. I’m going to roll over.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s the best…?” She trailed off as he went ahead and did it without waiting for permission.  
 
    He saw it then in her expression, what they both knew but weren’t saying. 
 
    She’d come to his room in the middle of the night, at his request. He was going to blow his load, one way or another. 
 
    He finished flipping onto his back, shirtless, no pants, and so erect that his boxers looked like a tent. It felt incredibly vulgar to just lie there like that, all but flashing her with the enormity of his arousal. His mother looked everywhere but at his cock, which was almost hotter than if she’d stared. 
 
    “I don’t quite know where to put myself,” she whispered. 
 
    On my cock, he thought. 
 
    “Wherever you want to be,” he said.  
 
    Winter let out a slightly nervous-sounding laugh and shifted so she was on her knees in the spot next to him on his bed. She began massaging his chest, her face taking on this far-off expression. A horny expression. Jackson made a few small noises for her. 
 
    Her hands shifted to his abs and he felt his cock flex involuntarily. Winter’s eyes snapped to it, and then back to him, and then back to it. 
 
    “Mom,” he said. “It would help if you got all of my tension out.” 
 
    Winter bit her lower lip and leaned her head sideways. She brushed a few strands of hair back, adjusted her glasses, and met his gaze with a guilty smile. 
 
    “If it would help you, I suppose…” Her fingers slid into the waistband of his boxers. “But it’s only to help with your practice. That’s it. Don’t go getting the wrong idea, mister.” 
 
    “I’ve got all the wrong ideas,” he said, smirking.  
 
    He was about to ask her to open her robe, but as she pulled his boxers down, it slid wider on its own. Not completely, but far enough to confirm that she wasn’t wearing a bra and give him a brief flash of glorious pink nipple. 
 
    He let out a long breath as her fingers curled around his member and she slowly began to stroke. She was watching him, taking in his reaction to her as though trying to burn it into her mind.  
 
    “Good?” She rubbed his chest and his stomach with her other hand. 
 
    “Glorious,” he said. “Your hand is so soft.”  
 
    She smiled, running her thumb over the tip. “Shoot. I should lock the door.” 
 
    “It’s not like Molly would see what’s going on if she stumbled in.” 
 
    She pumped a little faster and he leaned his head back, savoring the moment, but also… wanting more. 
 
    “I still don’t like the idea of your aunt walking in on you with your thing sticking up like the Eiffel Tower.” 
 
    She got up and engaged the door’s lock with a small grunt of effort. Jackson sat up enough to stroke her face as she sat back down. He smiled, gently trying to tug her head and mouth a little closer to the tip of his cock. 
 
    “Jax…” she whispered with a tiny shake of her head. 
 
    “You did it last time.” 
 
    “I was smothered in lust essence last time.” She started stroking him again, and something about that word, smother, sounded so lewd from her mouth. 
 
    “Please?” He gave her those boyish eyes, not quite pleading but hopeful and open. 
 
    “What if I just… spit on my hand?” 
 
    Jackson groaned, even though it was more than he’d been expecting. “That’s useless. I have no idea how that ever even became a thing. It’s just…” 
 
    He trailed off as he realized how she planned on doing it — bringing her mouth into close distance so he could feel her breath on his tip. She spit on her hand, lubed his shaft up, and then spit on the tip, bringing her pursed lips so close as she did it that he was sure they made contact for a glorious instant. 
 
    “Jesus…” he breathed. 
 
    His mom smiled. “A bit messy, isn’t it?” 
 
    “We haven’t even gotten to that part yet.” 
 
    She laughed and added more hot saliva into the equation, barely even making an attempt at avoiding the brushing contact of her lips. Her robe was completely open now, her breasts on full display. Jackson reached out to grope one of them and saw her eyes swivel his way in warning. 
 
    “Nice try.” She pulled her robe closed but didn’t tighten the sash, which meant it almost immediately fell back open.  
 
    Bringing her mouth in close again, Winter let saliva trickle off her tongue and onto his cock. He flexed his tool at just the right moment, bringing it up high enough to make contact.  
 
    “You’re always so greedy,” she said, smiling. She kissed the tip of his cock as though rewarding him for misbehavior made sense. Her hand was still stroking, making squishy noises now, bringing his erection to full polish at a gentle but insistent speed. 
 
    He lifted his hips into a slow but deliberate thrust. The tip grazed Winter’s lips, and she narrowed her eyes but couldn’t hide her smile. She pulled her cheeks in, delivering more wetness onto the tip with a brushing kiss. 
 
    It was too much. All it once, it was beyond too much. He cupped her face and the edge of her head and flexed his hips again. This time, his aim was true. The tip slid between Winter’s lips. Unexpectedly, she closed her eyes and let out a sexy little moan, sucking on it for a perfect moment. 
 
    And then, it was over. Jackson twitched, crossing the point of no return in the same instant that his soul matrix wavered and Winter faded from embodiment. She made a surprised noise and pulled back, blinking in surprise and looking a little sad as she watched him have a ruined orgasm. 
 
    Not quite ruined, he thought. Fuck. Most of that was incredible. 
 
    The mess was contained on his own stomach and chest, and he felt a little awkward watching his mom watch him post-orgasm. She smiled and reached for a towel next to his bed but struggled to do more than just lift the corner. 
 
    “Sorry,” muttered Jackson. “I tried.” 
 
    “Sorry for what?” Winter genuinely seemed confused for a beat. “Oh, Jax. This was practice. You said it yourself. I think that was already longer than you’ve kept me embodied before, or at least tied for the lead.” 
 
    He nodded with a sigh. “Yeah, but I wanted to keep going.” 
 
    “Then you should have paced yourself.” Winter grinned and shifted back up to lie next to him on the bed in ghost form. “I think you were maintaining it just fine until you, well, you know… reached your release. Besides, we could have kept going, but we weren’t going to go any further. You know that.” 
 
    “If you say so,” he said, smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “It’s late.” Winter reached out, not quite touching his face but motioning to. “I should head to bed.” 
 
    “You could sleep in here tonight, if you wanted.” 
 
    She laughed and eyed him skeptically. “I’m not sure that would be such a good idea.” 
 
    “You can stay embodied in my soul matrix while we both fall asleep,” said Jackson. “Come on. I think we just proved that I can’t keep you materialized for long enough to seduce you completely.” 
 
    Well, unless I really went for it and pinned her down and… Okay, stop right there, evil brain. 
 
    Winter seemed to think about it for far longer than the question warranted, but she finally nodded and said, “I’d like that.” 
 
    He pulled her into his soul matrix, and they cuddled together as they both fell asleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
    JACKSON – PLAN OF ACTION 
 
      
 
    Jackson quite enjoyed the scene he discovered when he made his way downstairs the next morning. He could smell the heartening aroma of bacon and eggs but was even more amused by the apparent team effort behind it. 
 
    “I already took the bagels out,” said Molly, staring down at an array of Scrabble pieces on the kitchen counter. “Didn’t I? Why does it matter, anyway? They’re bagels.” 
 
    “It matters because they’re frozen,” said Winter, to no one. “You have to let them thaw a bit first, though I suppose you could just heat them up in the oven.” 
 
    She tried to explain her reasoning but was clearly frustrated by the limits of the Scrabble pieces. Jackson made a mental note to pick up another set, perhaps even two more, given his mother’s expansive vocabulary. 
 
    “Anything I can do to help?” he offered. 
 
    “Oh, God, yes,” said Molly. “Take over for me?” 
 
    “Don’t let her squirm out of this,” said Winter to him. “She’s spent most of her life dodging cooking duties. If she’s going to be staying with us, she has to at least learn the… basics.” 
 
    Winter pursed her lips as she finally took in Jackson’s morning dress. He’d thrown a T-shirt on but hadn’t bothered hunting down sweatpants to go over his boxers. They were all living under one roof, all family. And it wasn’t as though both women hadn’t met and interacted with his cock — in the past twenty-four hours, no less. 
 
    “Not much of a cook, Aunt Molly?” he asked. 
 
    “I can cook just as well as anyone! I’m just always on the move, so I haven’t really…” She turned toward him and shared in Winter’s surprise, eyes darting down to Jackson’s boxers, where his morning wood was still in the process of cooling off. 
 
    “Eggs,” said Winter. 
 
    EGGS, spelled Winter. 
 
    “Fuck, the eggs!” cried Molly. 
 
    “Well, I’ll leave you to it!” said Jackson. 
 
      He set himself up in the living room and played video games on the big TV, the sound of Winter’s frustration and Molly’s struggle an ongoing presence in the background. When they finally limped across the finish line with breakfast, it was hard to judge which of them looked more relieved. 
 
    “How is it?” asked Molly. 
 
    “It’s pretty good for a first attempt,” said Jackson. 
 
    It was barely edible — the eggs were burned, the bagel was still cold on the inside, the bacon was overdone to a state of rock-candy hardness. Jackson still ate every bite, seeing his mother’s wisdom in pushing Molly to cook in the first place. 
 
    “So,” said Winter. “Molly and I were talking, and I think it would be a good idea for the two of you to visit the local occult shop.” 
 
    She spelled the last two words with the Scrabble pieces, which was enough to trigger a sigh and a shake of the head from Molly. 
 
    “Ligarious and I aren’t on speaking terms, as far as I know,” said Molly.  
 
    “Only because you’ve never tried to speak to her since what happened with Roland!” Winter let out an annoyed hiss as she searched for letters, only managing to spell TRY. 
 
     “Who is Ligarious?” asked Jackson. “And who is Roland, and what does he have to do with anything?” 
 
    “I sort of hate the fact that you and your mother are always in sidebar communication with each other,” sighed Molly. “Ligarious is the owner of the local occult shop. Roland was… a friend of mine. But also her husband.” 
 
    Molly eyed a few spots around Jackson on the couch as though trying to figure out where Winter was sitting so she could glare at her. Winter was, in fact, standing next to the arm of the couch. She shook her head when Jackson looked at her. 
 
    “I’ll let her explain,” said his mother. “Maybe I’ll fill in a few gaps if needed, but it’s not my story to tell.” 
 
    “So, when you say that Roland was a friend…?” ventured Jackson. 
 
    “An old friend,” said Molly. “A close friend. He was like you, a male moonlighter. They’re insanely rare and it’s always… interesting when you run into a guy who is in the know.” 
 
    “Ligarious and your aunt shared a boyfriend,” provided Winter. “Them and probably a dozen other women. Roland got around.” 
 
    “I see.” Jackson frowned and gave his mother a questioning stare. 
 
    “Hey, don’t look at me!” snapped Winter. “I was head over heels in love with your father, though in retrospect… that was hardly any better.” 
 
    “It wasn’t as though I just showed up and tried to steal Roland from Ligarious,” said Molly, who was now pacing and brushing her hair. “Male moonlighters are like unicorns. One in a thousand, ten thousand, even. I was intrigued by him and, well… stuff happened.” 
 
    A DECADE AGO, spelled Winter. JUST SAY SORRY. 
 
    “I am not apologizing to that evil old witch!” shouted Molly. “No. I refuse.” 
 
    SHE CAN HELP US FIND THE BIMBO 
 
    “You can just call her Sierra, you know,” said Jackson. 
 
    “Look, if I show up with Jackson, it’s going to set the wrong mood,” said Molly. “He can probably handle this on his own. If you’re so confident that she’d help you, then you’d have to expect that she’d do the same for your son in his time of need, right?”  
 
    DANGEROUS FOR OTHER REASONS, spelled Winter. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Jackson. 
 
    Winter sighed. Molly looked anywhere within the room but at him.  
 
    “It’s as your aunt said,” explained Winter. “Male moonlighters are incredibly uncommon. There are a lot of people and entities who take an interest in trying to manipulate them, or even take them prisoner.” 
 
    “You’re worried that I’m going to get kidnapped?” Jackson said with a snort. 
 
    “It happened to your father,” said Molly. “At least twice that I can remember.” 
 
    “A few more times than that, though Margot and I always rescued him straight away,” muttered Winter. “I do trust Ligarious and I don’t think she’d do anything like that, but showing up at her store alone is still a bit brazen. She might ask for something or another, or try to get on your good side.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” said Jackson. “You could even come along, Aunt Molly, and just stay in the car. I think it would put my mom at ease.” 
 
    And if he was being entirely truthful, him, too. He’d learned enough about the supernatural to know that there was an enormous amount he didn’t know. Better to have backup within range than to act like he was invincible. 
 
    “I suppose I could do that,” said Molly. 
 
    BE CAREFUL, spelled Winter. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
    JACKSON – IN THE BACKGROUND 
 
      
 
    “That’s it,” said Molly. 
 
    “Could you have parked any further away?” Jackson eyed the place Molly had indicated, an unassuming and rather tiny shop in between a teahouse and a pizza place with a sign that read Antique Artifacts over the door. 
 
    “I don’t even want to be within line of sight of her,” said Molly with a sigh. “I’ll give you fifteen minutes and then I’m coming in, so don’t dally too much.” 
 
    “Make it half an hour,” said Jackson. “No idea how this might go or what might come up.” 
 
    “Twenty minutes. And Jax…?” 
 
    He paused halfway out the car door. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Be sure to stress to her that you’ve already made friends,” said Molly. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You need to give off the air of a male moonlighter who is making moves, playing the game,” said Molly. “Not a teenager who just lost his mother and doesn’t know what he’s doing, even if that’s sort of the case.” 
 
    He smiled, leaned in, and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I think I’ll manage.” 
 
    She gave him a frustrated pout that reminded him altogether too much of his mother. He kissed her again, this time on the lips, and then one more time after that just to see if he could get away with it. He was reasonably sure he could have gotten away with far more. 
 
    Jackson was reasonably confident, but not foolhardy. He slowed as he approached the door to Antique Artifacts, scanning the windows, trying to feel the place out. His power wasn’t telling him anything, but he wasn’t entirely sure it would. He could see ghosts and, to a certain extent, through illusions, it seemed. Hard to know if it would be useful in a random occult shop if the owner’s powers lay in a different direction. 
 
    A bell jingled above the door as he entered. The shop’s main room had a cluttered feel to it, shelves stuffed with books and various trinkets, beads and crystals, wands of various kinds including the ring wand he’d seen Molly use. A variety of dreamcatchers hung from the ceiling, and a small rack held clothing, cloaks and capes and silly-looking steepled hats. 
 
    Nobody seemed to be behind the counter, but there was a stick of incense burning next to the cash register.  
 
    “Hello?” called Jackson. 
 
    An older woman appeared from the curtains in back and smiled at him. Her hair was gray and black, more gray than black, really, and her face had a weary, world-worn quality to it, bored and busy at the same time. One of her eyes had an oddly perfect circular scar around it, faint against her otherwise tan-toned skin. 
 
    She had a nice body, though Jackson did his best to respectfully notice that without checking her out. Her clothing was very vintage, a colorful purple blouse and baggy maroon pants tied with a gold sash. 
 
    A really nice body, thought Jackson. 
 
    “The list of alchemical and herbal remedies is in the pamphlet on the counter,” said the woman. “No, cannabis is not among them, and love potions are currently out of stock.” 
 
    “I’m here on business, actually,” said Jackson. “For my… mother.” 
 
    He trailed off as a second figure stepped into view from behind a partition in the corner of the room. It was the ghost of a man, tall and fairly muscular, bald and bearded with a diagonal scar across his forehead and nose. Jackson stared at the ghost, and the ghost stared back at him. 
 
    “Your mommy sent you to pick up some incense?” asked the woman with good humor. 
 
    The ghost slowly walked toward Jackson, and he felt his heart pounding. This was unfamiliar territory, and questions that hadn’t seemed relevant during his interactions with his mother suddenly rose to the fore.  
 
    Did ghosts ever get violent? Could they interact with the living in a destructive manner? Had he been staring at this particular ghost for perhaps a few seconds too long? 
 
    “What are you looking at?” growled the ghost. 
 
    That… almost feels like an answer to all of those questions. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Jackson. “Sorry.” 
 
    “You don’t… need anything?” asked the woman. “Young man, you look a bit faint. Do you want to sit down?” 
 
    “Uh…” Jackson tried to keep his eyes on the other living human in the room as the ghost began circling him with no small amount of potential menace.  
 
    “The woman offered you a seat,” growled the ghost. “Take a goddamn seat.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said, forcing a smile. 
 
    He sat down in an ornate chair that looked as though it was for sale and not intended for lounging customers. The woman came around to the other side of the counter and folded her arms, frowning slightly. 
 
    “Now, what’s that you said about your mother?” she asked. “Someone I know?” 
 
    “Winter Ambrosia,” said Jackson. “I’m her son. I came here because I thought you might be able to help me. You’re Ligarious, right?” 
 
    The woman nodded, but she reacted more to the first part of what Jackson had said, leaning against the counter and bringing a hand to her chest. “Oh, my dear, I am so sorry. I heard what happened. I can’t imagine what you must be going through. She was such a wonderful, intelligent, kind woman.” 
 
    “She still is.” Jackson eyed the ghost again briefly, but he was standing back, head bowed. “I’m doing everything I can to help her.” 
 
    “That’s good.” Ligarious gave him a sad, borderline pitying smile. “She was… is lucky to have a son like you. Anything you need, young man. Just tell me what I can do to help you out.” 
 
    “Heard anything about a succubus in town?” he asked. 
 
    Ligarious stiffened, her mouth falling open slightly. “Could you… repeat that?” 
 
    “I know about the Covenant and about moonlighters. I suppose I am one, technically, a soultorn. I can see and interact with ghosts. I’m trying to find a way to return my mother’s soul to her body, and I have to find Sierra, the succubus who attacked her, in order to do it.” 
 
    Ligarious looked at a loss for words. Her lips formed a tiny o as she turned her head slightly sideways, as though trying to get a better angle to see what was right in front of her. 
 
    “You remind me of a young Ronnie,” she said with a sigh. “My husband. He passed a few years ago. I was on the fence about keeping this shop going when he got sick, but he always used to say, Liggie, you gotta keep that door open…” 
 
    “…because you never know who is going to walk through,” said the ghost, with an odd smile. 
 
    “Danica!” called Ligarious, toward one of the doors in the back of the shop. “Dani! Put some tea on, we have a guest!” 
 
    Ligarious waited for an answer that didn’t come, held up a finger apologetically, and hurried off in the direction she’d just been addressing. Ronnie came around to stand in front of Jackson, looking more thoughtful than intimidating now. 
 
    “Winter Ambrosia,” muttered the ghost. “She got a sister? I think I knew her once.” 
 
    “I think you did, too,” said Jackson with a chuckle. “Any message for her? Last words from beyond the grave?” 
 
    “Nah, it’s been years. Have to think of Liggie, and how she’d kill me if I did something like that. Well, I suppose not kill me, but I’d certainly feel some guilt, at least.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Jackson. “Anything you want me to share with Ligarious, then? I can at least tell her you’re here.” 
 
    “Oh, she knows.” 
 
    Ligarious emerged from the back room, still watching Jackson with that glint of fascination in her eye. She came over to where he was sitting, stepping through Ronnie in the process, and shook her head. 
 
    “You are quite something,” she said. “So young. So… broad-shouldered.” 
 
    She actually circled behind the chair, reaching out to touch his shoulders with some mild-mannered groping. Jackson started to laugh and then glanced at Ronnie, who was watching them both with a considering expression. 
 
    “Yes, well, I get a fair amount of attention from the ladies,” boasted Jackson. “From the succubi, too, as it happens. You’re not a succubus, are you?” 
 
    “Do you really think your mother would want anything to do with me if I was?” 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    Ligarious came back around to the counter, leaning on it with her legs crossed. “When did you come into your power?” 
 
    “Right after what happened to my mom.” 
 
    “Am I right in assuming that I’m the first moonlighter, aside from your mother’s ghost, that you’ve come to see?” 
 
    “In essence.” Jackson opted not to mention Molly, remembering her feud with Ligarious. “My mother seems to think highly of you, and I do trust her.” 
 
    “As you should.” Ligarious folded her arms, pausing to think. “I can call around about this succubus, but I’m not just going to hand you the information.” 
 
    “I’ll pay. Or owe you a favor. However it works in the Covenant.” 
 
    “We’ll come back to that favor, but no,” said Ligarious. “What I mean is that I owe it to your mother to make sure I’m not sending you into a situation that’s going to get you killed. But I suppose we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Sit tight. I’ll make a call a two.” 
 
    Jackson was beginning to understand why his mother had been keen on the idea of paying the shop a visit. He watched Ligarious as she held her phone to one ear, pacing back and forth behind the counter. The scar around her eye was so distinctive and perfect, a clean circle. He touched the same spot on his own face absently as he snuck another glance at it. 
 
    “It’s from a fireball.” Ronnie had snuck up behind him, voice a gruff muffle. “Not a big one, but she took it straight to the face. Lucky she had her eye closed.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Yeah. She still won the fight, in the end.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    “Yep.” Ronnie chuckled and flashed the first smile Jackson had seen him give. “Spared my life afterward, too. Nothing makes a man fall in love faster than getting his ass kicked by a beautiful woman.” 
 
    Ligarious let out a sigh, hung up her phone, and came back over. “No luck on my first lead, and seems like the second is out of town, but I’m going to keep my ears open.” 
 
    “Thanks. Since I’m here anyway, can I just ask you some questions? General stuff. I feel like I’m playing catchup when it comes to the supernatural.” 
 
    “That’s because you are. But everyone is, at first. Feel free to pick away at my brain.” 
 
    He sat forward in the cushy chair, trying to articulate emotions into questions with potential answers. “Am I really in that much danger? As a man, within the supernatural world, among the Covenant?” 
 
    “That’s the sort of thing I would try not to dwell on too much,” said Ligarious. “At any given moment, you might be entirely safe or walking into a trap. You ever watch a movie about the Wild West? One of the ones where some rich fop with a case of money stumbles into a saloon not realizing he’s in the midst of a bunch of killers and thieves?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m so huge on the framing of this analogy.” 
 
    “I’m saying you don’t want to be an idiot,” said Ligarious. “Don’t just announce that you have the Gift when it isn’t necessary. Keep to yourself, be wary of anyone who wants to be your friend. Everyone wants something, and you should keep quiet while you’re working out what it is.” 
 
    Jackson gave a slow nod, and then raised an eyebrow and looked at her significantly. Ligarious almost seemed to glance sideways at Ronnie with a crafty smile, but no, she was looking past him. She stood up and plucked a glass vial off one of the display shelves.  
 
    “Now, it is a tad different with me because of the respect I have for your mother, but if you wanted to be helpful, you could always fill this up and bring it back.” She set it down on the edge of the counter and made a pumping motion with a semi-closed fist. “Your cum. It’s potent stuff for potions, the seed of male moonlighters. Run it by your mom first and make sure she’s okay with it. You should run everything you do by her, really. Best way to stay out of trouble.” 
 
    “It’s humbling that I’m starting to see that as valid advice,” he said. “And here I was, about to offer to top the vial up before I left.” 
 
    Ligarious laughed and slapped him on the shoulder, hand lingering to squeeze the muscle there for another quick instant. “You are very nearly too much, young man.” 
 
    He smirked at her, absently wondering if she had any other fireball scars in interesting places. “Alright. Another question. What’s to stop normal people from finding out the truth about all of this?” 
 
    Ligarious grew serious and tapped a hushing finger to her lips. “You really shouldn’t ask that question so loudly. The Governing Council, the group of moonlighters responsible for maintaining the Covenant, has ears everywhere, and that’s basically your answer.  
 
    “They’re a powerful sect of witches and sorceresses and even a few gifted men with a vested interest in holding onto their power. They don’t want war, so they work to erase the knowledge before it can spread. There are laws against using magic too publicly — the founding laws of the Covenant, in fact.” 
 
    “This is… still just so much to take in,” he muttered. 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to understand all of it. You just have to know enough to not get arrested or killed,” said Ligarious. She came behind his chair again and started rubbing his shoulders once more, which she really seemed to like. “I can walk you through anything you’re confused about if you’re ever interested. Preferably in the evening, outside of the shop’s hours.” 
 
    Jackson nodded, glancing over at Ronnie, who loomed over their interaction like… well, like the ghost of her dead husband. 
 
    “You can fuck my wife, if she’s up for it,” said Ronnie. 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “She’s had other lovers since I died.” Ronnie sighed, sad but serious, sad but sympathetic. “I’d prefer you to most of them. She’s lonelier than she lets on. I just like to see her happy.” 
 
    “The tea’s ready!” called a voice from the back of the shop. “Mom? You still want it?” 
 
    Jackson glanced over as a dark-haired teenage girl in ripped jeans and a tight white top emerged from a door behind the counter. She was around his age, maybe eighteen, maybe nineteen, slender, with a lip ring and gorgeous green eyes. 
 
    “Jackson, this is my daughter, Danica,” said Ligarious. “Dani, this is Winter’s son. You remember Winter, right?” 
 
    A cold tickle came at Jackson’s neck as Ronnie leaned in, fingers partially curling around his throat. 
 
    “If you so much as flirt with my daughter, however, so much as lay a hand on her or ask her on a date, I will haunt you to the end of fucking time,” growled Ronnie. “I will fucking ruin you.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” said Jackson in as boring a tone as he could manage. 
 
    “You, too!” said Danica. “I didn’t realize Winter had a son so close to my age. That’s super cool.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s… yeah.” 
 
    She smiled and seemed to bounce on her toes waiting for him to stretch out the pleasantries into conversation, but Jackson didn’t dare. Danica headed back upstairs, sending several significant looks over her shoulder at him. 
 
    “Let me grab you one last thing to send you on your way with,” said Ligarious as they finished their tea. “Ah, here we go. It’s a book on ghosts and other post-death phenomena. Not strictly speaking about the soultorn, but I would bet that you’ll find the information useful.” 
 
    She pulled out a dusty, ancient-looking volume titled Beyond Death: Accounts of the Inexplicable and pressed it into his hands. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “Let me know if you hear anything about Sierra.” 
 
    “I will, don’t worry. Take care, Jackson.” 
 
    “You too, Ligarious.” He started heading for the door and then, on a whim, turned toward the ghost. “Later, Ronnie.” 
 
    Ligarious hissed through her teeth. She looked around the shop, obviously not seeing her dead husband, but aware that he was there. “How many times have I told you to stay out of the way when we have customers?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
    WINTER – HOME ALONE 
 
      
 
    There had been a time in Winter’s life when she’d relished the feeling of the empty house. So calm and so quiet. Perfect for writing, perfect for lounging. It was a state of existence that had once reflected her own nature, introspective and controlled and evenly paced. 
 
    She was on the verge of tearing her hair out in boredom, though, of course, she wasn’t sure it was even possible as a ghost. Writing was basically impossible. She could just about press the keys on her keyboard if she really slammed down hard on them, but getting full words out, let alone sentences, was an exhausting process. 
 
    She tried tackling the dirty dishes in the sink again, slowly turning the water on, trying to shift a sponge into place to laboriously drag it back and forth over stubborn bits of dried food. Excruciatingly slow, excruciatingly pointless, but someone had to do the chores. Someone had to keep the household running. 
 
    Winter gave up after the first plate and lounged on the couch, pushing the Scrabble pieces around to spell words and sentences as time ticked by at a snail’s pace. When she finally heard a car pull into the driveway, she all but shot up, rushing to the door, slightly abashed at her own eagerness. When had her days become so defined by people arriving and leaving? It was sad, really, but what could she do about it? 
 
    She frowned and set aside her self-pity as she glanced out the peephole, not recognizing the car that had just pulled in. A man climbed out of it, tall but young, college aged. One of Jax’s friends? It would have almost fit if not for the man’s attire, a hooded sweatshirt and sunglasses obviously worn to disguise his appearance. 
 
    Not a friend, she thought. One of Sierra’s thralls. 
 
    Winter’s heart thudded in her chest surprisingly hard, given she didn’t have a body that required flowing blood to exist. She started toward her office to grab her wand and stopped herself. She couldn’t lift it, let alone cast with it. Which left her defenseless. Her heart thudded even faster, and she had to remind herself that she was a ghost, invisible and intangible. 
 
    She watched the man slowly approach the door, eyeing the windows. Winter’s car was still in the driveway, but she got the distinct impression that the young man was operating on the assumption that the house was empty, which was fair. She watched him reach a hand toward the doorknob and smiled to herself. 
 
    The second his fingers made contact, one of the wards Winter had applied eons ago instantly went off, giving him a nice warning shock that sent him stumbling backward a few feet. It was satisfying but sad, in its own way. The now triggered ward wasn’t something she could replace as a ghost, one less defensive tool she could count on to keep Jax safe. 
 
    Well, she supposed she could always get Molly to reproduce it, but relying on her little sister to ward her house prickled her pride. 
 
    She watched as the hooded man moved around to the side of the house, likely heading for the back door or a rear window. Winter phased through the wall and rushed at him, throwing a few wild punches and a couple of slaps. It didn’t really do much other than make him pause for a moment, a shiver running through him as he itched the spot on his shoulder she’d most recently attacked. 
 
    The windows and back door were also warded. Truth be told, there was no real risk of the man making it inside the house, but the fact that he was attempting to invade Winter’s family home made her blood boil… so to speak. 
 
    Use your head, Winnie, she thought. Is this a good use of your time? 
 
    She doubled back to the hooded man’s car, memorizing the license plate, make, and model. YSL551, red Dodge Neon. Phasing inside of it was almost too simple, and she hurriedly began searching for anything that might give her a clue as to the name of her wannabe home invader. 
 
    It took some serious tugging and grunting and arm strength, but she managed to pop open his glove compartment. The insurance card was easy enough to find after that, revealing that one Judah Tanner was who she was dealing with, or perhaps the father, if the car was borrowed. 
 
    She phased out of the car just as the man arrived back, grimacing and clearly annoyed at his failure. Winter waved to the car as she watched him drive off. She headed back inside, intent on washing another dish or two while she waited for Jax and Molly to return. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
    JACKSON – JUDAH FUCKING TANNER 
 
      
 
    “We’re home,” called Jackson. “Mom?” 
 
    “In the kitchen.” Winter smiled as she came out into the living room. Jackson grinned and swept her into both his soul matrix and a tight hug. It even replicated her scent, the shampoo she used, and he couldn’t resist taking a deep inhale, nose nearly pressed into her hair. 
 
    “Did you just… smell me?” asked Winter. 
 
    “Yup.” He smiled and held both her hands. “I did.” 
 
    “Well, at least you’re honest.” His mother pulled him in closer and inhaled with her nose near his chest. “I think you need a shower, mister.” 
 
    “Okay, well, I suppose I’ll leave the two of you to continue, uh, smelling each other.” Molly looked like she was actively suppressing laughter. “I need to head home to grab some clothing and the other essentials if I’m going to be staying here.” 
 
    “We should touch base before you go,” said Winter. 
 
    “My mom wants to touch base before you go,” Jackson repeated, for Molly’s sake.  
 
    He took the book he’d been holding under his arm and set it down on the coffee table. “Ligarious gave me this. It’s related to ghosts, more than my power, but I think it might be useful. She also said she’s going to keep her ears open about Sierra, but I don’t know how likely it is for her to come up with anything.” 
 
    “She’s a good woman,” said Winter. “If she hears anything, I’m sure she’ll pass the info along. Though it might be at a cost. She’s crafty like that.” 
 
    “I think she already named her price.” Jackson pulled out the empty vial and presented it between thumb and forefinger. “She asked me to fill this up for her. Made it clear that I should run it by you first, to make sure you’re alright with it.” 
 
    Molly burst out laughing. Winter glowered and flicked a finger against the side of the vial. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “That amount of your… stuff is worth far more than her making a few phone calls, Jax,” said Winter. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “It’s an extremely potent ingredient for certain types of potions and aerosol-based monster lures,” explained Winter.  
 
    “Your father basically coasted by on selling his jizz for years,” said Molly. “God, men have it so much easier in some ways within the Covenant. So much harder in others, though. I suppose it balances out.” 
 
    “I should have expected Ligarious to try something like this,” sighed Winter. “For now, you probably should provide her with a filled vial, but make it clear that she’s paying the market rate for anything beyond that. Or better yet — I’ll buy a few vials and serve as a middleman, middlewoman, for it as an ingredient. I can shop around, get the best price for you.” 
 
    He was about to object and say that he wasn’t agreeing to any exclusive deals in terms of his seed when he thought about what it might entail. “Sure, if you want to. Anyway… how was your day while we were gone?” 
 
    “Interesting. I had an unexpected visitor.” 
 
    INTRUDER, she spelled. 
 
    Jackson and Molly exchanged a glance. 
 
    “That sounds ominous,” said Molly. 
 
    “A college-aged young man stopped by and tried to let himself in,” said Winter. “I think Sierra might have put him up to it. Does the name Judah Tanner mean anything to you, Jackson?” 
 
    “Judah fucking Tanner!” he snapped, louder than intended. “That stupid asshole! He seriously tried to break in?” 
 
    “Not overly hard,” said Winter. “He basically just tested the doors and windows and got a few painful surprises from my wards. Is he a friend of yours?” 
 
    “The opposite.” Jackson collapsed onto the couch and kicked his feet up on the coffee table. “He’s your typical asshole jock. I think Sierra dated him for a little while a year or so ago, but even she thought he was an arrogant jackass.” 
 
    He was tempted to simply call the police and have Judah implicated in breaking and entering, but a better idea came to mind as he thought about it. He knew exactly where Judah would be that night, at the same tired weekly party his friend Ricky had been throwing for months now. 
 
    “Well, at least we’ve established that he is connected to her,” said Winter. “We can work on tracking him down, question him about Sierra.” 
 
    She added the word FIND to INTRUDER, telegraphing her meaning. 
 
    “Sounds good,” said Molly. “Let’s regroup later tonight, or possibly early tomorrow. I have to go grab my stuff.” 
 
    “We’ll be here,” said Jackson. “Drive safe.” 
 
    He waved to her from the window as she pulled out in her car. Winter was eyeing the book he’d brought back, and he flipped the heavy cover open for her as he came back over to the coffee table. 
 
    “You don’t mind if I start skimming through it ahead of you?” she asked. 
 
    “Not at all. I figured I’d do a few chores and then head over to Haruto’s house, if you don’t mind. Tonight feels like a rest night without Molly around.” 
 
    He didn’t like lying to his mother, but he doubted she’d be eager to let him rush off to a party that Sierra might potentially be at. There was no guarantee that Sierra would be there, or Judah, for that matter, but he wasn’t about to let the lead pass him by. 
 
    “That’s totally fine,” said Winter. “I started on the dishes, but… it’s a little hard for me to lift anything heavier than a fork out of the sink.” 
 
    “Consider them done.” 
 
    “You don’t mind?” She stood up and moved over to him. 
 
    “Not at all.” He grinned and pulled her into a hug. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Why are you thanking me? You’re the one winning points by doing chores.” 
 
    “Just because.” He kissed the side of her head on the hair, and then once on the cheek, delighting in her reactions. 
 
    “Because why?” 
 
    He let his hands slide slower, stealing a grope of her butt that, if anything, seemed to puff his mother’s smile up even more. Her body was a perfect crush of female flesh against his, so soft and open, begging to be touched and played with. 
 
    “Someone is an affectionate boy today,” whispered Winter. 
 
    “Today and every day.” He squeezed her butt and kissed her, this time on the lips. For a glorious second or two, they were just kissing, hungry for each other, leaning into the passion and the weirdness with no upper boundary.  
 
    Winter stopped him with a pat on the chest and a guilty smile. She then patted his leg, one edge of her mouth twitching. 
 
    “Is that…?” 
 
    “The vial,” he said, clearing his throat and extracting it from his pocket. “I think what you were looking for is on the other side.” 
 
    “You plan on filling that up tonight?” 
 
    He took a breath, pausing against the tension before answering. “It’s pretty big. Once I’m done at Haruto’s, I figured I’d… probably come back and get a head start on it.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She patted his chest again and took a step back, still looking at him. Jackson exhaled, almost wishing he could get started on filling up the vial right then and there, in the living room, in front of her… with help. 
 
    You’ve got another risk to take first, he thought. Later. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
    JACKSON – DEAD PARTY 
 
      
 
    After finishing the dishes, Jackson dipped out. His mother obliged him in his request to take her car after making him promise that he and Haruto wouldn’t “do anything stupid” and that he’d always ask before taking her keys. He agreed, knowing that drinking at Ricky’s party was going to be the last thing on his mind. 
 
    It was still early, not even past sunset, and Jackson did in fact go to visit and play video games with Haruto for a while before making his way to the party. He parked on the next street over, more out of paranoia for what the situation might be on his exit than arrival. 
 
    He knew which house was Ricky’s, but even if he hadn’t, the loud music, billowing weed smoke, and general detritus of a raucous college party leaked from the open windows. Walking up to the front door, Jackson tried to act natural, half expecting somebody to jump out and attack him from his blind spot. 
 
    Nobody did, or even really seemed to care or notice that he’d let himself in. The house bore evidence of many, many parties having been thrown there. The carpet was a tapestry of stains and cigarette burns. The wallpaper was faintly yellow from smoke. As Jackson passed by the kitchen, he noted both the overflowing recycling bin and garbage, the number of empties cluttering the counter. 
 
    The atmosphere was messy, but that wasn’t what was throwing him off. He realized, with a strange, unplaceable certainty, that somebody had died inside Ricky’s house. Not that night, not even within the past year or two, but still recently, within the grand scheme of things. 
 
    “Here.” A chubby teenager with weed smoke trickling from his nostrils attempted to pass him a joint. 
 
    “I’m good,” said Jackson. “Hey, have you seen Judah anywhere?” 
 
    “Over there.” The guy burst into a coughing fit as he waved toward the doorway directly behind Jackson. 
 
    He turned around, headed through it, and took in the scene. Ricky was in the corner on the loveseat with a girl sitting on his lap who didn’t look nearly old enough to be at this kind of party. A couple of other guys lounged on a nearby L-shaped couch. Judah was there, too, leaning forward over some rolling papers and a grinder. 
 
    “Yo!” called Ricky. “Jackson. I didn’t realize you were coming.” 
 
    Judah stiffened, gaze slowly pulling up to stare. “Yeah, what the fuck? You just walk in here like you own the place?” 
 
    “It’s a party, Judah, chill,” said Ricky. 
 
    “He should have let us know he was coming, that’s all,” snapped Judah, now openly glaring. “Did he bring beer? Drugs of any kind? Or is he just here to leach?” 
 
    Ricky chuckled and gestured patiently to Judah. “I don’t know what his deal is, but you’re more than welcome here, Jackson. Grab a seat.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s got a point, though,” said Jackson. “I should have given you a heads up. Just like you should have before coming to my place earlier today, Judah.” 
 
    The joint Judah had been rolling exploded between clenched fingers. He stood up, eyes narrowing into a glare. “The fuck is that supposed to mean? You trying to accuse me of something?” 
 
    “Hey, easy!” said Ricky. “Relax, you guys. Have a beer. Take a hit.” 
 
    Jackson was tempted to agree with him. With Judah now on his feet, it was pretty obvious he’d put on some weight. Some muscle. He played football now, and Jackson mostly played video games. Jackson pursed his lips, knowing he had to play the situation carefully. 
 
    “Sierra put you up to it, didn’t she?” He folded his arms and tried to project confidence like he’d won. “I have security cameras, Judah. There’s footage of you trying to break in.” 
 
    A scandalous murmur ran through the other guys and gals sitting around the room. Judah wiped a hand across his mouth and stabbed a finger in Jackson’s direction. 
 
    “Bullshit! I never went inside anyway. It’s not a crime to knock on someone’s door and try the handle or whatever.” 
 
    “Look, tell me where Sierra is, or I’m bringing the footage to the cops and letting them decide what happens next.” 
 
    “Is that a fucking threat?” Judah stepped forward, getting into Jackson’s face. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted Ricky. “If you’re going to do this, take it outside!”   
 
    “I’m not here to fight!” said Jackson. “I just need to know where…” 
 
    He trailed off, realizing nobody could hear him anyway over the clamor. Some of the guys were chanting fight, fight, fight. People were conversing in the hallway, where they’d all packed in to see what was going on. Jackson was pushed in the direction of the door, not by Judah, not aggressively, but in a tide of drunken idiots. 
 
    There was no real escape, not that he would have been able to suck up his pride and run away, regardless. He’d promised his mom that he and Haruto wouldn’t do anything stupid, and in a sense, he was keeping that promise — Haruto was nowhere in sight. He’d never been much for parties, and Jackson was beginning to appreciate the wisdom of that. 
 
    A dozen guys formed a circle around him and Judah once they were in the street. Judah had taken his shirt off, and he was just as buff as he’d looked with it on. Muscular in that heavy sort of way, and a couple of inches taller than Jackson, who wasn’t all that short. 
 
    I could have played this better, he thought. 
 
    The spectacle of the moment made it seem like there should be a referee of some kind, rules about what constituted a clean fight, but Judah threw himself forward without hesitation, and it was all Jackson could do to get his guard up in time.  
 
    Judah smashed him into two of the guys standing as part of the circle, who roughly pushed him back forward. Jackson tried to dodge around the edge of the circle, already feeling an odd shaped bruise on his shoulder from the collision. 
 
    Somebody pushed him from behind, which, again, made him wish there was a ref of some sort to at least limit it to an honest one-on-one fight. Judah came in swinging. Jackson kept his guard up, but the blows still rained down against his arms, one glancing the side of his head. Painful and fast, leaving him no room to counter. 
 
    Not that he had a good idea of what, exactly, even constituted a decent counter. He wasn’t a fighter, not really. He threw a punch that Judah jumped back from, tried again, and felt the other man slap it away, smiling like a bastard. Judah feinted, drawing enough of a reaction from Jackson to make him feel like he’d just gotten played. Judah’s fist sank into his stomach and he almost crumpled, winded and verging on sickness. 
 
    “That’s right, bitch!” screamed Judah. “Respect your elders!” 
 
    They’d gone to high school together. They were the same age. But shit talk, like so much of life, didn’t need to make sense in the moment. Jackson was losing the fight badly enough that he knew the only way to win was to get creative or get dirty, preferably both. 
 
    You probably won’t die, at least, he thought. 
 
    Again, his mind jumped to how he’d sensed a recent death, vague and general, upon entering Ricky’s house. He could still feel it, different from being around a ghost, more like the ambient essence of a departed soul. The aftermath of a clean death… could he tap into it? 
 
    Even as the question entered his head, he knew that he could with intuitive certainty. Jackson forced his legs to keep him circling Judah, buying time, but his attention was otherwise entirely focused elsewhere. He took a slow breath, drawing in air, drawing in essence, drawing in strength. 
 
    The change was instantaneous, as though he’d just leveled up in a video game several times over. Judah must have sensed it to some degree, as his face took on a curious, almost wary expression. He danced forward, throwing a jab in hopes of drawing another flinch out of Jackson. 
 
    Jackson caught the punch in his palm so easily that it felt choreographed. He yanked Judah forward, seized him by the shoulder, and lifted him into the air with one arm, much to everyone’s surprise. 
 
    “Tell me where Sierra is,” he said. 
 
    He heard Judah gathering spit into the front of his mouth, which wasn’t the answer he wanted. Jackson flung him backward and immediately realized that he’d underestimated his newfound strength. Judah let out a squeaky gasp as he flew a good twenty feet, tumbling once completely over, and slammed into a parked car, cracking the window and leaving a dent. The car alarm blared and most of the onlookers scattered, laughing and inebriated. 
 
    He walked toward Judah slowly, still wanting answers. Judah shielded his head as though expecting more blows. 
 
    “She’s out of town!” he cried. “Sierra said she had to deal with something so she was going to be out of town for a day or two. That’s all I know!” 
 
    It wasn’t much. It could have been a lie. Something about Judah’s defeated posture made Jackson think it was probably the truth, or at least what he’d been told. Jackson was still thrumming with the energy, the essence he’d inhaled. 
 
    With the car alarm lending the moment urgency, he took off at a run, moving faster than he ever had and barely breaking a sweat. He grinned, let out a whoop, and jumped high enough into the air to scare himself a little. His legs easily managed the landing, and after taking a second or two to calm down, chill out, he went looking for his mom’s car. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
    WINTER – WAKING UP 
 
      
 
    Reading had always been one of Winter’s absolute favorite ways to spend an evening, right up there with writing and taking a bubble bath. It brought her no small amount of relief to find that she could basically still manage it as a ghost. 
 
    Sure, the book was more of a static object for her. She couldn’t raise it to her face, or shift it onto her lap, but she’d made sure Jax had set it down on the couch in a way that left her able to curl up around it, stretch out next to it, cuddle it, almost. The pages were weighty in her spectral fingers, but she could still flip them, still feel the wonderful texture of old paper against her skin. 
 
    What made it even better was just how dense Beyond Death: Accounts of the Inexplicable was as a volume. Jax wouldn’t have known what to make of it, really, assuming he’d managed to get past the first few cryptic pages. It used a lot of opaque arcane and supernatural terms, the kind of writing that required a certain amount of base knowledge to digest. 
 
    And it was all about ghosts. All about her. There are few feelings in life, er, life or death, quite like stumbling into a book that simply matches your experience so perfectly. The author must have been a mystic or soultorn or supernaturally sensitive himself, as each of the accounts lined up perfectly with her own observations on how the spectral world worked. 
 
    It was deliberate reading even for her. She reread a paragraph, turning over the implications of it in her head. Level of physicality, as opposed to spectrality, was diametrically opposed to essence expenditure. 
 
    Which means if you spread yourself thinner… you should be able to move further out from your point of nexus. Right? 
 
    Winter was nothing if not cautious and precise. She skimmed ahead, searching the book for anything that would contradict the conclusion she was rapidly drawing, and found nothing. A test was required, an experiment, one she’d have to perform on herself. 
 
    It wasn’t as though she hadn’t subjected herself to danger before testing and creating custom spells, but this felt different. Dangerous, both for her and for Jax. If it went wrong, if she simply faded out completely instead of rationing her own essence, it wouldn’t just be her life at stake. What would Jax do without her around to watch over him and advise him? 
 
    Probably start clinging even tighter to Molly, she thought. 
 
    The thought somehow annoyed and relieved her. She was doing the experiment. Her logic was sound. It should work fine and leave her no worse for wear as long as her assumptions were correct. Which they should be. Was she overconfident? Yes, but… that was par for the course. Her own level of self-belief had no bearing on her deductions. 
 
    She committed to doing a single lap around the block, checking herself for any essence leakage or spontaneous dissolving, and then going back inside. Simple. Scary. Winter felt such a flutter of excitement as she started down the street that she began to wonder why she hadn’t taken more risks while she’d been alive. 
 
    As expected, she didn’t dissolve. Thinning herself out as a ghost had the effect of turning her into a plastic bag in the wind, swaying and even falling a few paces sideways at the behest of each breeze. But she was still there, with none of herself or her essence lost.  
 
    Her heart pounded in her chest, or something akin to it for a ghost. She realized she’d just freed herself from a prison that she’d assumed would be her basic existence from that point on. She could go anywhere. 
 
    So, where do you want to go? 
 
    She didn’t come to an answer. She just started moving and figured it out after the fact. She was going to the hospital, to see her own spell-dead body. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Visiting hours were closed when Winter arrived, but she was a patient, not a visitor. And a ghost, too, which probably counted for more. 
 
    She wandered the halls for a while, reading the various directional signs until she had a decent idea of where she was heading, where she’d find herself. Riding the elevator was an exercise in frustration, as she couldn’t even press the buttons with a running charge, thinned out as she was. 
 
    She settled for being brought up to the floor below the one she needed and taking the stairs the rest of the way. Passing by room after room, she almost missed herself at first glance. Her body didn’t have her usual glasses on, and her hair was a messy sprawl across the pillow. 
 
    Winter felt like she’d taken a hammer blow to the chest as she entered the room and sat down in one of the visiting chairs. She felt emotional in a way that was nearly impossible to articulate, a dash of impostor syndrome, sleep paralysis come true, all of her thoughts and fears twisted together in a sad, dead bundle. 
 
    Reaching forward, Winter touched her own face. Her lips were dry and a little cracked, and there was a paleness to her skin that made her seem drained of blood, distinctly less than alive, which fit. A spell death, to a moonlighter, wasn’t really any different from conventional death. 
 
    “What did you get yourself into, Winnie?” she whispered. “Why weren’t you more careful?” 
 
    She shifted her hand down, lightly shaking her own shoulder with no real effect, given her weakness as a ghost. The heart monitor beeped a steady rhythm, indifferent but mocking. With a single finger, Winter flicked her nose, curious if she could draw out a sneeze by tickling underneath it. 
 
    She tried slapping herself, but her hand simply went right through. She tried shaking herself, even more useless. She tried simply climbing back into her body, stupid and desperate. Shockingly, it didn’t work. 
 
    “Wake up,” she whispered. “Wake up! You aren’t dead, Winter! You… you’re not…” 
 
    God, was she crying? The sensation of tears was there, the hotness and wetness in her eyes. She watched each ghostly teardrop fall from her face and fade from existence like little bits of dust moving out of the visibility of a sunbeam. 
 
    The hospital was the first place she’d thought of to go once she’d figured out her new trick, and now, she really wished she’d thought of somewhere better. It was simply too much. She stumbled out the door and into the hallway and was about to charge down the hall to the elevator when the heart monitor gave a hiccup. 
 
    She spun around, blinking in disbelief. The beeping intensified, and raw and numb, Winter felt a growing certainty that she was about to watch her body die its true death. 
 
    In some ways, that would have been less shocking than what appeared to be happening. 
 
    Her body, Winter Ambrosia, blinked its eyes open and took a gasping breath. Winter Ambrosia, the ghost, saw awareness in those eyes. She watched as her body opened its mouth, took a breath. 
 
    “I… am…”  
 
    Just as suddenly, her body seemed to lose its newly regained strength, lulling back off into that deep coma sleep. Winter couldn’t make sense of it, until she turned over the fact that she was still there, watching from afar, and felt a horrible conclusion drop down on her like an anvil. 
 
    You’re not a lost soul. You’re just an echo. 
 
    She was dissolving. It felt like she was, at least, in that moment. It felt like she was having a panic attack, tears streaming down her face. She wasn’t a ghost, not in the traditional sense of a lingering spirit. She was an echo of a person, a moment in time, a tracing made from essence, and nothing more. 
 
    The flesh-and-blood Winter, Jax’s actual mother, would eventually wake up and step back into her life. What did that mean for her? Would anything she did matter? Was it even fair or logical for her to bother to exist anymore? 
 
    “No…” she muttered. “No! No, no, no!” 
 
    She fell forward onto her knees. She tried to hold the tears in, felt herself breaking down with ugly, painful sobs. What did it matter? Who was going to see, let alone care, other than her? 
 
    She was done. Enough pain. Enough pretending. She still worried for Jax, how all of this would weigh upon him once he understood, but worry alone wasn’t enough to keep her from the depths of her despair. She was… 
 
    A cloaked figure began walking across the wide hallway, coming to stand in front of the door to Winter’s room. She watched in dumb fascination as they raised a hand and gave a small wave to her once more unconscious body. A glint of metal upon one finger — a ring wand. 
 
    A moonlighter, just happening to be at the hospital, outside her room, right as she opened her eyes and took a breath? She tilted her head sideways, eyes slowly widening as the actual truth dawned on her. 
 
    “Those jerks are trying to steal my body!” 
 
    She whirled around, intent on chasing after the apparent body snatcher, but they were already out of sight within a nearby elevator. Winter gave chase anyway, more relieved than angry. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
    JACKSON – A LITTLE HELP 
 
      
 
    He practiced his excuse for the entire drive home and still had no idea what he was going to say as he pulled his mom’s car into the driveway. Jackson knew that he had to tell her a version of the truth, at least, but desperately wanted it to sound as though he just happened upon the party, rather than having had set out with the intention of going to it from the beginning. 
 
    “Hey, Mom,” he called as he headed inside. “So I’ve got some good news, some bad news, and some really cool news. I want to make it clear, first of all, that I wasn’t intending to… Mom?” 
 
    The lights were off, but that wasn’t unusual, given the time of night. Jackson smiled. Apparently ghosts did need sleep, after all. He crept upstairs and quietly opened the door to her room, expecting to see her tucked into bed, or at least stretched out across it. 
 
    She wasn’t there, or in her office. She wasn’t in the kitchen, the living room, the bathroom, his room, though he felt ridiculous for checking in the first place. She wasn’t in the basement, though aside from laundry and the occasional home workout, they both rarely went down there. 
 
    She wasn’t outside in the backyard, or in the side yard, or in the garage. Jackson came back into the living room, now fast on the upswing of panic. He lurched around the house’s interior, calling for her louder and louder, practically screaming. 
 
    Winter, his mother, was gone. She must have faded out of existence, simply slipped off the edge of that place in between life and death. Jackson couldn’t believe it, but couldn’t escape it, either. 
 
    He stumbled into the kitchen, pawing through the cupboard until he found the bottle of vodka he’d gotten on the day of Winter’s accident. It wasn’t a habit he wanted to nurture, but nothing seemed to matter except the horrible reality he’d suddenly been thrust back into. A world where his mother really was gone, now and forever. 
 
    It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. He’d discovered his power at just the right time to be able to help her, to save her, and by some cruel twist of fate never managed to even start. He took a deep swig of the vodka and let out a heart-wrenching sigh. 
 
    “Um…” His mother’s voice, from the door between the kitchen and living room. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Jackson nearly dropped the bottle in surprise. He set it down on the counter and rushed forward, yanking his mother into both his soul matrix and a hug. She let out a surprised squeak and then laughed, hugging him back. 
 
    “You weren’t here,” he managed. “I thought… I was afraid… that you were just gone.” 
 
    “Oh, Jax.” Her hand ran through his hair. “Sometimes we jump ahead to the wrong conclusion. It happens. I’m sorry, I should have left a note with the Scrabble pieces.” 
 
    They shifted into the living room, sitting down on the couch. Jackson quickly explained how his own evening had played out, not even bothering to obfuscate his plan to confront Judah at the party. 
 
    “That was rash,” said Winter. “But I suppose it worked out. What you mentioned at the end, the way you pulled from ambient essence — it’s called drawing.” 
 
    “Drawing.” He smiled and steepled his fingers. “Interesting. Is that a general magic term, or something specific to a soultorn?” 
 
    Winter leaned an elbow against the side of the couch, taking on a posture that was a mix of her analysis and loving admiration. “It’s a general term. It means you’re pulling in essence from an outside source. Most arcanists are limited to drawing in very specific contexts. When someone is touching them and using a power to supply them with essence, or when they’re using a specific reversal spell to absorb an opponent’s attack.” 
 
    “I drew essence from thin air,” said Jackson. “From death, basically. I wonder what I could do in a cemetery.” 
 
    His mother’s eyes twinkled. “So do I. We might have to see about teaching you how to cast a few spells, after all.” 
 
    He laughed, unsure whether she was serious, hoping she was serious. “Seems like I wasn’t the only one picking up new skills tonight. You found a way to leave the house.” 
 
    “I did, thanks to your new book. It’s just a matter of making myself more ethereal so I’m not lost to the ambience.” 
 
    “That’s going to be useful,” said Jackson. “Even if you’re just keeping an eye out and giving advice, it would still be helpful to have you around while hunting Sierra. Where did you go, anyway?” 
 
    His mother opened her mouth and gave an odd one-shouldered shrug. “Oh, just for a walk around the block. About… hunting Sierra. I think it might be best if you left that to your aunt and me, for the time being.” 
 
    “I don’t. But I don’t want to argue right now.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” His mother smiled and took his hand. “We’ve both had eventful evenings. Now we’re home.” 
 
    Her gaze flicked to the coffee table, where Jackson had set the vial down earlier. He smirked and slowly reached out, holding it between his fingers like he was only then seeing it for the first time. 
 
    “Were you… still planning on filling that up tonight?” asked Winter. 
 
    He could tell she was trying to make the question sound innocuous, but even she couldn’t quite pull that off. “Yeah. I was.” 
 
    “Well, I should probably give you some space.” She gave his knee a small rub but, for whatever reason, made no move to get up from the couch. 
 
    He gave the vial a twirl between thumb and forefinger. “This feels so silly. What am I even supposed to do with this thing, anyway?” 
 
    “You just… hold it in place.” Winter mimed it with her fingers. “Make sure the seal is tight, but not airtight. And then… fill it up.” 
 
    He watched her as she seemed to realize how lewd her little display was and brought her hands back down to her thighs. “Help me out?” 
 
    She patted his knee and let out an embarrassed laugh. “I’m not sure that would really be the best idea. For either of us.” 
 
    “Just hold the vial for me. Make sure it stays in place.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, expression stern but patient. Jackson touched her leg, rubbing her thigh, leaning in. 
 
    “I’m aware that I probably don’t need your help here,” he said, setting the vial down. “With this. With my other needs, the confusing stuff. Probably not even with the supernatural. But I want it. I appreciate it, when it’s given. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you just as much.” His mother sighed, boring into him with her eyes as she shook her head. “I want to help you, Jax. But some things are dangerous. We’ve already proven that, between the influence of the succubus, the lust essence. With… stuff.” 
 
    “Is that a no?” 
 
    Winter quirked her mouth sideways, trying not to smile in that way that always made him grin. “I’ll hold the vial. It can be… a little bit tricky. You have to be patient to make sure you get enough.” 
 
    “How would you know?” 
 
    She shrugged and looked away, and all at once, Jackson had a rather unnecessary realization as Molly’s words from earlier echoed in his head. 
 
    Your father basically coasted by on selling his jizz for years. 
 
    He’d always known it had been weird between his real mother — Winter — his father, and his birth mother. This was just one more incredibly strange knife to the guts, to the groin, full of weirdness. The father he’d never known, cock out, aiming it at a vial held in his mother’s hands, her watching behind her glasses. 
 
    “Jax?” she said, breaking the silence. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She shifted off the couch, getting down on her knees, and the moment became intensely real for him. He took his pants off, hesitating for some reason he didn’t really understand at his boxers. He was already hard, and he stared at his mother over the mound of his bulge. 
 
    “Want me to take these off for you?” she asked, threading her fingers into the waistband of his underwear. 
 
    He nodded slowly. She made a tiny little grunt of effort, pulling with the strength of an embodied ghost, but managed to get them down. She kissed the inside of his leg, just past his knee, and smiled at him, cheeks flushed and rosy. 
 
    “I love you,” she whispered. 
 
    He touched her hair, grinning back at her. “Thanks.” 
 
    Jackson kept one hand on Winter’s head as he began to stroke himself, eyeing the vial, wondering how much he could pump into it. She lifted it with obvious effort, bringing it near to his cock, but not holding it in place just yet. 
 
    “Just tell me when you’re ready,” she whispered.  
 
    He almost blurted out that it wouldn’t take long, that he was already almost there, and then had a devious thought. “I will, it’s just…” 
 
    He stopped stroking. Winter bit her lower lip. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It feels a little weird,” he lied. “I think I need more stimulation.” 
 
    Winter eyed his stiff erection but still gave a nod. “Of course. Just tell me what would help.” 
 
    “Take your top off?” 
 
    She did, not even hesitating before setting the vial down on the couch and pulling her tank top up and over her head. “Bra too?” 
 
    He nodded, dumbfounded as he watched her unhook it and slip it off her shoulders. Both articles of clothing seemed to evaporate into blue mist as she set them aside, as though being naked was her intended, default state. Her breasts were big and full, pale skin seeming to glow in the living room’s light.  
 
    She cupped her arms underneath them like a shelf and, blushing furiously, gave them a gentle, jiggling, back and forth shake. “How’s this?” 
 
      “You have the best tits,” he muttered. He touched her shoulder and pulled her in a little closer. 
 
    “Aw, thanks,” she said, grinning. “You really shouldn’t give me compliments like that, though.” 
 
    “You have the sexiest tits, then.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip. He shifted forward on the couch, and the tip of his cock briefly sank into the soft flesh of one of her breasts, leaving a small, sticky spot. 
 
    “I should grab the vial,” she whispered. 
 
    “We should swap roles.” Jackson plucked it up off the couch ahead of her. “I’ll hold this in place, and you can…” 
 
    “Jax…” She had that warning tone in her voice, but her eyes seemed to contradict it. 
 
    “This is to pay Ligarious back for the book,” he pointed out. “The book I let you read first that had valuable information in it.” 
 
    She sighed, smiling, and pulled her hair back. “Don’t start thinking this is going to be a regular thing, mister.” 
 
    It already is, he thought. 
 
    “I won’t,” he said. 
 
    He expected another sloppy handjob, but Winter slid forward, letting his cock sink into the cleft of her thick breasts. She squeezed them together, holding his gaze, and then closed her eyes and kissed the tip. 
 
    “Holy shit,” grunted Jackson.  
 
    “The vial, Jax.” She started moving her tits, sliding them smoothly up and down, the movement small but smothering. “Don’t forget the point of this.” 
 
    “I won’t,” he said, holding it up. “But… there doesn’t need to be a point to this. It’s just so…” 
 
    “Good?” Winter’s mouth curled into a pleased smile. 
 
    “Beyond good.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I can… make you feel good.” She gave his cock another kiss and Jackson moaned again. “Just don’t forget the vial.” 
 
    She leaned forward, licking the inner edge of each of her breasts, her tongue grazing the sides of his cock on each pass. It made her cleavage into a slick, hot mess, and as she sped her pace up, Jackson had to breathe to keep himself from losing it. 
 
    “I’ve been told before that I’m good at this,” she whispered. 
 
    By whom, he wondered. My father? Would that make it better or worse? 
 
    “You make the best faces,” she whispered, smiling. She kissed his cock again, lips lingering long enough for it to turn into a full suck. 
 
    Too much. He couldn’t stop himself. He set a hand on the back of her head, gentle but firm, and started pumping. Each forward stroke was a combination of the crush of her breasts, the seal of her lips, the hot wetness of her tongue and mouth. Unreal. Far too much. 
 
    “Oh!” He kept thrusting as he came, remembering the vial far too late, but hardly caring. His mother made an annoyed noise, lips still tight around his cock. He managed to do enough thinking through the haze of bliss to grab the vial and pass it to her. 
 
    She shook her head, swallowing and giving his member one last kiss. “It needs to be pure.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “My bad. It just… felt so good.” 
 
    Winter set her hands on her hips. “Did you plan it this way?” 
 
    “No!” he said. “Of course not. I didn’t think you were going to start sucking. Not that I’m complaining in the least.” 
 
    He reached for her hand, but his spirit matrix wavered and then collapsed completely, rendering her ethereal again. The shift was timely, stealing both their attention from what might have otherwise been a chance to examine their actions, their feelings, their shame. 
 
    “You kept me in it for a while,” said Winter. “You’re getting better at it.” 
 
    “I have you to practice on. I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Any time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
    WINTER – PROTECT 
 
      
 
    Winter stayed up late, which she suspected she’d be doing a lot as a ghost. She’d been considering asking Jax to bring her some cocoa, or even a glass of wine to wash a certain guilty flavor out of her mouth, right before his soul matrix had lost coherence. It was strange how she found herself trying to remember it afterward, the taste, the heat. 
 
    Calm yourself, woman. 
 
    She was still reading through Beyond Death: Accounts of the Inexplicable. The book was loaded with helpful information, but as she’d noted before, it was all delivered in such quick succession that she found herself needing to reread and process certain sections. It was a rare situation for her that she loved and hated in equal measure. 
 
    Possession by ghost was apparently a thing. Winter knew of several ways for a witch or mage to take control of a person’s body for limited spurts, as she suspected Sierra or one of her collaborators was attempting to do to her. True ghostly possession, from what she was reading, worked much more cleanly and effectively. 
 
    Unfortunately, her first impulse, which was simply to learn how to repossess her own body, was ruled out by the fine print. Once a soul was rejected from a body, getting back inside was complicated to the point of practical impossibility, to quote the exact text. Winter was mildly infuriated that the book didn’t go into greater detail as to why. 
 
    She did get some sleep, though it was on the couch instead of her bed. She hadn’t admitted as much to Jax, but sleeping as a ghost scared her. It felt like a risk, like she might just stop existing during the night. It wasn’t as though such things didn’t happen to the living, heart attacks and strokes and simply dying in one’s sleep. Maybe she’d just never thought about it, never let it be a real possibility until her first brush with death. 
 
    “Morning.” Jax’s voice, followed by the brush of his hand against her cheek, followed by a burst of embodiment as he pulled her into his soul matrix. “Did you sleep on the couch?” 
 
    A single touch from him, and all of those worries about fading away in the night seemed ridiculous. So solid, so reliable, so very much her son. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, with a yawn. “I was reading and just closed my eyes for a second.” 
 
    “How very you,” he said, smiling. He had his phone to his ear, and the smile fractured a little as he pulled it down. 
 
    “Were you calling Molly?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He shrugged and looked at the screen. “I thought it was a little odd that she didn’t touch base with us. She said she’d be back last night or this morning. I suppose she might have just forgotten.” 
 
    Winter sat up, stretching her back. “Try her again.” 
 
    Jax nodded and she watched him make the call once more, to no avail. “Should we be worried?” 
 
    “Concerned, at the very least.” 
 
    “Alright. Are you good enough at traveling as a ghost to manage a car ride yet?” 
 
    Winter took a breath. “For Molly’s sake? I’m willing to find out.” 
 
    Jax had already made coffee, and he took a mug for each of them to go. Winter glanced down at her clothing, a basic tank top and sweatpants, and wondered if she should put something else on before going out in public. It was a simple matter of just imagining different clothing, closing her eyes, manifesting it. 
 
    Why does it matter? Only Jax can see you. 
 
    She settled on a pair of capris and a black long-sleeved blouse with a moderately low-cut neckline. Jax was waiting for her out in the car and had set her coffee travel mug up with a little straw for her to sip from. 
 
    “I think I’d have to be embodied in your soul matrix to drink it,” said Winter as she phased through the door. 
 
    “That can be arranged.” 
 
    She shook her head as he started to reach out. “Save it for when we need it. No use wearing yourself out on a car ride. You need to focus on driving anyway, mister.” 
 
    He laughed and started the car. “Fair enough.” 
 
    It was a two-and-a-half-hour drive to Molly’s apartment. Winter tried, and mostly failed, not to be too much of a backseat driver. It was so hard with Jax sometimes, the way he straddled the line between confident and cocky. The gulf between the way she would have driven herself, cautious and defensive, always going the speed limit, always respecting the space of other cars. 
 
    “It’s this next exit,” she said as they finally reached the end of the highway leg of the journey. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to want to be in the other—” 
 
    “I know.” He smiled and touched her leg, pulling her into his spirit matrix for a couple of seconds as he switched lanes. “I’m a good driver, Mom. Trust me.” 
 
    “I do trust you. I just wish you’d be a little more careful.” 
 
    “I’m careful when it matters.” His hand slid up her leg a little further. “Right now, driving on an empty highway, I can get away with it.” 
 
    He settled his fingers high on her thigh and made a small movement with his pinkie that grazed her crotch. It was so sudden and unexpected and hot that all Winter could do was stare out the windshield. Let her son drive. 
 
    “I… let you get away with too much,” she whispered. 
 
    “You should pick a day of the week to let me get away with anything,” he said, voice husky. “Get it all out of my system in one go so we can be normal the rest of the time.” 
 
    She thought about it, though she didn’t want to. One day a week with no restraints. How far would he go? How far would she let him go? If she really committed to let him get away with anything? God, the idea of it sent such a strange flutter through her, anticipation and fear. No, not quite fear, but a delicious edge of danger and desire, and… 
 
    Winter blinked, turning her head as they passed a highway sign and frowning. “…That was the exit, Jax.” 
 
    “Oh. Um… I thought you meant the next one?” 
 
    She sighed and removed his hand. She really did let him get away with too much. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Her car is still here,” said Jax. “Is that a good sign?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Winter frowned, taking in as much as she could from the outside. Molly lived in a rented duplex, spacious for a single person, more of a landing pad for her in between adventures than a place where she necessarily lived her life. 
 
    Jax parked on the street, and the two of them climbed and phased out of the car. He looked over at her with a worried expression, showing caution for once instead of simply marching up to the door. 
 
    “How do you think we should do this?” he asked. 
 
    “Let’s get a little closer. She gave me a key to her place when she first moved in.” She gestured to the key ring he still held in his hand. 
 
    “Is the door warded, though, or whatever?” 
 
    “You can set a ward with exceptions if you’re talented enough, and Molly is more than talented enough,” said Winter. “We should be fine.” 
 
     She led Jax up to the front door and showed him which key it was. He unlocked the door, face scrunching up a bit as he steeled himself to push it open, and then stepped inside. 
 
    It only took a glance to see that something was very, very wrong. The coatrack by the door was split in half, and a gaping hole in the wall nearby suggested it had either been thrown or used as a club. Smashed plates and dishes littered the floor in the kitchen, and the refrigerator door was slightly ajar. Molly’s bedroom had been turned inside out, clothing and books and personal possessions jumbled and tossed askew.  
 
    “Oh, God,” muttered Jax. 
 
    “Definitely signs of a struggle, but not forced entry?” Winter glanced back at the door, closing her eyes to sense the wards again. “Something’s off here.” 
 
    Jax leaned forward over the couch, plucking something from in between the cushions. He unfolded it, revealing an advertising flyer with a black and neon aesthetic. “Club Sinestra? Ever heard of it?” 
 
    Winter sighed and took a closer look. “It’s a Covenant club. Loud music in a dark and dingy warehouse, but a lot of business takes place there, as it’s acquired the reputation of neutral ground.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s where Molly has been taken? Or is there a chance that she goes to this place on her own and just happened to have a spare flyer?” 
 
    “She used to go all the time when she was younger, but the owner hates her now.” 
 
    “An odd amount of people seem to hate her,” said Jax. 
 
    Winter snorted and gave a reluctant nod. “She makes enemies as easily as friends. No, that’s definitely a relevant clue. Sierra must have dropped it during the struggle, or maybe Molly pulled it off her and left it to lead us to her.” 
 
    “There’s no address,” said Jax. 
 
    “I know where it is,” said Winter. “Let’s head home. You’re… going to need to get dressed.” 
 
    “I am dressed.” 
 
    “I mean dressed up. The bouncers wouldn’t let you in if you showed up in that.” 
 
    They went straight home, concern for Molly somewhat mollified now that they were on her trail. Jax immediately headed up to his room to put an outfit together once they arrived back. Winter waited in the living room until he was ready to present himself. 
 
    The first outfit was too basic. The second might have passed but didn’t really feel like Jax. The third outfit was so perfect that she had to work to make herself stop staring. 
 
    “What?” said Jax. 
 
    He had on a short-sleeved black V-neck that showed off his arms, a slim-cut pair of jeans that showed off his butt, and a tan beaded bracelet that added just the right amount of embellishment into the mix. 
 
    “You look… really handsome,” said Winter. She had to stop herself from admitting that she hoped he’d keep the clothes on for a while after they’d rescued Molly.  
 
    Jax walked over to her, smiling in a way that let her know he’d received the compliment, loud and clear. He touched her hip, and she suppressed a shudder as she slid into his soul matrix. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to dress up, too?”  
 
    She smiled and shrugged. “I’m going to be in the background. It isn’t really necessary.” 
 
    “I’ll still be able to see you.” 
 
    Winter quirked her mouth sideways and motioned for him to turn around. He did, and closing her eyes, she manifested one of the outfits she’d worn to Club Sinestra as a much younger version of herself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
    JACKSON – ATTACK 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” he said. 
 
    “We need to get moving,” said Winter. “You can gawk later.” 
 
    “I might have to do more than just gawk later.” He still had her embodied in his spirit matrix and pulled her back against him in a slightly grindy, slightly gropey embrace. 
 
    She’d shocked him, in some ways, revealing a sense of style he’d never seen from her. An entire side of herself that he, as her son, had never seen. 
 
    Winter had manifested a black skirt, short and pleated, over black stockings and black boots. Her top was a tight tan long-sleeve number that hugged every curve of her expansive chest, and she wore a cute denim jacket over it. She’d even swapped her normal glasses out for a pair of amber-lensed sunglasses. Her hair was down, but buoyant and fluffy in that freshly dried kind of way. 
 
    “We have places to be, mister,” she said, swatting the side of his body. 
 
    Jackson caught her wrist and gave her a quick but significant kiss on the cheek. “When we get back, then.” 
 
    “Can you at least act like you’re about to head into potential danger?” 
 
    “I am. It always brings out the best in me.” 
 
    They climbed into the car, and perhaps it was the clothing, or the role reversal of Jackson driving, but it really did feel like he was simply bringing a girl to the club. He’d gone out like this with Sierra a couple of times, dressed up and riding the high edge of attraction and hormones, the high edge of bad decisions and dirty possibilities. 
 
    “Eyes on the road.” Winter set her hand on his knee, drawing a breath of surprise from him doubly over. He’d kept her in his spirit matrix without really thinking about it. It was getting easier and easier for him to do, which was exciting. 
 
    But not nearly exciting, in that moment, as the way she rubbed a bit higher up on his leg. Revenge for before on the trip to Molly’s? Did he care either way? 
 
    “They are,” he said. “I don’t distract easily.” 
 
    “Good.” She rubbed his thigh, letting her touch run a little higher. By God, the jeans she’d helped him pick out were tight. “I want you to stay focused in the club, too, Jax. On your best behavior.” 
 
    “I will be.” He shifted in his seat, testing to see what she’d do. Her fingers grazed his cock, and he felt her gaze on him as she gave up any pretense and gently rubbed it through his jeans. She cupped it in her hand, claiming with her slow, teasing caress. 
 
    “Finding Molly comes first,” she said. “Everything else needs to wait until after.” 
 
    “After,” echoed Jackson. He would have given up almost anything to pull the car into one of the parking spots on the street, drag her into the backseat with him, and set the wheels to rocking. Almost anything, but not a chance at saving his aunt. 
 
    He did park on the street eventually, Winter pointing out a spot that was apparently close to their destination. He followed her with a slight frown, not understanding how something as significant as a popular nightclub could be tucked away in this corner of their hometown, on such a familiar street. 
 
    “It’s at the end of this alleyway,” said Winter. 
 
    “Uh…” Jackson held his arms out. “Nothing’s at the end of this alleyway. I’ve been down it before.” 
 
    “It’s warded,” she explained. “Heavily warded. You have to spin around seven times at the end of the alleyway for the entrance to appear.” 
 
    A pair of women in dazzlingly skimpy club outfits brushed by Jackson, one shooting him an interesting glance as they disappeared into the shadows of the alleyway. He grinned and glanced at his mother. 
 
    “Interesting,” he said. 
 
    “The sophistication of this club’s wards is one of the few things I liked about it as a teenager,” she admitted with a sigh. “I hate the atmosphere of clubs. Molly was always so confident and comfortable, while I always felt like fading into the background.” 
 
    “You can do that, you know,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Fade into the background.” He smiled and touched her shoulder. “In my experience, in places like these, it doesn’t matter where you are. It matters who you are.” 
 
    Winter bumped her hips into him playfully. “When did you get to be so wise?” 
 
    “I have a writer for a mother. It just sort of happened along the way.” 
 
    He did have to release her from his spirit matrix, not wanting an unexpected nose bleed to spoil the mood. She guided him to the end of the alleyway, which contained a dumpster, a cardboard box spread flat as though someone had recently slept on it, and a fair amount of broken glass. 
 
    “Does it matter which direction?” he asked as he began to spin. 
 
    “Nope. Go slow. You’ll get dizzy otherwise.” 
 
    He tried to follow her advice but still found that the world had a distinct spin to it as he finished the final rotation. He was still in the alleyway, but it was as though he’d simply never looked in the direction of the massive neon sign that read SINESTRA, somehow not heard the blaring electronica music spilling from within, missed the bouncers standing outside the gaping entranceway, wooden double doors flung wide. 
 
    There was a short line of people, the two girls he’d seen before, namely. Jackson queued behind them, paying more attention to the bouncers. They were both women, which did make sense, given what his mother and aunt had explained to him about how rare male moonlighters were. 
 
    There was something distinctly magical, inhuman, about them both. One was tall and lithe, with an odd cloak that seemed to jut out from her upper back, no discernable clasp attaching it to her neck. He stared for altogether longer than he should have before realizing he was looking at a set of black wings, not a cloak. 
 
    The other bouncer was brawny, an inch or two shorter than Jackson, but easily fifty pounds heavier, and he wasn’t exactly light. She was built like a bulldog and had a golden septum ring jutting from her nose. Her hair was shaved, and she had on a camo-colored tank top, muscles rippling underneath, nipples poking out obviously from beneath the fabric. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he muttered. “Is everyone here like the two of them?” 
 
    His mother winced and held a finger to her lips. “You probably shouldn’t talk to me until we get inside and the music can cover your voice. Unless you want to develop a reputation for talking to yourself.” 
 
    Jackson grinned, feeling a little crazy, a little careless. “No, we wouldn’t want that, now would we?” 
 
    The bouncers both eyed him skeptically as he approached the door. He took his wallet out, curious about what the cover was or whether he’d be carded.  
 
    “What’s your deal?” growled the thick bouncer with the nose ring. “Illusionist? Shapeshifter? The boss doesn’t like pretenders.” 
 
    “Soultorn, actually,” said Jackson. 
 
    “Frisk him,” said the bouncer.  
 
    The slender one with wings stepped forward to do just that, which was a genuine relief, as she was both the prettier and gentler-looking of the two. Jackson held his arms out and shot a smile at Winter, who was frowning furiously. 
 
    “Soul what?” asked the bulky bouncer. “You know what I’m asking. It’s not going to be a pretty scene if you try to get cute with your disguise and Terzio catches you.” 
 
    The winged bouncer reached his legs, patting the outside of them, then the inside. She gave his crotch a passing cup and froze, mouth open. She outright groped him, feeling the full extent of his junk, even giving his cock a small tug between thumb and forefinger. 
 
    “Would you at least buy me a drink first?” asked Jackson. 
 
    “Um, Greta?” said the winged bodyguard. “He’s packing.” 
 
    “What? Wand? Blasting rod?” 
 
    “In… a manner of speaking.” 
 
    The bodyguards switched positions and the bulky one, Greta, took a turn at fondling his crotch. Jackson laughed, less in mirth and more in surprise at how ticklish he was to the heavyset woman’s touch. 
 
    “Whoa,” muttered Greta. “I might just have to buy you a drink after all!” 
 
    “Uh, well, that’s very sweet of you to offer,” said Jackson. 
 
    “Did you just get into town?” asked the winged one. “Are you here on business? Terzio’s guest?” 
 
    She slid in close, touching his shoulder and revealing a rather interesting set of dimples to either side of her smirk. 
 
    “Business, and I suppose you could say I’ve been invited here, though not by Terzio.” 
 
    He took his wallet out again. Greta slowly rose from her knees and waved his attempt at paying away. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure male moonlighters get in for free,” she said. “Or at least that’s how it used to be. It’s been so long… Best to play it safe and just let you go on in.” 
 
    “Aw, you’re so sweet,” he said. 
 
    “I get off in a few minutes,” said the one with wings. “My name is Celeste, by the way. Save me a dance?” 
 
    “Uh…” Jackson shrugged, glancing at Winter, who looked actively displeased. “Sure!” 
 
    He headed past them into the club with one backward glance at the two bouncers, who were still staring at him and whispering to each other. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
    WINTER – GRAVE MISTAKE 
 
      
 
    Club Sinestra’s interior still looked much the same. The large, open main room was lit by floating spell globes and torch scones that produced enchanted blue flames. The air smelled of jasmine and sulfur and sweat. 
 
    It wasn’t a huge club, and only a few dozen moonlighters were arrayed across the dance floor or sitting on stools at the bar in the corner, where a witch did double duty serving drinks and brewing potions in her cauldron. 
 
    As always, the club’s denizens were a mixture of magi, demihumans, nymphs, pixies, minotaurs, and more. It was an incredibly varied slice of the female-dominated supernatural world, with one exception to the observant eye. 
 
    Jax was the only man in attendance that night. That wasn’t unusual — it’d always been the same for his father, Case. Attention was already swinging his way, stares and whispers and more than a few whistles. Winter couldn’t help but wonder if she’d made a serious error in judgment by bringing him to Club Sinestra, but at the same time, how else would they stand any chance at finding Molly? 
 
    “Stay close to me,” she said, raising her voice to be heard over the music. 
 
    “I’m right next to you,” he said. “Relax. Everyone seems friendly enough.” 
 
    He was smiling and making eye contact, so comfortable and confident in his own skin. She wondered briefly if perhaps her own social anxiety was coloring her perspective, making the situation seem more dangerous than it really was. 
 
    It’s possible, she thought. But one of you has to be on guard. 
 
    “Hi!” said Jax, grinning as a short water nymph with pale blue skin and dazzling crystalline eyes slowed to a stop next to him. “I’m new here. Jackson.” 
 
    The nymph tittered as she shook his hand and leaned in to whisper something into his ear before scurrying off, various parts of her body jiggling underneath her tight top and insubstantial skirt. 
 
    “What did she say?” asked Winter, trying and failing at masking her annoyance. 
 
    “No idea. Either I misheard her or she doesn’t speak English.” 
 
    A tall, muscular minotaur with a crop top securing her massive udder-like breasts leaned in close to aggressively sniff Jax as he turned to survey the room again. He spun around, raising an eyebrow at her, and she blushed and stared up at the ceiling.  
 
    “Hello there,” he said cheerily. 
 
    “Um… hello,” muttered the minotaur. “You… smell nice!” 
 
    She ran off, footsteps so heavy that they thudded softly as she disappeared in the direction of the bathroom. Jax laughed and cracked his knuckles. 
 
    “I think I like this place, but honestly, it’s also a little overwhelming.” He pulled Winter into his soul matrix and took her hand in his. “Which way to the bar?” 
 
    “You aren’t old enough to drink,” she said with wilting conviction. 
 
    “I get the feeling they’ll serve me anyway,” he said. “Hall pass for tonight?” 
 
    Can I have a hall pass, Winnie? Just for tonight? 
 
    Winter sighed, trying to separate old memories of Case from the new reality of Jax. It was a different question, one he’d phrased slightly unfortunately. He was a different person, with a bigger heart, a true sense of loyalty. Someone who needed her guidance, her protection. 
 
    “Mom?” Jax put an arm around her hip. 
 
    “If they’ll serve you,” she said slowly, “you can have a single beer. You might be able to overhear something about Molly if you just sit down and wait. Just… don’t order anything you don’t recognize the name of.” 
 
    “Afraid I’m going to imbibe some kind of cursed potion?” 
 
    His smile flickered a bit as he seemed to realize that she was being serious, that it was an actual risk. Winter gestured to the bar in the corner of the room, and Jax walked over with her, still keeping one arm around her in a manner that earned him a couple of strange looks. 
 
    It took some shouting from him to collect the bartender’s attention, and more after that to get across his drink preferences. Jax held two fingers and shook his head as the bartender sat a beer down in front of them. The woman shrugged and set a second down in the seemingly empty seat next to him. 
 
    “And a straw,” he called, tapping one hand brusquely on the counter. 
 
    “This is not necessary,” said Winter. “We’re here to find Molly.” 
 
    “I know. But blending in is part of it.” 
 
    Winter wanted to point out that him setting up a beer with a straw in it for seemingly no one in particular was a tad off, but… then again, by the standards of the Covenant, only just. She took a sip from the straw, having to pull much harder from it to bring the liquid up, but managing it. She wondered what happened to the liquid once it was inside her soul matrix-embodied body. 
 
    Maybe it goes to the same end place where spirits go when they fade out? 
 
    “You have that frown on your face again,” said Jax. “The one you get when you think too much.” 
 
    “And you’re grinning like it’s your birthday.” Winter reached a finger out and tapped him on the cheek. “What gives?” 
 
    “Nothing, it’s just…” He rubbed his neck. “It’s nice to be out somewhere with you. With both of us dressed up. Even under the circumstances.” 
 
    “…It is nice,” she agreed, a little reluctantly. “But let’s try to keep our head in the game.” 
 
    She gave him a small pat on the butt that, in retrospect, probably didn’t help. Jax took a swig from his beer, half the attention of the room still on him, and leaned against the bar with that impossibly confident, partially inherited smile.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
    JACKSON – LORD OF THE DANCE 
 
      
 
    Jackson was genuinely enjoying himself in between bouts of concern and worry for Molly. Every minute or two, a new female moonlighter would slip into proximity, smiling or bumping into him or initiating a conversation. It was amusing to him and clearly annoying for his mother, which made it even more amusing to him. 
 
    An older sorceress with gray streaks through auburn hair flirted shamelessly with him for a couple of minutes. The minotaur who’d complimented his smell earlier challenged him to an arm-wrestling match, which he won. Which she clearly let him win, but he wasn’t too proud to take an easy victory.  
 
    A pale woman with green hair that seemed unusually active and buoyant made the mistake of trying to sit on the same stool that Winter was already occupying. The woman gasped and shuddered, reeling back as though she’d had a bucket of ice water dumped on her.  
 
    “I… think I’ll stand!” she announced. 
 
    Jackson made polite small talk that never quite veered into proper flirting with her for a while, shooting knowing glances at his mother all the while. He was in the middle of explaining a bit about his power when he overheard something that instantly drew his attention. 
 
    “Not tonight.” It was the blue-skinned nymph who’d whispered something unintelligible into his ear earlier, talking to a floating pixie. “Terzio’s got some new special guest. He won’t let anyone into the private lounge.” 
 
    Jackson glanced at his mother, who slowly nodded. 
 
    “Go say hi again,” she said. “See if you can get her talking.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure I can.” 
 
    He stood up, but the nymph was already on the move, body undulating to the music as she stepped onto the dance floor. Jackson rubbed his chin, ran a hand through his hair, and prepared to get his groove on. 
 
    He wasn’t the best dancer in the world, but he’d long since learned that the secret was he didn’t have to be. It was enough to be on the dance floor, vaguely in tune with the rhythm, smiling and making eye contact. It’d worked for him just fine at various high school and college functions and parties, and he expected it would work just fine here. 
 
    Except… there was definitely a subtle tension in the air, one that seemed to surround him more than infect him. In stark contrast to the way so many of the female moonlighters had approached him to flirt or examine him as a curiosity, he now seemed almost radioactive. 
 
    There was a gap of about five feet around him in all directions on the otherwise populated dance floor. Two witches who were dancing close to one another eyed him out of the corner of their vision, stepping to maintain the buffer as he turned in their direction. The minotaur he’d arm wrestled with earlier watched him from afar, glancing away as Jackson tried miming as though he was pulling her toward him with a lasso. 
 
    The blue-skinned nymph was most elusive of all, seemingly having the time of her life in the midst of a group of other attractive hybrid monsters, with a couple of pixies flying in complicated patterns over their heads. He couldn’t simply barge his way into their group. There were subtle rules to every dance floor, some of which were easy to pick up on, others more obtuse. 
 
    Is one of the rules no dancing with male moonlighters? 
 
    Winter, unsurprisingly, was watching from the sidelines, frowning in a way that said don’t expect me to come save you. She was more the dancing in private type, and he got that. He liked that, even, or at least understood her to a degree where it made sense and required no excuses or apologies. 
 
    “They’re intimidated.” 
 
    Jackson spun around, almost bumping into Celeste, the pale bouncer with wings from outside the club earlier. She was within his radioactive sphere of influence, shoulders gently shimmying to the music, smiling broadly. 
 
    “Seems like it,” he yelled over the music. “Are male moonlighters really that unusual?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” Celeste spun in a circle, stepping closer. “They tend to have outsized reputations. Lots of people with stories of rough one-night stands, broken hearts, that kind of thing.” 
 
    The music shifted to an even louder song, one that Jackson didn’t have the patience to try to yell over. Celeste seemed to be lacking patience herself, and she slowly backed up toward him, not pressing herself all the way against his body, but getting close enough to pose the offer. Her wings extended out halfway to either side. 
 
    Jackson grinned, gazing out at the various moonlighters across the floor who’d been holding off on dancing with him earlier. Most of them were watching, and a good portion were already shifting to fill the previous gap as though seeing Celeste make the first approach was enough to reassure them. 
 
    Jackson set his hands on her hips and gently guided her to move in time with him. He pressed forward, unable to resist a passing brush of his body against hers. She leaned her head back, wings fluttering outward, and then slowly, ruthlessly, began grinding herself against him. 
 
    He laughed. He couldn’t help it. He was having an awesome time. Celeste had an awesome butt. She leaned her head back, her smile growing alongside his arousal. The tight jeans his mom had insisted he wear felt painfully tight. Celeste gave her wings a small flap and was suddenly hovering just off the ground, moving her ass against his crotch with motions that felt and probably were magical. 
 
    She had this great smell, powdery but natural, like a field full of flowers with bees buzzing with pollen. He hooked his arms around her stomach, and she started leaning back, still floating in the air, and squeezed her thighs together over and over again on his stiff bulge. 
 
    He had to pull back, both to reset his focus and to keep from having a manly accident. A messy accident. The blue-skinned nymph was within striking distance, however. Jackson tried to ignore the throng of female moonlighters, many of whom were now eager to dance with him, as he tried to get next to her.  
 
    He had to push through a clump of female flesh in a manner that was not at all unpleasant to reach the nymph. Putting on his most winning smile, he started moving to the music again, trying to draw her in. 
 
    “Hi there,” he said. “I like your moves.” 
 
    The blue nymph let out a twittering laugh. Jackson shifted to try to start dancing closer to her, and her friends suddenly rushed in, tittering in matching tones. He sighed as he watched them skitter off in a new direction. 
 
    Dancing is only going to get me so far, he thought. 
 
    He glanced back toward Winter at the bar, expecting impatience or even outright annoyance. She wasn’t even looking his way and seemed to have shifted from drinking her own beer to sneaking the straw into the cups of unsuspecting nearby patrons. 
 
    Probably the safe thing to do would be to check in with her before taking any rash action, but he felt as though he’d exercised enough caution that night. The trail had led them to Club Sinestra, and the blue nymph had mentioned an off-limits back room with a guest. That was enough for him to act on. 
 
    A second set of bouncers guarded a door in the far back of the club that was clearly of importance. Jackson strode up to it as though entirely expecting them to let him walk right on by. The one on the right, a tanned hybrid monster woman with curling ewe horns protruding from her hair, shifted in front of him, emphasizing how much taller and heavier she was with that single step. 
 
    “Terzio invites people into his private lounge,” she growled. “People do not invite themselves.” 
 
    “Oh, I think he’ll want to see me.” Jackson grinned, taking a deep breath and a deeper draw of spirit essence from the surrounding club. It was rife with the stuff, so much so that the air had an indescribable taste to it, almost sweet. 
 
    “Take the hint,” barked the ewe woman. “Or I will make you take it.” 
 
    She exchanged a glance with her partner, and then reached for him. Jackson caught her wrist easily, squeezing tightly enough with his strengthened grip to make her wince. The other bouncer tried to seize his shoulder and he repeated the process, holding them both by the wrist and emphasizing his point with an even broader smile. 
 
    “I, like many men, have somewhat of a social block against hitting women,” he said, nodding with good nature. “But I somehow get the feeling I’ll get over it real quick if you don’t get out of my way.” 
 
    “We can’t just let you go by!” snarled the bouncer on the left. 
 
    “I’m going by regardless,” he snapped. “Say you both took an untimely bathroom break. Say I bribed you. Say I threatened to blow the club up. Whatever.” 
 
    He pulled their wrists to either side, sending them stumbling out of the way. A large portion of the club was observing him, including his mother. He gave her what he hoped was a cavalier, reassuring smile and tried to ignore the stern, narrowed eyes she matched it with. 
 
    The thought came to him that he was probably in a great deal more danger than he realized. Winter hadn’t followed him through the door into the private lounge, which seemingly implied that she couldn’t — wards around the door, maybe. He was on his own, and he’d already threatened his way past the bodyguards. Anything could happen. He was ready for anything. 
 
    Except… what he got.  
 
    The club’s private lounge was a midsized room with expensive décor, couches and artwork and statues lining the walls. Thick curtains suggested that parts of the room could be cordoned off, though most of them were currently tied back by golden ropes. A slightly raised dais holding a massive chaise lounge on par with any throne drew Jackson’s eyes to the… creature he could only assume was Terzio. 
 
    “What is this? How dare you invade my space!” 
 
    Terzio was a goblin, though Jackson was curious if that was the right word or would be considered offensive.  
 
    His skin was an oozy green, with thin wisps of dark hair speckling a wrinkled head, a considerable pot belly, and, somewhat hilariously, one of the largest dicks that Jackson had ever seen. It was covered by a back loincloth with fine golden embroidery, but it was… at least ten percent of the small creature’s body mass and easily the size of a grown man’s forearm.  
 
    “You are Terzio, then?” asked Jackson. “Just want to confirm that.” 
 
    Terzio snarled and rose to his feet, mouth frothing slightly. “Kneel before me, supplicant! On your knees!” 
 
    There were other moonlighters in the room, all of them more or less fitting the same mold. Attractive but short women. Jackson wondered if perhaps the nymph he’d overheard earlier had gotten the wrong idea, which would, of course, mean that he had gotten the wrong idea. Which would be bad. 
 
    “Easy…” He held up a hand and went down on one knee in compromise. “Look, I’m not here to start trouble or be your supplicant, or whatever. I just need some information.” 
 
    “Seize him!” screeched Terzio. 
 
    Jackson saw a tall woman with the physique of a gymnast bouncing toward him with a club in one hand. He dodged, aided by another draw of spirit essence, and swept her off her feet with a low kick. She immediately bounced up after landing, and he realized she was some type of rabbit monster hybrid. 
 
    “Would you just relax for a second?” he shouted. “I just need—” 
 
    The woman snarled and swung the club again. Jackson spun by her without much trouble and seized her by what he had assumed was her hair, but was actually her folded-back ears. He continued spinning, carrying the momentum into a lobbing throw that would have made an Olympic shot putter proud. 
 
    The woman let out a terrible scream, crashing into the bottom portion of the chaise lounge that Terzio was, had been, lounging on. The goblin let out a shocked gasp, adjusted his loincloth, and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Perhaps… I was a mite hasty,” said Terzio. 
 
    “Just a mite.” Jackson folded his arms and took a step forward. “I heard you have a special guest tonight.” 
 
    "It is little business of yours, but yes, I did,” replied Terzio. “You just missed her.” 
 
    “Sierra. The succubus. Where is she?” 
 
    “Aha.” The goblin reached into a small pocket of his throne and pulled out, of all things, a monocle to pop into his eye. “I see now. Yes… Perhaps I could tell you this. Why did you not just ask to begin with?” 
 
    Jackson rubbed his temples and mustered his patience. “You are so right. Why didn’t I just ask? That would have been much simpler.” 
 
    The rabbit hybrid whimpered, and Terzio beckoned her over. Jackson politely watched and waited while the goblin stroked the rabbit’s ears and upper back. Finally, Terzio licked a full circle around his lips with an overlong tongue and waved a hand. 
 
    “You will work for me in exchange for this information,” he said. A statement, not a question. 
 
    Jackson sighed, wondering if it was a similar expectation as Ligarious with the book and the vial. Maybe bartering and favors were just the backbone of the Covenant, the grease that oiled the cogs of mutual exchange across the supernatural world. 
 
    “I suppose I could owe you a small, reasonable favor,” said Jackson. “I’m not asking for much. I’ll find this succubus regardless, and I think you’d rather side with the winner here than the loser.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Terzio pushed his lips way out and sucked in a weird breath through his teeth. “You remind me of myself when I was younger. I think I would rather help you than the rude succubus.” 
 
    “Incredibly rude,” said Jackson, nodding. “Often mean. Still kind of hot.” 
 
    “Extremely hot.” The goblin made a purring noise as he continued to stroke the rabbit hybrid’s ears. “She’s staying at a hotel. The Amadeus Inn. Room 212.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I will see you again,” said Terzio. “You will repay me with a favor of my choosing.” 
 
    “A small favor, but yes. Nice meeting you, Terzio. Not to rush out, but I have to get moving.” 
 
    “Hold. A moment more of your time.” 
 
    Jackson got the distinct feeling that he could simply march out without being stopped, or with being stopped, and still make it to the exit. But something about the goblin’s posture, or expression, or maybe just… the talking goblin part to begin with, made him curious. 
 
    He stepped back toward the dais. Terzio clapped his hands together and a second, slightly shorter rabbit hybrid bounced forward while pushing a covered cart. He clearly had a type. 
 
    Underneath the cart’s lid was a mortar and pestle and two full goblets. Terzio poured an odd-looking powder from the mortar and used an ornamental knife to cut it into two lines. Jackson would have naturally assumed it to be cocaine, but cocaine doesn’t normally… sparkle blue. 
 
    “Pixie dust with a side of Remington’s Own Ale,” said the goblin. “To new friends!”   
 
    He railed his line with a guttural, phlegmy snort and then downed the ale as though it was a two-part action before looking at Jackson expectantly. 
 
    This is a terrible idea, he thought. Mom would hate this. Hell, Aunt Molly would chew me out for this. 
 
    “To new friends!” shouted Jackson.  
 
    He snorted the line of pixie dust, which felt like being massaged by heavenly, seductive hands from the inside out, and then drank the ale. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
    WINTER – DANGEROUS PATTERNS 
 
      
 
    “There you are!” 
 
    Winter sidled up next to Jax, who she was a little annoyed to see had just emerged from Terzio, the club owner’s, back room. She’d been hoping to get the information they needed while avoiding him as much as possible. 
 
    “Jesus!” Jax spun around in surprise, one hand clutching his chest. “Oh! Hey, sorry, you surprised me.” 
 
    “I could say the same thing to you,” she said. “Don’t just sneak off like that. Let me know next time before you…” 
 
    She trailed off. Jax was scanning the room with an off-putting intensity, shifting from one foot to the other, like he couldn’t decide whether he needed to pee or run a marathon. More tellingly, his lips were faintly blue, and his eyes had that telltale crystalline glow. 
 
    Pixie dust, she thought. Oh, God. It’s Case all over again. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” He touched her arm, pulling her into his soul matrix and leaning forward slightly to give her his full attention. “Also… I have to tell you something.” 
 
    Winter exhaled, and some of her disappointment went out with it. It wasn’t Case all over again, not unless she wanted to make herself hysterical. Jax was honest with her, loyal to her. She was different than she’d been, too, better at communicating and making herself heard. 
 
    “Pixie dust,” she said, folding her arms. 
 
    “That’s what Terzio called it.” He rubbed his neck and shrugged. “Along with a mug of Remington’s Own Ale, which I thought might have been a potion of some sort.” 
 
    “Just ale.” 
 
    “Really? Well, it still tasted awful.” 
 
    “Jackson Casper Arsex!” Winter narrowed her eyes and looked at him closer. “Did you not listen to a thing I said?” 
 
    He waved and shook his head. “I listened and then proceeded to make my own mistakes.” 
 
    “…I’m almost tempted to let you off the hook for at least recognizing and admitting it,” said Winter. “Almost. Terzio is a complete buffoon, but he’s also dangerous. You can’t just go along with whatever he suggests.” 
 
    “Interesting that you sound like you know him, but he didn’t recognize me or seem to be mourning you.” 
 
    She prickled at his tone, but it was hard to take him too seriously, watching him rub at his runny nose and blink his eyes in a struggle to keep focus. Her own rare, passing experiences of pixie dust had been similarly intense. 
 
    “I know of him,” she said. “Mostly through Molly. Ask her if you want the details. Assuming we…” 
 
    She trailed off and closed her eyes, wishing the world would just slow down for five seconds. Jax took her hand in his and squeezed. 
 
    “We will.” He pulled a piece of paper out of his other pocket. “Amadeus Inn. Room 212. We know where to find Sierra, and something tells me Molly will be with her.” 
 
    He started off toward the exit, dragging Winter along with him. A few people shot curious glances in their direction, which was fair enough. Jax had likely appeared to have been talking to himself for the past couple of minutes and was now leading, to their eyes, nobody out of the club. 
 
    “We’re taking an Uber!” called Winter. “You are not getting back behind the wheel tonight.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Jax used his phone to summon one as soon as they were outside, and just like that, they were on their way. They were both silent for a time, the car’s interior quiet and still compared to the blaringly loud club, or even the street noise outside. Jax eyed the Uber driver and then looked at Winter, apparently unconcerned about the fellow overhearing him conversing with seemingly nobody. 
 
    “If Sierra and Molly are there, we have to be smart about this.” He leaned back in his seat, lifting his knee up against the one in front of him. 
 
    “I agree,” said Winter. “Which is why I want you to promise to retreat, pull back, if things get dangerous.” 
 
    “Absolutely not. I’m the only one who can do anything. Me sticking it out and fighting is our best chance of getting Molly out alive.” 
 
    “Jackson!” hissed Winter. “Listen to me. I’m still your mother. Please… Just try to hear what I’m saying. Molly wouldn’t want you to sacrifice yourself for her any more than I do. In our eyes, you take top priority.” 
 
    Jackson narrowed his eyes, took a breath, almost looked like he was going to yell at her, which sent an odd tingle down the back of her spine. But all he did in the end was drop his gaze. 
 
    “You’re the one with a body.” She reached her hand out to touch his cheek, and he touched it, pulling her into his soul matrix as her fingers caressed his face. “You’re the one who can die. If Sierra has Molly captive… if she’s still alive, it’s as a prisoner, not a threat. You have the option of retreating if it does get too dangerous. You have everything to lose by sticking around if it’s more than you can handle.” 
 
    And I would never get over that heartbreak, she thought. Never. 
 
    “That’s a good point,” he said. “I’ll keep it in mind, and I won’t overdo it. But I’m not backing down unless I absolutely have to. I’m stronger than you realize. Stronger than I even realized.” 
 
    He had this smile, a borderline cavalier grin that Winter supposed he meant to reassure her. It stabbed at that horrible crack in her heart that had been there for so long. Been there all along, since Case’s death, since she’d been left shielding a child from a world that had already taken so much from her. 
 
    The Uber rolled to a stop outside an expensive-looking hotel. Jax thanked the driver and climbed out. Winter wiped the back of her hand across her eyes and punched the back of her seat, so mad about so much. She’d led Jax here, in essence, helped him rush into danger, and now here she was, feeling sorry for herself.  
 
    Case, she thought. You were wrong about so much, but right about this. He’s going to get himself killed. And it’s all because— 
 
    The Uber began rolling forward with her still inside of it. 
 
    “Hey!” she shouted, ineffectually.  
 
    She slapped the side of the Uber driver’s shoulder and dug her fingers in. The man let out a shriek and shivered like someone had snuck an ice cube down his shirt, slamming on the brakes. 
 
    Jax was trying and mostly failing not to laugh as she phased through the door and caught back up with him. 
 
    “Not funny,” she said. 
 
    “A little bit funny,” he said. 
 
    They hurried inside. The hotel’s lobby was fairly massive, with a fountain in the center, comfortable couches in the corner, and a surprisingly alert concierge behind the front desk, despite the late hour. 
 
    Jax did the smart thing and acted like he belonged there, heading straight for the elevator. A tall, broad-shouldered black man with sunglasses stood next to it and politely watched him as he tried the call button and realized it required a keycard for the doors to even open. 
 
    “Hey,” said Jax, to the elevator guard. “Is there any way I could…?” 
 
    “No,” said the man. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s my wife, though,” said Jax. “Up in room 212.” 
 
    “I feel you, but our customers pay us well to keep their wives and sometimes husbands and anyone else at arm’s length,” said the guard. “You can call up from the front desk and have her come down to get you. It’s up to her.” 
 
    “Shoot, I’m pretty sure I have a keycard around here somewhere.” Jax made a show of patting his pockets while staring right at Winter. “Might be out in the car.” 
 
    She sighed and shot him a patient smile before disappearing into the back room behind the concierge at the front desk. The keycards were all set into a vast array of cubicles, each in their logically labeled spot. Finding the card was never going to be the issue. 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered to herself. “Time to put my ghost muscles to the test.” 
 
    Gritting her teeth, she slowly began wiggling the keycard for room 212 out from its cubby. It was expectedly heavy for her, but what took her by surprise was how the edges seemed to dig into her fingers. It was like trying to lift a metal sheet with sharp edges, but so tiny that the comparison felt ridiculous. 
 
    She finally pulled it out far enough for half the card to be sticking out of the cubby’s lip. She paused, checking to see if the concierge might have taken a bathroom break or dozed off on the job. Nope, just as eerily alert as ever. She’d simply have to take the risk. 
 
    Taking a deep, somewhat unnecessary breath, Winter balled both hands into fists and swung them downward, striking the side of the keycard with enough force to send it spinning down to the ground. It bounced once before coming to a stop a few feet from the door. 
 
    Now for the tricky part. 
 
    Excruciatingly slowly, Winter began dragging the keycard across the floor. The sound was minimal. The effort… maximal. She had to dig at it with her fingernails sometimes; other times she had to get down almost level with it and push with the friction of her palm. 
 
    She had to go slower once she was through the door, first sliding the card behind the concierge and then along the far wall. She was out of his line of sight for the first section, but there was no avoiding the fact that she’d have to get it into a spot reasonably near the door for Jax to be able to pick it up without scrutiny. 
 
    It took longer than she’d expected it to, a full fifteen minutes of backbreaking effort on par with any stubborn chore she’d ever performed, but she managed it. She phased outside to find Jax waiting in the parking lot and expected him to make a joke or comment about how long it’d taken that she was certainly in no mood for. 
 
    “You did it?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded, and he grinned and swept her into his soul matrix and a tight hug. He kissed her on the head, and she rose up to kiss him back on the cheek, and they stared at each other for a second. 
 
    “We make a good team,” she said. 
 
    “I agree. Let’s go save Molly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
    JACKSON – INSIDE THE CIRCLE 
 
      
 
    The elevator guard looked skeptical of Jackson’s keycard, but not to the point of making a problem out of it. 
 
    “Well, I suppose you can head on up,” said the guard. “Just keep in mind that if she isn’t expecting you, and if this is some kind of jilted lover or affair situation, keep it quiet.” 
 
    “It’s a complicated situation,” said Jackson. 
 
    “I’m serious. Too much noise, and everyone gets kicked out.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” Jackson nodded to the guard, then to his mother, and then stepped forward into the open elevator.  
 
    She held his hand as they rode it up, and he couldn’t deny that there was an element of finality inherent within the moment. 
 
    “Jax,” she whispered. “What’s your plan?” 
 
    Plan? He supposed it would be good to have one, sure. The way she asked it felt like a challenge as much as a genuine concern. He gave the question a few seconds of thought and picked the answer that seemed the most unlike what he’d normally trend toward doing. 
 
    “I’m going to try to talk to her,” he said. 
 
    “Talk down… a succubus?” said Winter skeptically. “As a man?” 
 
    “She might be taken just as off guard by it as you sound like you are.” Jackson smiled and laced his fingers through hers, swinging their hands back and forth. “I already told you, but I have a certain amount of immunity to her seduction aura.” 
 
    “A certain amount, but not complete,” said Winter. 
 
    “It should be enough. Assuming Molly is up there with her, my plan is to use my dispel power to clear her of the lust aura so she can join in the fight.” 
 
    Winter’s eyebrows shot up, and she nodded approvingly. “Now that is a good idea. Just… if things don’t go right… Jax…” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I won’t get myself killed. Or enthralled.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    He leaned in, almost kissing her mouth but thinking better of what the moment called for. He kissed her on the cheek and heard her make this little purring sigh that was so hot that his cock started stiffening. Not the best way to pregame before an epic battle against a succubus, but there wasn’t time to calm himself down. 
 
    Room 212 wasn’t far from the elevator. Jackson paused with the keycard next to the reader, shooting a glance back at his mother, who gave her nod of approval. He unlocked the door and flung it wide. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting to see, but it wasn’t quite what he found. Sierra and Molly were sprawled across the white trim of the spacious hotel room’s bed. Sierra was in her underwear, white lace paired with cute, fuzzy pink socks. Molly was in the same clothes that Jackson had last seen her in, jeans and a thin summer top, though the jeans were unzipped and slightly pulled down and the top was askew to reveal one bra-clad breast. 
 
    Two hot blondes in the middle of some supremely hot Sapphic action. Jackson almost didn’t want to say anything, almost didn’t want to interrupt. But of course, they’d taken note of his entry. Sierra flashed a wicked smile, while Molly blushed and bit her lip. Sierra’s hand was still working at rubbing between Molly’s legs, and her eyes fluttered in response to what must have been an extreme dose of teasing. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” purred Sierra. “Look who it is. You’ve always had such good timing, Jackson.” 
 
    “Jax,” said Molly, with a hint of whimper. “This… isn’t what it looks like.” 
 
    “What it looks like is that you’re under the spell of a succubus,” said Jackson. 
 
    “Tell her that I said she’s one hundred percent under the spell of a succubus,” said Winter. 
 
    “My mom said to tell you that she also thinks it’s a—” 
 
    Molly let out an annoyed hiss and, probably by accident, swiveled her gaze to look directly at where Winter was standing as a ghost. “I’m not an idiot, Winnie! I know she’s using her aura on me. It’s just… knowing it and stopping it are two different things.” 
 
    “Especially when you don’t want it to stop,” whispered Sierra. “We haven’t even gotten to the good part yet.” 
 
    Sierra gave her a full mouth kiss, and Molly made a pleasured noise, spreading her legs as the succubus caressed her crotch with her fingers. Jackson knew that, objectively, it was an incredibly hot scene to witness, but he still wondered if part of his own arousal was due to Sierra’s aura, a magical level of seduction atop what he could see with his eyes. 
 
    “Stay focused.” His mom touched his shoulder.  
 
    Jackson nodded and moved forward, cautious, but resolved to pull them apart. Resolved to not join in. 
 
    There was a thunderous boom, like the sound of a metal lid slamming down on a trash can. A magical barrier surrounded both him and the bed, along with its two occupants. Winter, who’d been a step behind, let out a breath of annoyance from the other side. 
 
    “It’s a barrier circle!” she shouted. “Jax! It’s a trap!” 
 
    He spun around, ramming his shoulder into the flickering pink surface of the spell. It didn’t budge, but it left his shoulder tingling as though he’d just rubbed hot massage oil into it. Winter tried to phase through on the other side, gasping and pulling back as her attempt failed. 
 
    “I can’t have you running off just yet,” whispered Sierra. “We have to have a little chat, at the very least.” 
 
    She looked different as he turned back around to face her, and Jackson had to wonder if he was seeing her clearly for the first time. Her hair wasn’t blonde anymore, closer to a blushing pink, with two tiny black devil horns jutting up from the voluminous, bouncy strands. 
 
    Curling black tattoos ran along the edges of her face, across her shoulders, along her hips and inner thighs as though begging him to try to discover where they all ended. Her eyes had a distinct pink glow — a dangerous glow that threatened to suck him in if he dared meet that gaze. 
 
    Jackson tested the barrier again, knocking an elbow back against it in a manner that left his funny bone ringing in a weirdly erotic way. He wasn’t backing down, but he knew a serious threat when he saw one, and Sierra qualified. The last thing his mother would want was for him to approach the encounter thinking he was invincible. 
 
    Sierra let out a musical laugh and stepped back toward Molly, who was biting her lower lip and began breathing faster as the succubus came close. Setting a finger down on the inner curve of Molly’s leg, Sierra slowly ran it upward along her thigh. Molly’s toes tensed and released, and she arched her back off the bed, her body a slave to a budding orgasm. 
 
    But it never seemed to come, which must have been more a cruelty than a relief. Jackson could tell that Sierra had Molly right on the brink, desperate for more, just the tiniest little push, the urging of an aggressive touch. Jesus, it was so hot. Molly was so hot. Jackson had always realized how hot she was, but he’d never really realized it.  
 
    He took a breath, recognizing that Sierra’s aura was affecting him on some level, and forced himself to do something. He held his arms out, presenting himself as a target, wanting to be her target, honestly. 
 
    “Do you expect me to just stand here and watch?” he called. 
 
    Sierra paused, her finger mere millimeters from diving into Molly’s jeans and doing what fingers do. “…You always were such a puzzle.” 
 
    “So solve me.” He smirked and looked down slightly and then back at her, eyes challenging. “If you think you can.” 
 
    She… looked like she thought she could. Jackson could posture and pretend all day, but he felt the weight of the succubus’s aura as she began taking steps toward him, stride long and languid. 
 
    “My master only wanted me to deliver a message to you,” she said, enunciating so carefully. “Your aunt made for excellent bait to draw you out of your warded home. Now that you’re out here in the open, it feels like a shame not to play with my food.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to underestimate me, at your own risk.” Jackson circled around the edge of the barrier, testing what she’d do, how she’d close. “What could I do against the big, bad succubus?” 
 
    “Annoy her,” said Sierra. “Confuse her. I think on some level, I always knew you were a moonlighter. You are one of the only people who has been immune to my charms, or close to it. So infuriating. So… intriguing.” 
 
    He dipped his head, grinning and showing a dangerous amount of teeth. He was still circling. If he could just get close to the bed, close to Molly, get a hand on her, with his dispel… 
 
    Sierra swept forward with shocking speed. Jackson still had a fair amount of spirit essence drawn and dodged, though not easily. He rolled sideways, coming up to brush against the barrier as he rose to standing. His bare hand touched it full on, and a horribly arousing tingle ran from it through the rest of his body, straight to his loins. 
 
    She came at him again, attacking with a sweep of dangerous sharp nails. Jackson tried to dodge backward, but her fingers tore through his shirt like the claws of a predator. Only one of them slashed skin, but he could already feel blood beading in a dotted trail against his chest, and even the pain of it felt hot in all the wrong ways. 
 
    He tried to take another draw of spirit essence but felt nothing. Was the barrier cutting him off from that, too? Sierra brought one finger to her lips and sucked on it, though there was no visible blood spatter on it that he could see. She closed her eyes and made a little noise. Jackson wasn’t above taking an opportunity to attack when it was handed to him on a silver platter. 
 
    Her eyes snapped open at the last second and she leapt into the air, arms and legs outstretched like an open net. Jackson reacted, catching her instead of striking. A simple, honest mistake that was going to cost him. She made this noise as her body collided, a little satisfied gasp from the impact. 
 
    “I finally have you right where I’ve always wanted you.” One of her hands stroked the meat of the back of his shoulder, fingernails briefly digging in. 
 
    “Jax!” cried Winter, voice further off than she probably really was. “Please! Just hang in there! I’m coming for you!” 
 
    Jackson grabbed at Sierra, trying to pull her off and somehow only managing to embrace her instead. It was like being caught in a bear trap of intense feminine passion. His cock felt like it was about to explode, or harden to the point of breaking off. He wanted to break it off inside her. 
 
    The taco and tequila incident, he thought. Picture it. Bring it back. 
 
    The image entered his mind, and he found himself wondering why he hadn’t just taken her that night as he overlaid the succubus currently grinding herself against him atop Sierra, drunk and sloppy.  
 
    “Mmm, Jackson.” She said his name like it was a dirty word and kissed his neck, sucked on his neck. “Who ever said this couldn’t be fun? Did your mom scare you away with all her big, bad stories?” 
 
    He spun around, banging her against the barrier, pushing himself tight, groping one of her breasts. “Don’t talk about her like that.” 
 
    She tried to find his mouth with hers, searching for a kiss he refused to give. He could see Molly out of the corner of his eye. If he could just twist away, get a hand on her, use his power to dispel the aura, then maybe… 
 
    “Oh, I get it!” Sierra laughed and sucked on his earlobe. “You’re scared she’s going to walk in on us again.” 
 
    The memory made him angry, and that wasn’t the type of red-blooded emotion he needed at that moment. He banged her against the barrier again, tore her bra off, and kissed her on his terms. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
    WINTER – BEDROOM NOISES 
 
      
 
    Inept. Impotent. Insanely furious. Winter had a hard time categorizing her emotions as she listened to Jax and Sierra’s muffled argument veer from shouting into rougher, more primal noises. She tried to tell herself that they were fighting, wrestling in that desperate, grunting kind of way… but she wasn’t an idiot. She wasn’t that naïve. 
 
    God, it felt so much like that initial moment that had set her relationship with Jax askew in the first place. Walking in on him with his cock plunged into a blonde succubus bimbo’s mouth, realizing that he was beyond her protection. Somehow, having to listen to it from behind a barrier was even worse. 
 
    She turned her attention to said barrier. It wasn’t anything special, and Winter bristled at the fact that she would have easily been able to shatter the flimsy thing at full strength, back when she’d had a body and an active supply of essence. The thought made her wonder how Sierra had ever gotten the drop on her properly in the first place with all evidence pointing toward her being a novice spellcaster. 
 
    She pressed her hand against the barrier, wishing she could just phase through it like normal walls. Jax muttered something in a low, throaty noise from the other side, and Sierra let out a laugh that bit off into a satisfied moan. Winter chewed her lip in annoyance. Wait… was that a crack in the foundation? 
 
    Much like glass, magical barriers often had weak points, places where a well-placed spell could trigger a complete structural failure. The spell didn’t even always need to be that strong. Could she still do it? 
 
    It was more of a question than it seemed. Much of what she’d read in Beyond Death seemed to imply that ghosts with the Gift could still channel essence — their own essence, at their own peril. If she tried it, she’d literally be using the fumes of her ghosthood to supply her own magic, an incredibly dangerous and foolhardy prospect. 
 
    It’s to save Jax, she thought. It’s to save Molly. 
 
    She took a slow breath, feeling for her essence. The sensation was off-putting, tingly and fluttery all at once, but she gathered a small portion, hopefully not enough to make a difference, and began forming it into a basic spell, the kind she could cast without a wand or focus. 
 
    It was no more than a small tap of energy when she let it out, but it was enough both to shatter the barrier and drop her to her knees from the exertion. The barrier’s essence dissolved in a burst of pink energy, and Winter felt both lightheaded and like a hammer was pounding against her temples. But otherwise, she was alright, well, as alright as a ghost can really be. 
 
    She immediately looked at the scene revealed by the barrier, and then immediately looked away… and then looked back again, unable to help it. It was exactly as she’d feared, and she found it so strangely compelling that for a couple of seconds all she could do was stand frozen and stare, cheeks growing hotter by the second. 
 
    They were wrestling, alright. The kind of wrestling that takes place in a grudge fuck, fury boiling over and crossing wires into burning lust. It was rough, aggressive sex, all about control and domination and raw fucking. The succubus was in her true form, horns and magic marks visible. Jax had one of her arms pinned and was thrusting into her with hard, rhythmic slapping noises, sweat beading on his bare chest, in the grooves of his abs. 
 
    “That’s right!” he growled. “Take it! Is this what you wanted?” 
 
    It was exactly what the succubus wanted. Winter didn’t need to see the gleam in the slutty monster’s eyes to know it. Her breasts were heaving as Jax drove into her, jiggling with potentially supernatural levels of appeal. Every inch of her designed to do exactly what she was doing, to suck men dry. 
 
    Winter hurried past where the two of them were on the carpet, hoping she could at least secure an ally in Molly. She was on the bed, clearly still under the effect of the aura of lust essence, one hand moving inside her pants as she whimpered and watched the undeniably distracting scene of Jax and Sierra. 
 
    Winter tried to snap her out of it, shaking her shoulder and then gently slapping Molly’s face with her ghostly hand. Molly did react slightly, but she kept being drawn back to her obviously horny baseline. Winter racked her brain, trying not to panic as she searched for a way to save Jax before it was too late. What could she even do? 
 
    Think, she thought. What else was there in that book that could be useful? Possession? What if… you possessed Molly’s body and attacked Sierra? 
 
    It was almost a good idea, but she immediately thought of one better. Sierra was already distracted with Jax. If she could get inside her body and break up their, um, fight, they’d win by default! Sierra was the main threat, and Winter had a chance to disarm her, simple as that. 
 
    She took a breath, remembering how Beyond Death had described the nature of possession. It was similar to preparing herself to travel outside the house in some ways, a controlled thinning of her essence. She turned completely invisible, not just to those incapable of seeing spirits, but herself, to the world. 
 
    Slowly, with the hesitance of a first timer, Winter began invading Sierra’s body. She felt the succubus stiffen and blink faster, but there was nothing Sierra could do to stop it, not now, guard down as it was. All at once, it was Winter inside her body blinking faster and feeling a little out of sorts and… 
 
    “What’s wrong?” growled Jax. “Too much for you?” 
 
    The impact of the moment landed on her all at once, sensation and context and the horrible, hidden, forbidden nature. It was like being thrust into a dream. She was being thrust into, so hard and fast and deliberately that little gasping breaths escaped the mouth of the body she was possessing. Each one sounded nothing like her, exactly like her, the perfect contradiction. 
 
    It was overwhelming in the worst kind of way. It felt unbelievable. 
 
    “Jax,” she whispered, voice again both hers and Sierra’s. 
 
    If he heard her, he showed no sign of it. Jax still had her arm pinned, his hand so big and strong that there was nothing she could have done even if she’d wanted to stop him. He moved again, sinking his cock deep into her, into Sierra. The sensation was impossible to ignore, indescribable pleasure. How much of it was even real? How much was because it was Jax? 
 
    She knew she should tell him that it was her, that she’d possessed Sierra… but if she told him, then he’d know. It would complicate everything. It might traumatize him, even, or, or… 
 
    “Oh, God!” she cried. “I’m… That’s…” 
 
    Never before had she been filled up so completely, taken and used like a toy. It was almost like it had been a few times with Case. Better than that, rougher, but with that deliberate, teasing pacing. Rough and then gentle, as though to prove a point, that he could go slow if he wanted to, if she played by his rules. 
 
    She couldn’t let herself enjoy it. It was impossible not to enjoy it. He kissed her once on either side, and then once deep, full tongue. She ran her free hand through his hair and wrapped her legs around his waist, angling her hips to let him go as deep as he wanted. He let go of her arm and squeezed her breasts together and then delivered a stinging slap to her ass. 
 
    She was terrified by how incredible it felt, the experience, seeing this side of him. It wasn’t meant for her, but she was getting it anyway, hard and unrelenting. She kissed him again and let out a greedy moan, feeling her own peak coming on so much faster than it usually did. 
 
    She would remember this, and it would be such a dangerous memory. A new world, a new range of emotion, a new drug that she would have to actively work to keep off her mind. To turn down. 
 
    It’s too much, she thought desperately. If you let him keep going, he’ll never stop! He’ll figure it out! 
 
    Winter forced herself to try to pull back from Sierra’s body, but immediately sensed that the succubus would kill Jax, drain him dry in an instant, if she did. Sierra was unconscious, and waking up to this would render her draining ability completely uncontrollable.  
 
    She just had to keep going, endure it, let him wear himself out on her. He was so young and fit. How long could he go on for? Minutes more? Hours? All night? Why did her heart flutter so much when she considered that last one? 
 
    He plunged his cock into her again, grabbing one of her horns, Sierra’s horns, to tilt her neck back. He kissed there, too, growling in her ear as he used her, thrust, thrust, thrust. 
 
    “I always knew I could have you whimpering if I really wanted,” he whispered. “Begging for it. Begging for mercy.” 
 
    “Jax!” She hugged him tight, her entire body roiling as it went off with an orgasm like the kickback of a gun. He let out a cocky laugh and kept going. 
 
    It was a blur for a while after that, a blur of rough sex and passionate kisses and Winter’s infinite love for her son. A blur of Winter’s infinite guilt. Jax came on her stomach and breasts. She was a little disappointed by that, stupidly, but he immediately thrust his member into her face, and she obediently sucked it until it was hard again. 
 
    He took her from behind, pulling both of her arms back behind her. She had a view of Molly, who was still touching herself and watching them. Seeing her sister like that made the moment suddenly real, suddenly shameful again. Molly had no idea, but Winter didn’t keep secrets from her. She would hear about this eventually. She’d know the face Winter had been making while Jax pumped into her from behind. 
 
    “Fuck!” growled Jax. He pulled her body close, hugging her tight, still tiredly thrusting as he reached his limit. This time, he did come inside her, and it was so perfect and confusing and instantly one of those things forever burned into Winter’s mind. Seared into it with a brand. 
 
    Fortunately, succubi have a simple means of turning their fertility off at will, so there was no danger in Sierra getting pregnant. The thought gave her some much-needed space and clarity. This was Sierra’s body. She was just watching it happen, passing through. None of it was real. None of it mattered… right? 
 
    She kissed his stomach and licked his cock clean, realizing as he began to get hard again that she had to end it now. She had to make herself stop. 
 
    Leaving Sierra’s body was as simple as entering it had been, and with a small tweak to the technique, she let a significant amount of the succubus’s essence leak out with her, keeping Sierra unconscious. She re-formed as a ghost behind Jax, not even daring to look his way, face hot with forbidden actions, forbidden knowledge. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
    JACKSON – LANDING PAD 
 
      
 
    He stumbled back, breathing, thinking for the first time in what felt like an hour. Sierra was on the ground in front of him, naked and once again in her human form. Still leaking cum from between her legs. 
 
    Jackson groaned and ran a hand over his eyes, feeling himself getting hard again even as he thought about it in terms of mistakes and bad memories. He wanted to go to her, see if she was okay. Embrace her. Take her again, even, and again after that. That moment, the way they’d both rushed toward it, all muscles moving to the same sexual rhythm. 
 
    For a moment, Sierra had seemed like a completely different person. Her true self, maybe. Jackson knew he had been and still probably was under the effect of her lust aura, but there was more to the attraction than just that. She’d seemed so real, so there, for once, instead of a half step removed. He’d seen a side of her he’d never known existed, and goddammit, he couldn’t stop himself from wanting more. 
 
    “Jax…” 
 
    He spun around, almost as surprised as that fateful day when Winter had first walked in on him and Sierra. He had an erection, which, while situationally understandable, was still fairly mortifying in front of his mother. 
 
    Her eyes darted down to it and she looked away, pulling her arms across her body with a slightly odd posture. It was as though she was both an open book and far withdrawn. Jackson found his underwear and pants and hurriedly yanked them on. He touched his chest, still a bit damp with sex sweat, muscles shiny in places. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he said. “I think… I beat her. Somehow.” 
 
    “Looks like it.” Winter smiled, and the world seemed to get a little brighter. “Somehow.” 
 
    He wanted to sweep her up in his arms, too. Pull her into his soul matrix and give her a hug, a kiss… something more. That fact seemed to collide with what’d just happened as he glanced back at Sierra’s unconscious form, and not in a good way. What did he even want? How much of anything related to the past week, his emotions, his lust, was even real? 
 
    “Oh…” Molly stirred from where she lay on the hotel bed, partially undressed, hair splayed outward in a golden halo. “Oh, God. I cannot believe she had me at her mercy. I am so fucking embarrassed.” 
 
    She groaned and covered her face with a pillow and cried dramatically into it. 
 
    “We don’t have time for melodrama!” shouted Winter. “Jackson, tell your aunt to pull it together. We still have a succubus to deal with.” 
 
    “Molly.” Jackson went over to her and touched her shoulder. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She seemed to lean into his touch as she nodded. “Yeah, just let me… fix my shirt. Is your mother still here?” 
 
    “She is, and so is Sierra.” 
 
    He glanced at the succubus and then back at his mother, who gave him an uncertain nod. He had to try it, at least. Absorption was a facet of his power that he really wished he’d spent more time studying up on, scouring the few books they had for specific information. 
 
    But whether he knew exactly what he was doing or not, he was still going to take a shot at it. 
 
    He felt his entire body reacting to Sierra’s presence as he crouched down next to her, as though he’d opened a hot oven with a pan of perfect cupcakes inside. He set a hand on the small of her back, took a slow breath. Her defenses were down, and he sensed that he wouldn’t even be able to make the attempt otherwise. 
 
    Her body arched, bowing around his touch as though he’d attached his palm like magnet. Jackson sucked in a slow breath, taking some of her essence with it. Not a dangerous amount, not enough to kill or even disable her, but enough for a couple of spells. 
 
    It was strange how the essence pooled within him at the end of the transfer, different from how he would have expected. He realized then that he likely could cast spells, basic ones, like any arcanist, just with a different currency. Borrowed currency. 
 
    He could feel different chambers inside of him for different kinds of essence. Sierra’s lust essence went into one, but there was one for his own spirit essence, one for the more general arcane essence that he suspected his mom and aunt used for their casting. Other varieties that he would need to encounter before fully conceptualizing. 
 
    “There,” he said. “It’s done. Whoa. Makes me feel a little…” 
 
    Lightheaded was the word he’d been fishing for, and as he stood up, he staggered sideways. Winter and Molly both cried out for him. Molly helped him over to the bed, which he sprawled across, while Winter crouched near his face, fanning him ineffectually with one hand. 
 
    “Are you alright?” asked Winter. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” He smiled and touched her shoulder, drawing her into his soul matrix.  
 
    His mother blinked a few times in surprise, gently touched his hand, and slid it down to hold in hers. 
 
    “What now?” asked Molly. “You said you thought you might be able to use Sierra’s lust essence to reverse the spell death? It sounds incredibly optimistic, even just saying it out loud.” 
 
    “I thought I could.” He frowned and saw Winter reaching the same conclusion that he already had. 
 
    “I’m… beginning to wonder if Sierra was actually the one who cast the spell that removed my soul from my body,” she said. “I just don’t see how she could have that aptitude. The barrier spell was so flimsy and basic. No, it doesn’t fit.” 
 
    “She mentioned she had a master.” Jackson squeezed his mother’s hand, still hopeful. “She said she had a message for me from him, but things started happening before I could hear her out.” 
 
    “That might be for the best,” said Winter. “I can’t imagine whatever he had to say would bode well for your future.” 
 
    “Can the two of you stop leaving me out of this conversation?” snapped Molly. “Also, shouldn’t we deal with the succubus before getting too comfortable?” 
 
    “Deal with her?” Jackson frowned and shook his head. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I mean…” Molly glanced over her shoulder, and her mouth fell open. “Wait. Where the fuck did she just go?” 
 
    Jackson spun around. The spot where Sierra had been lying was empty, which was made even stranger by the amount of her clothing still lying around. He ran to the door, looking both ways down the hotel’s hallway. The urge to chase after her, tackle her, hold her down just like he had before, tear what remained of her clothes off and… 
 
    Stop it. Don’t think about her like that. She’s the enemy, now more than ever. 
 
    “We can’t do anything about it right now,” said Winter. “Jax. You saved your aunt. Let’s all just get home safely.” 
 
    “Agreed,” he said. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    They piled into an Uber and were home within a half hour. Jackson let out a massive sigh of relief as they made it through the front door, but he didn’t let his guard down until he’d checked the entire house, half-expecting a surprise that wasn’t there. 
 
    He helped Molly into the living room and over to the couch. Molly’s legs were still shaky from her ordeal, and Jackson couldn’t help but wonder if they would have managed to make it through the encounter if not for his resistance to Sierra’s lust aura. He knew he’d still been affected by it to some degree, but he couldn’t help but wonder how much of the passion, the sex, had been real, how much inspired by magic. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Molly, as she sat down. “God. I don’t even know what to make of the past day.” 
 
    Jackson nodded and sat down next to her. His mother had gone upstairs to her room, and it was just the two of them, though to Molly, that probably often felt like the case. 
 
    “It was intense,” he admitted. 
 
    “As terrible as it was to be seduced and nearly enthralled by that vapid succubus…” She gave a small, reluctant shrug. “I rediscovered something. A part of myself I’d almost forgotten about.” 
 
    She clutched at her chest, closed her eyes, and let out a satisfied sigh. 
 
    “Um…” Jackson rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s good, I suppose?” 
 
    “I think it is.” She touched his hand, leaned in, and gave him a slow kiss on the mouth. “I also think that I’m going to have a good time staying here, Jax. Just, uh, don’t tell your mom I said that.” 
 
    “She’s standing at the bottom of the stairs,” he said. 
 
    Molly flinched, eyes widening as she stared at the empty air. 
 
    “Just kidding,” he said, with a playful push against her shoulder. “But you should probably check in with her, too. Make sure the two of you are on the same page about everything.” 
 
    “Most definitely. Goodnight, Jackson.” 
 
    He left her to get some rest. Standing outside the door to his mother’s room, he thought about the events of the day, the week. Where they stood with each other, now and moving forward. He knocked gently. 
 
    “Come in,” said Winter. 
 
    He opened the door and slipped through. Winter was lounging in bed in her night robe, legs bare and pale and ghostly, with an open book by her pillow. He was surprised that she’d gotten it into place. He’d known she could flip the pages, but she seemed like she’d gotten stronger. 
 
    “I’m not interrupting, am I?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course not.”  
 
    Winter grinned and pulled her legs back to give him room to sit down. Jackson touched her ankle as he sat, embodying her through his soul matrix. Neither of them said anything for a minute. 
 
    “I was really hoping that once I’d gotten ahold of Sierra’s essence I could just go right ahead and put you back in your body,” he said. “Now, I’m not sure I’d know how to, even if she was really the one who’d cast the spell.” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out.” She reached over, rubbing his shoulder and smiling. “Tonight was still a win for us, as far as I’m concerned. We saved Molly, and we gained some important information.” 
 
    “True enough.” He put an arm around her, drawing her close. “I’m going to keep searching for her and her mysterious master. I’m not giving up.” 
 
    Winter let out a tired sigh and gave him an odd look, the same one she’d had right after he’d finished subduing Sierra. Something had changed between them, and he had no idea what. 
 
    “I’m your mother,” she whispered. “I will always be your mother, body or not. I can’t stop you, Jax. But I will protect you.” 
 
    “It’s my turn to protect you.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t.” She smiled and rubbed his head, stroking his hair. “Not yet.” 
 
    They stayed like that, letting the moment stretch out, comfortable and intimate. 
 
    “Jax?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Do you… ever think about your birth parents?” she asked, voice hesitant. “Case, your father. Margot, your mother?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” he said. “But at the same time… of course I don’t. I never knew them. I never felt like I needed them. I’ve always had you.” 
 
    He gave her a squeeze with the arm he had around her. He had to save her. He would save her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Sierra’s breath came out in cold, visible bursts as she approached the meeting point, as white and bright as the full moon overhead. She was still pissed off, as mad at herself as she was at Jackson and his bimbo aunt.  
 
    She kept touching various places on her body, her thighs, the crook of her arm, all of the faint sex bruises she’d woken with in the aftermath. Not to mention the fact that she’d had what could have only been his load dripping out of her. All the evidence was there, and she couldn’t remember any of the exciting parts. So unbelievably unfair. 
 
    The clearing was empty, but she still felt exposed, observed, as she made her way out into the open. Sierra was tempted to assume that her master hadn’t gotten her message and turn back, head home, when a throat cleared from almost directly behind her. 
 
    “You failed.” Her master’s voice was a simple, soft statement of fact, but the words landed like a threat, a drawn wand thrust into her face. 
 
    “I tried,” whispered Sierra. She slowly turned around, holding her hands out, any strength leaving her posture as she pleaded for what might well be her life. “He was… more powerful than I expected. I don’t understand how. I thought he was just hot and dumb. I just… got caught off guard.” 
 
    “That’s unacceptable,” whispered her master in that silky, dangerous voice. “My protection is the only thing keeping you alive. Why should I continue to extend it when you fail to deliver the results I desire? Why shouldn’t I throw you to the Governing Council’s wolves?” 
 
    “I’ll do better next time!” Sierra dropped down on one knee, banishing the sliver of petulance from her voice. “I promise! Please! Just give me another chance and I won’t fail you again.” 
 
    Silence. It was another of her master’s favorite weapons, as dangerous as any spell or power. Sierra knew the other woman was watching her, looking for confirmation, reading into every movement. 
 
    “Good. I’ve always had a soft spot for you. I think Jackson does, as well. We’re alike in so many ways, you and I.” 
 
    “Thank you,” whispered Sierra. 
 
    Her master sank down into a crouch, which would have put them at eye level had her face not been shrouded by her cowl. She seemed to read Sierra’s thoughts, slowly reaching up to pull it back and reveal her cold visage to the moonlight. 
 
    Her skin was pale, and she wore a black eyepatch, the strap cutting diagonally across her forehead and disappearing into her wild red hair. Margot couldn’t have been any older than forty, but Sierra was hard pressed to think of another moonlighter of any age with such a grim, intimidating exterior. 
 
    “You can still be useful, I think,” whispered Margot. “Winter Ambrosia… She took everything from me. Do you have any idea what it feels like to have your entire life burned to the ground? To have your archrival kill your husband and steal your son? To have to stand back and watch someone raise your child as their own?” 
 
    Sierra could only shake her head, cold and terrified. 
 
    “It’s not enough.” Margot brought a hand to her mouth, running one finger slowly across her lips. “It could never be enough. I didn’t want revenge. I want what she has. And now that I’ve vacated her soul from her body, I’ll finally have it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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