CHAPTER ONE

The Empty Home
The bedroom was too quiet.

Mistral woke to it—that stillness that had become familiar over the years but never comfortable. The sheets beside her were cold, had been cold for decades. Kellan's impression had long faded from the mattress. What remained was just the indent of her own body, a single pillow dented from one head, and the pale morning light filtering through curtains she'd chosen because they matched the décor, not because she particularly liked them.

Forty-eight years old. Twenty-three of them spent raising a son. Five of them spent in this house alone.

She stared at the ceiling, counting the familiar cracks in the plaster. A small one near the corner had grown slightly longer over the winter. She made a mental note to call someone about it, knowing she wouldn't. There was always something more pressing. Research to review. Papers to grade. The quiet accumulation of tasks that filled the hours but not the hollow.

Her tablet buzzed on the nightstand. A notification from a medical journal—new publication in her field. She'd read it later. Probably. Maybe.

Get up, Mistral. Coffee. Routine. The day doesn't wait.
She rose, her ash-white fur catching the early light as she stretched, the blue streaks in her hair mussed from sleep. The mirror on her closet door reflected a woman who'd learned to keep herself together through sheer discipline. Professional. Composed. The slight softness around her eyes that makeup usually hid, the faint lines that were beginning to etch themselves at the corners beneath fur.
She didn't look like the woman who'd once posed in neon lighting, synthwave tracks humming in the background, posting to strangers on the internet. That version of herself felt like someone else's memory.

Lonely, lonely, lonely. The word echoed without her permission.

Coffee. She needed coffee.

Across town, Blaze Morvane's apartment was anything but quiet.

"Mal0, for the love of—put the toaster down."

The skeletal-faced canine entity tilted her head at him, the toaster held delicately in her jaws like a trophy. Her dark fur bristled with what might have been amusement. Behind her, Mangle—his beloved, glitchy, partially-repaired animatronic project—let out a static-filled whine and gnawed on the corner of his bookshelf.

Second time this week. Third? He'd lost count.
"Okay. Okay." Blaze ran a hand through his pink hair, pushing the longer strands back from his face only for them to fall right back over his left eye. His yellow eyes were tired, the kind of tired that coffee couldn't fix. "Mal0, toaster goes back on the counter. Mangle, that's... that's wood. You don't eat wood. We talked about this."

Mangle's exposed endoskeleton clicked and whirred, her multiple limbs twitching in that way that meant she was processing his request. Or ignoring it. Hard to tell with her. He still had to finish the current repair on her voice box.
His phone sat on his desk, the half-finished article glaring at him from his laptop screen. Freelance writing was supposed to be freedom. Flexible hours. Creative control. What it actually was, apparently, was unpaid labor interrupted by a cryptid and a broken animatronic treating his furniture like chew toys.

Deep breath. You chose this. You literally chose this.
He grabbed his tablet from the couch, slumping into the cushions as Mal0 finally, finally set the toaster down with a clunk. Mangle detached from the bookshelf, leaving a gouge mark he'd have to fix later.

"Mom's gonna call," he muttered to himself, catching the time. "She always calls Thursday mornings."

As if on cue, the tablet buzzed in his hands.

Incoming Call: Mom <3
Blaze tapped accept, and Mistral's face filled the screen.

"Blaze."

Her voice was warm. Controlled. The professional calm that had defined her for as long as he could remember—but underneath it, something soft. Something that made his ear twitch.

"Hey, Mom." He smiled, and it was genuine, even through the exhaustion. "You're up early."

"I could say the same." Her icy eyes—sharp and discerning—scanned his face with clinical precision. He knew that look. She was cataloging. Assessing. "You look tired."

"Thanks. Love you too."

"That's not a criticism." A pause. Her expression flickered. "Rough week?"

Blaze laughed, the sound a little too sharp. "Define 'rough.' Mangle ate part of my desk chair yesterday. Mal0 keeps moving the kitchen appliances to places kitchen appliances shouldn't be. My editor wants the piece done by Monday and I've written—" he glanced at his laptop "—maybe a third? If I'm being generous?"

"In the sink?"

"What?"

"The appliances. Did Mal0 put them in the sink again?"

A beat. Blaze rubbed his face. "...Yes. The blender was in the sink."

Mistral's mouth curved slightly. The ghost of a smile. "She likes the water pressure. I read that somewhere."

"Mom, she's an SCP. I don't think anyone's written a care manual."

"Maybe you should." The suggestion was light, but her eyes lingered on his face. Taking in the shadows under his eyes. The way his fur was slightly ruffled—stressed, not styled. "Have you been eating properly?"

"I—yes? I think so." When did I last eat? "There's... stuff in the fridge."

"Blaze."

"Okay, okay." He held up a hand. "I'll order something. Happy?"

"No." The word came out quieter than she intended. Mistral caught herself, adjusted. "I mean—yes, you should eat. But that isn't..." She trailed off, and for a moment, the professional mask slipped.

Blaze saw it. The slight tension in her jaw. The way her ears flattened just a fraction. The pause that stretched a breath too long. "Mom?"

"I'm fine." Automatic. Practiced. "I just—"

Say it. Say you miss him. Say the house is too quiet. Say you've been waking up at 4 AM for no reason and the bed feels like it's getting bigger every year.
"Your writing's been going well, though? When it's... not being interrupted?"

Smooth, Mistral. Subtle.

"Sure." Blaze scratched behind his ear. "I mean, the money's not great, but the hours are flexible. And I get to work from home, so..." He gestured vaguely at the chaos behind him. Mangle had begun circling the couch, her mechanical parts clicking. Mal0 sat by the kitchen doorway, watching.

"It's a lot," Mistral said. Not a question.

"It's fine. I'm handling it."

"Mm."

That sound—the noncommittal hum that meant I know you're lying and we both know it but I'm not going to push—made Blaze's chest tight. His mom had a PhD in psychology. She had multiple PhDs. She could see through him like glass.

"Mom, seriously. I'm good."

"I know." She smoothed a hand over her hair, the white and blue streaks catching the light from her end. "Blaze, I wanted to ask you something."

"Shoot."

The pause this time was longer. Mistral's gaze dropped briefly, then returned to his face. Calculated? Nervous? Both?

"I have some time off. Next week. The university is doing some renovations on the science building, so my lab access will be limited." Lie. The renovations aren't until next month. "And this house is... it's been a while since it had more than one person in it."

"Mom—"

"I'm not asking you to move back." Quick. Controlled. "That would be ridiculous. You have your life. Your... projects." Her eyes flickered briefly to Mangle, then Mal0, and something almost wry crossed her expression. "But a few days? You could bring your laptop. Work from here. The guest room is always ready."

Or my room. My room is always ready too.
She didn't say that.

"The quiet might help," she added. "With your deadline."

Blaze stared at her through the screen. The stress, the chaos, the half-eaten desk chair—it all faded for a moment. Because he could see it. Underneath the calm, underneath the calculated professionalism, the "I'm doing this for you" framing—

His mom was lonely.

He'd always been able to see it. Even before that year. Before everything that had happened between them. The OnlyFurs account had been a symptom, not a cause. A desperate attempt to feel seen by someone, anyone, when the empty house pressed in on her from all sides.

And now he was gone. Five years gone. And she was still here. Alone.

"Mom," he said softly.

"If it's too much trouble, I understand. You're busy. Your creatures need—"

"I'll come."

The words stopped her. Mistral blinked, and Blaze caught the slight tremor in her composure. The smallest crack. "You... will?"

"Few days. Work on my article. Maybe actually finish it without someone trying to disassemble my furniture." He grinned, and it was real this time. "Besides, your coffee's way better than mine."

And you need company. And maybe I need to get out of this apartment before I lose my mind. And maybe... maybe I've missed you too.
"That's settled then." Mistral's voice was steady again, but Blaze saw the way her shoulders relaxed. The almost imperceptible release of tension. "Saturday? You could come Saturday."

"Saturday works." He paused, watching her. "Hey, Mom?"

"Yes?"

"...I missed you too."

The silence that followed wasn't awkward. It was full—weighted with years, with history, with things neither of them needed to say out loud.

Mistral smiled. A real one. "Saturday," she repeated. "I'll make lasagna."

"You don't have to—"

"I'm making lasagna, Blaze."

He laughed. "Okay. Lasagna."

"Get some sleep. And eat something."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Goodbye, Blaze."

"Bye, Mom."

The call ended. Mistral set the tablet down on the nightstand, and for the first time in weeks, the bedroom didn't feel quite as empty.

Saturday.

She had until Saturday to make sure everything was perfect.

Lonely, lonely, lonely.
Maybe not anymore.

***

Friday morning came faster than Blaze expected.

He'd managed to finish another few pages of his article—progress, finally—but Mangle had claimed his desk chair as a "nest" (her word, through static and glitched audio), and Mal0 had developed a new fascination with the ceiling fan. Which she could reach. Because she could apparently jump that high.
So when his phone buzzed with Aleu's ringtone—the most obnoxious pop song he'd never bothered to change—he was halfway up a step ladder, trying to convince a skeletal cryptid that the ceiling fan was not a toy.

"Mal0, get down—hold on—"

He fumbled for his phone, nearly dropping it, and tapped accept without looking.

"BLAZE!"

Aleu's voice came through at approximately twice the volume necessary. Blaze winced, pulling the phone away from his ear as he climbed down from the ladder.

"Hey, Aleu."

"Don't 'hey Aleu' me! I haven't heard from you in like four days! Four! Do you know how much happens in four days? I posted three videos, did a collab with that Husky girl from Twitch—"

"The one who does the cooking streams?"

"No, the one who does the—actually, wait, yes, her! We made soufflés. They collapsed. It was content gold." Papers rustled on her end. Blaze could picture her perfectly— sprawled across whatever surface was available, phone balanced precariously, her brown and cream fur probably still messy from whatever adventure she'd just returned from. "Anyway. How's my favorite emotionally complicated wolf boy?"

Blaze snorted, finally settling onto the couch. Mangle immediately curled up beside him, her mismatched limbs arranging themselves into something resembling a comfortable position. "I have a name."

"Yeah, but it's not as descriptive." A pause. "Seriously though. You sound tired."

"Everyone keeps saying that."

"Because it's true." The playfulness in her voice softened slightly. "What's going on? Writing stuff? Roommate stuff? Both?"

"Both." Blaze rubbed his eyes. "Mostly both. The article's due Monday but I'm taking a few days off to go stay with my mom."

Silence. Then: "Oh?"

That single syllable carried approximately seventeen different implications. Blaze could practically hear her eyebrow raising through the phone. "Don't."

"I didn't say anything!"

"You said 'oh.'"

"'Oh' can mean a lot of things!" Aleu's voice pitched up with exaggerated innocence. "It could mean 'oh, that's nice!' Or 'oh, what a thoughtful son!' Or—"

"Aleu."

"—'oh, is this a sexy weekend trip to reconnect with your incredibly attractive mother who you have a complicated history with?'"

"Aleu."

She laughed—that bright, unapologetic sound that had gotten them both into and out of so much trouble over the years. "I'm just saying! The last time you stayed with her was—what, that Christmas visit two years ago? And before that—"

"I know when it was."

"Right. Right." Another rustle of movement. She was probably rolling onto her back now, staring at her ceiling the way she always did when conversations turned serious. "So... this is just a 'get away from the chaos and finish your article' thing? Or...?"

Blaze was quiet for a moment. Mangle's mechanical whirring filled the silence, her head resting against his leg. "She's lonely, Aleu." The words came out softer than he intended. "I can hear it in her voice. See it. She'd never admit it, but... she called me Thursday morning and it was like she'd been waiting for an excuse. Any excuse. To have me over."

"Yeah." Aleu's voice had lost its teasing edge. "I get that. The whole... 'I'm fine, everything's fine, I definitely didn't spend the last three hours staring at a wall' vibe."

"Something like that."

"And you're okay with going? With... being there like that?"

Blaze understood what she was really asking. Not are you okay with visiting your mother. But are you okay with being in that space again. With her. With everything that happened.
Aleu knew. Of course she knew. She was the first person he'd told, back when he was seventeen and terrified and confused and turned on in ways that kept him awake at night. She'd listened without judgment. Without freaking out. And then she'd said, quietly:

"Dad and I… totally understand. Fucked up, right?”
That was all she'd said. And he'd understood.

"I'm okay," he said finally. "It's been years. We've both... moved past it. Whatever 'it' was."

"Mm."

"Aleu, I swear, if you're about to make a joke about 'moving past it' into—"

"I wasn't! I wasn't going to." A beat. "I was going to ask if you wanted me to come feed your weird roommates while you're gone."

Blaze blinked. "Oh. I... actually, that would be really helpful."

"Consider it done. I'll bring my camera, do a 'day in the life of an SCP and a broken animatronic' vlog. Mal0 loves the camera."

"She does?"

"Oh yeah. She poses. It's adorable and terrifying." Aleu's grin was audible. "But seriously, Blaze—"

"I know."

"Do you? Because if you need an out—"

"Aleu."

"—or if things get weird—"

"Aleu."

"—weirder than they already were—"

"I will call you. I promise."

She was quiet. Then: "You'd better. I worry about you, dummy."

"I know you do."

"Like, a lot. An embarrassing amount. I have a whole 'what if Blaze is sad' contingency folder in my notes app."

"That's... concerning?"

"It's thorough." Her voice brightened again. "Okay! So you're leaving tomorrow, I'll come by tonight to get the key and meet the cryptids, you'll tell me all about your mom's inevitable emotional breakdown—"

"She's not going to have an emotional breakdown."

"—and we'll pretend like this is a completely normal family visit."

"Aleu."

"Complete. Ly. Normal."

He laughed despite himself. "You're the worst."

"I'm the best. Love you, bestie!"

"Love you too."

"Say it like you mean it!"

"I do mean it. You're exhausting and I love you."

"Perfect. Bye!"

The line went dead.

Blaze stared at his phone for a moment, then looked down at Mangle. Her exposed endoskeleton eye was fixed on him, whirring softly.

"Don't look at me like that."

Mangle chirped.

"She's right, though. This is a completely normal family visit."

Another chirp. More skeptical this time.

"Yeah." Blaze exhaled, leaning his head back against the couch. "I don't believe it either."

***
Across town, Mistral stood in the guest room with a measuring tape.

The bed was fine. The sheets were clean. She'd already checked them twice. But there was something about the room that felt... impersonal. Cold. Like a hotel rather than a home.

He's only staying for a few days. He doesn't need—
She caught herself.

Her hands stilled on the bedspread.

What am I doing?
This wasn't about that. It couldn't be about that. That was years ago. A moment of weakness. Two moments. A handful of moments that they'd both agreed to move past, to bury under the guise of "it was a confusing time" and "we were both lonely" and "it won't happen again."

And it hadn't.

For five years, it hadn't.

But she'd thought about it. In the quiet hours of the night. In the empty spaces of this house that used to be full of noise and life and a boy with pink hair who joked when he was nervous and looked at her like she was more than just a collection of degrees and professional composure.

Stop it.
She was a scientist. A psychologist. She understood the mechanisms of grief, of loneliness, of inappropriate attachment. She could clinically diagnose every thought she'd had over the past five years, categorize them, file them away under "symptoms of prolonged isolation" and "unresolved emotional processing."

Understanding them didn't make them go away.

The lasagna would have to wait until tomorrow. She needed fresh ingredients.

And maybe a new tablecloth.

And perhaps she should buy wine. Not for anything in particular. Just... to have. For dinner. Normal dinner with her normal son who she had normal feelings about.

Completely normal.
Mistral went to the kitchen, grabbed her keys, and headed for the door.

She did not look at the master bedroom on her way out.

She did not think about the nights she'd spent in that bed, scrolling through her old account, through the messages from strangers who'd wanted her, through the one message from someone who'd actually known her.

She did not think about the way he'd looked at her.

She didn't.

CHAPTER TWO
Noise
Saturday morning, Mistral cleaned.

This was not unusual. Mistral's home was always clean—methodically so, the kind of clean that came from years of discipline and a deep-seated need for control over one's environment. But today was different. Today she found herself wiping down surfaces that didn't need wiping. Adjusting picture frames that were already perfectly aligned. Fluffing pillows that had never been sat on.

The guest room was immaculate. Fresh sheets. A small vase of flowers on the nightstand—white roses, nothing too ostentatious. A new lamp, because the old one had felt too dim. She'd bought a second pillow, just in case.

In case of what?
She didn't answer that question.

By noon, the kitchen gleamed. The living room was spotless. The hallway had been vacuumed twice. She'd even dusted the tops of the doorframes, a task she usually reserved for spring cleaning.

There was nothing left to clean.

So Mistral went to her office.

The door creaked when she opened it. She made a mental note to oil the hinges, the same mental note she'd been making for three years.

The office was her sanctuary—or it had been, once. A place for research, for writing, for the quiet intellectual work that had defined her career. Bookshelves lined the walls, filled with medical texts and psychology journals and the occasional fiction novel she'd never admit to owning. A large desk dominated the center, organized with the precision of a surgeon's tray.

But it was also something else.

This was where it started.

Mistral stood in the doorway, letting the memories wash over her. The late nights at the computer, lonely and aching in ways she couldn't name. The wine—just one glass, then two, then the bottle. The browser tab she'd left open, the one with the forum about "alternative income streams for independent creators."

The camera she'd bought on impulse, telling herself it was for work presentations.

The first photo. Nervous, trembling, wearing nothing but a leotard she'd found in the back of her closet and a blue visor pulled down over her eyes. The thrill of posting it. The rush of strangers' attention.

Celestina Blue.
She crossed to the closet now, her paw hovering over the handle.

She shouldn't open it.

She opened it.

The leotards were still there. Three of them, neatly hung in a row. Black. White. And the blue one—the one she'd worn most often, the one that had become almost a signature. Synthwave aesthetics. Neon lights. The persona she'd crafted to escape from being Dr. Mistral Morvane, widow, mother, academic.

Just Celestina. Desired. Seen.

On the shelf above, the blue visor sat beside an old external hard drive. She didn't need to plug it in to know what was on it. Every photo. Every video. Every message.

And the ones from him.

Him.
She closed the closet quickly, her heart beating faster than it should.

The computer hummed to life when she sat at her desk. Old habits. Her paws moved to the keyboard automatically, pulling up the familiar site. The account was still there—she'd never had the heart to delete it. Celestina Blue, inactive for five years, last post a simple text update: "Taking a break. Thank you for everything."
But the messages were still there too. Hundreds of them, accumulated over the years of silence.

Hey, are you okay? Miss your content!
This account still active? Would love to see more of you!
Celestina, you were the best thing on this platform. Whatever you're doing now, I hope you're happy.
And further down, buried in the archives:

I can't stop thinking about you.
Mistral's breath caught.

She knew that message. She'd read it a hundred times. A thousand. She'd written back, heart pounding, not knowing it was her own son on the other end.

And when she found out—
The argument. The tears. The confusion that had somehow, impossibly, become something else.

She'd tried to stop it. She had stopped it, eventually. That was what rational adults did. That was what mothers did.

But here, in this office, with the leotards in the closet and the visor on the shelf and the blue light of the computer screen painting her face—

Here, she could admit the truth.

She missed it.

Not the strangers. Not the attention of thousands of faceless viewers.

Him.
She missed him.

The knock at the front door made her jump. Mistral's heart slammed against her ribs.

Oh god.
She looked down at herself. Simple blouse. Clean slacks. Presentable. Professional. Nothing like Celestina Blue. Nothing like the woman in those photos.

Good. That's good. This is a normal visit. Normal.
The knock came again, and she heard his voice through the door:

"Mom? You home?"

She closed the browser quickly—too quickly, the kind of obvious motion that would look guilty if anyone were watching. But no one was watching. No one ever watched. That was the point.

Get it together.
She smoothed her fur, checked her reflection in the darkened computer screen, and headed for the door.

Blaze stood on the porch with a duffel bag over one shoulder and a slightly sheepish expression on his face. His pink hair was messier than usual, the strands falling across his yellow eyes in a way that made him look younger. More vulnerable.

"Hey." He smiled, and it was the same smile he'd had as a child—the one that meant I'm nervous but I'm trying not to show it.
"Blaze." Her voice came out steadier than she expected. "You made good time."

"Yeah, traffic was—" He stopped, looking past her into the house. "Wow. Did you... clean?"

"I always clean."

"Mom, I can see my reflection in the floor."

"That's just the polish."

"The floor?"

She couldn't help it. A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. "Come inside. Your bag looks heavy."

He stepped in, and she caught the familiar scent of him underneath the travel—something warm, distinctly him, that made something in her chest tighten.

Stop it.
"Lasagna's not ready yet," she said, closing the door behind him. "I thought we'd have dinner around seven. Give you time to settle in."

"Sounds good." He dropped his bag by the stairs, then turned to face her.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Then Blaze opened his arms. "Come here, Mom."

She crossed the distance in two steps and pulled him into a hug, burying her face in his shoulder. He was taller than her now—when had that happened?—and broader, his frame filling out in ways that made him feel less like the boy she'd raised and more like something else entirely.

Don't.
She held on anyway.

"I missed you," he murmured into her fur.

"I missed you too."

They stood like that for longer than was probably appropriate. Longer than a normal mother-son hug should last. But Mistral couldn't make herself let go, and Blaze didn't seem inclined to pull away.

When they finally separated, Blaze's eyes were a little brighter than usual. Mistral pretended not to notice.

"So," he said, glancing around the familiar hallway. "The old homestead. Haven't changed much."

"It's been five years, Blaze. Not fifty. And you visit often enough."

"Still. Feels like a museum." He grinned. "A very clean museum."

"I can still ground you."

"You legally can't."

"I have a PhD in psychology. I can convince you you're grounded."

He laughed, and the sound echoed through the empty house, filling spaces that had been silent for far too long.

Mistral felt something in her chest loosen. "Come on," she said. "I'll show you the guest room."

The stairs creaked in familiar places. Blaze counted them without thinking—third step from the bottom, seventh step from the top, the one near the landing that had always groaned like a dying animal no matter how many times his mom had tried to fix it.

Some things didn't change.

"Your room's been updated," Mistral said as they reached the second floor. "I had some work done… recently. New carpet. Fresh paint."

"Please tell me you didn't turn it into a gym."

"Why would I do that?"

"I don't know. Empty nest stuff? Finally getting that home gym you always talked about?"

"I never talked about a home gym."

"You thought about it. I could tell."

She gave him a look over her shoulder—that particular expression that meant I'm choosing not to acknowledge that comment—and pushed open the door.

Blaze stopped.

The room was... his. But not. The layout was the same, the furniture positioned exactly where it had been when he was seventeen. His old desk sat by the window. The bookshelf still held his worn copies of fantasy novels and technical manuals. Even the posters on the walls—replicas, he realized, of the band posters he'd taken with him when he moved out.

But it was also different. Cleaner, obviously. The bed was made with dark blue sheets, a small pile of pillows at the head. A new lamp sat on the nightstand, its base shaped like howling wolves. The carpet was soft under his feet, a deep grey that hadn't been there before.

"You kept all this," he said quietly.

"I kept it maintained." Mistral stood in the doorway, watching him. "There's a difference."

"Mom, this is... I don't even know what to say."

"Say you'll use the desk for writing instead of the bed. Your posture is terrible."

He laughed, but it came out thicker than expected. "Yeah. Okay."

She lingered for a moment longer, something unreadable in her expression. Then: "Dinner's in a few hours. Come down when you're ready. We can talk."

The door closed softly behind her.

Blaze dropped his duffel bag on the bed and sat beside it, looking around the room.

The last time he'd been here for more than a visit was Christmas two years ago. One night. Polite conversation. Careful distance. He'd slept in this bed, staring at the ceiling, hyperaware of every sound in the house.

Before that—

He pushed the thought away.

The desk drew his attention. His old desk, where he'd spent countless hours hunched over homework, over sketches, over the first clumsy stories he'd ever written. Where he'd once sat with his laptop, browser open to a certain website, heart racing as he typed a message to a woman he didn't know was his mother.

Stop.
He pulled out his phone instead, scrolling through messages. Aleu had already texted him three times since dropping him off.

Aleu: how's the family home??

Aleu: any emotional confrontations yet??

Aleu: blink twice if you need me to stage an emergency rescue

He typed back a quick I've been here ten minutes and set the phone aside.

Then he opened his laptop and stared at his unfinished article.

The words blurred together. He'd been working on this piece for two weeks—a feature on the intersection of technology and folklore in modern media—and it still felt hollow. Going through the motions. Writing what he knew editors wanted rather than what he actually cared about.

Maybe that was the problem with everything lately. It was all so forced.
Downstairs, the kitchen filled with familiar sounds. Chopping. Sizzling. The low hum of the oven. Mistral moved through the space on autopilot, her hands steady even as her mind wandered.

She'd made this lasagna a hundred times. Kellan's recipe, originally. She'd modified it over the years, adjusting the seasoning to her own taste after he passed. Blaze had grown up on it. It was, perhaps, the one thing she could make without thinking.

Good. Thinking was the problem.
Footsteps on the stairs. She didn't turn.

"Smells amazing."

"It's not ready yet."

"I know. Just... stating a fact." Blaze appeared at the edge of the kitchen, leaning against the doorframe. He'd changed shirts—dark grey now, simple. His pink hair was pulled back slightly, kept out of his face. "Need any help?"

"You cook now?"

"I can chop things. Under supervision."

She raised an eyebrow, but gestured to the cutting board. "Onions. Fine dice."

They worked in silence for a few minutes. Mistral at the stove, Blaze at the counter, the rhythm of knife against wood filling the space between them.

"So," Mistral said eventually. "How are things? Really."

"Really?" Blaze kept his eyes on the onion. "Fine. Busy. You know how it is."

"I don't, actually. My life is remarkably un-busy these days."

"That's not true. You still have your research. Your consulting work."

"Consulting." She snorted softly. "Reading papers and telling people they're wrong is hardly a full life."

"Mom."

"What? It's accurate."

Blaze set down the knife and turned to face her. "Are you okay? Here, I mean. Alone."

The question hung in the air. Mistral's paw stilled on the wooden spoon.

"I'm fine."

"That's not what I asked."

"Blaze—"

"Mom." His voice was gentle. Persistent. "I know what 'fine' sounds like. You taught me that, remember? PhD in psychology?"

She exhaled slowly, turning to face him. The lasagna could wait a moment. "It's quiet," she admitted. "The house. It's... very quiet."

"Yeah."

"And I find myself doing things. Unnecessary things. Cleaning. Reorganizing. Checking my email every fifteen minutes as if something urgent will appear."

"That sounds familiar."

"Does it?"

"Mangle chewed through my router last month. I spent four hours just... sitting. Doing nothing. It was awful."

The ghost of a smile crossed Mistral's face. "Your life is very strange."

"You have no idea."

She turned back to the stove, stirring the sauce with more attention than it required. "What about you? And don't say 'fine.' You mentioned the writing was slow. Your... roommates. What else?"

Blaze resumed chopping, considering his answer. "It's been... a year. I guess."

"In what way?"

"Just..." He gestured vaguely with the knife. "You know how it is. Meeting people. Connecting. Trying to make something work."

"I do know." She paused. "How is Krystal?"

The name landed with weight. Blaze's paw slipped slightly, the knife nicking the edge of the onion. "She's... good. Far away. Doing her mercenary thing. Saving worlds." He shrugged. "We talk sometimes. Not often."

"And Freya?"

"Found that guy she was looking for. Some burmecian knight. Very formal. Very... not me."

"Amaterasu?"

"Mom."

"I'm just asking."

Blaze set down the knife again, exhaling slowly. "Ammy is... Ammy. She's a goddess. Literally. She has responsibilities that span dimensions. Our... whatever we had... was brief. Beautiful. But brief."

Mistral nodded slowly. She'd met them—all of them. The blue fox with the sorrowful eyes. The burmecian dancer with the rat tail. The white wolf who moved like water and spoke of ancient life. Blaze had brought them through rifts, openings in reality that he'd learned to create with a thought. Interdimensional travel. Her son could leap between worlds.

She'd watched him fall in love a dozen times. Fall out of love a dozen more.

"She was kind," Mistral said quietly. "Amaterasu. The one time I met her. Kind in a way that felt... ancient."

"Yeah. She was."

"And you never stay."

It wasn't an accusation. Just an observation. The kind that cut deeper because of it.

Blaze leaned against the counter, crossing his arms. "I don't know what you want me to say."

"I'm not asking for an answer. I'm just..." Mistral turned off the burner, setting the spoon aside. "I worry. You keep finding these incredible beings. These women from other worlds, other realities. And you connect with them, and then you... leave. Or they leave. And I wonder if you're looking for something specific. Or running from something."

"Running?" He frowned. "I'm not running."

"Aren't you?"

Silence.

The kitchen felt smaller than it had a moment ago.

"I'm not running from anything," Blaze said finally. "I just... haven't found the right fit. Aleu's been my closest friend for years. You know that. Everyone else has been..."

"A fling?"

"I was going to say 'a moment.' A connection that meant something, but wasn't meant to last."

Mistral studied him. The pink hair falling across his face. The yellow eyes that saw more than they let on. The way his shoulders held tension he probably didn't realize he was carrying.

"You give your heart easily," she said. "That's not a flaw. But it means you feel the losses more deeply than you admit."

"Maybe."

"And you're still writing. Still fixing broken things. Your animatronic. Your cryptid roommate. All these lost hearts you collect."

"Mangle isn't a collection. She's family."

"I know." Her voice softened. "That's my point."

Blaze was quiet for a long moment. "I learned from you."

Mistral blinked. "What?"

"Fixing things. Offering a heart. You raised a kid on your own after Dad died. You held down a career. You took in every stray animal that showed up at our door." He smiled faintly. "Remember the opossum? The one that lived in our garage for two years?"

"Reginald."

"You named a wild opossum Reginald."

"He seemed distinguished."

The laugh escaped Blaze before he could stop it. "Point is... I learned how to care from you. How to keep caring even when it's hard. Even when the people you care about leave."

Mistral's chest tightened. "Blaze..."

"I'm not saying I'm perfect at it. I know I drift. I know I don't stay in one place, with one person, for very long." He straightened, meeting her eyes. "But I'm trying. I'm still trying."

The oven timer beeped, breaking the moment.

Mistral turned to deal with it, grateful for something to do with her hands. Behind her, Blaze picked up the knife again, returning to the onions with renewed focus.

Neither of them mentioned the other thing. The thing they never talked about. The thing that had happened in this house, in the office down the hall, in spaces that were supposed to be safe.

Neither of them mentioned that the last time Blaze had truly stayed—had truly let himself be seen in all his complicated, messy, inappropriate desire—was with her.

The lasagna went into the oven.

The silence settled.

And Mistral wondered, not for the first time, whether she'd made the right choice in inviting him back.

The lasagna needed forty-five minutes.

Mistral set the timer with more care than necessary, adjusting the dial to exactly the right position. The soft click of the mechanism settling into place was satisfying in a way that most things weren't anymore.

"Drink?" she asked, not turning around.

"Sure."

She moved to the wine cabinet—a handsome piece of dark wood that had been Kellan's, though he'd only ever kept whiskey in it. The wine had come later. After. When she'd needed something to fill the evenings that stretched too long.

A bottle of red. Something mid-range. Good enough to enjoy, not expensive enough to feel guilty about opening on a random Saturday.

She poured two glasses.

Blaze accepted his with a nod of thanks, settling into one of the kitchen chairs. The same chairs they'd had since he was a child. The same table where he'd done homework, eaten breakfast, complained about school.

"Remember when you spilled an entire glass of grape juice on this table?" Mistral asked, sliding into the chair across from him. "You were... eight, I think."

"I remember you explaining to me, very calmly, that it was fine and accidents happen." He smiled into his wine glass. "And then I heard you scrubbing it at two in the morning."

"I was not scrubbing it at two in the morning."

"Mom, I woke up to pee. You were on your hands and knees with a sponge."

She took a sip of wine, refusing to confirm or deny. "The stain came out."

"Eventually."

"The table looks fine."

"The table looks perfect. Like everything else in this house."

There it was again—that edge in his voice. Not accusatory. Just observant. He'd always been too perceptive for his own good.

"It's important to maintain one's environment," Mistral said. "Studies show that cluttered spaces contribute to cluttered minds."

"And what do studies say about spaces that are too clean?"

"That they belong to people who are very organized."

"Or people who are avoiding something."

She looked at him over the rim of her glass. "Are you analyzing me now?"

"I learned from the best, remember?"

The wine was good. Rich, with a hint of something earthy underneath. Mistral focused on the flavor, letting it anchor her in the present moment. This was fine. Normal. A mother and son sharing a drink before dinner. Nothing unusual about it.

Except—

Stop.
She watched Blaze take a sip of his own wine, his yellow eyes reflecting the soft kitchen light. The way his throat moved when he swallowed. The casual grace of his posture, one arm draped over the back of the chair.

Kellan used to sit like that.

The thought came unbidden, a knife slipped between her ribs.

Don't.
But her mind was already slipping, dragging her backward. The slope of Blaze's shoulders. The way his fur caught the light. The particular shade of his eyes—not quite gold, not quite amber, something in between that she'd seen before in another face.

Kellan's eyes.
She'd thought it a thousand times. The first time Blaze had smiled at her as a teenager, something in her chest had clenched painfully because he looks so much like his father. The first time he'd laughed—really laughed, head thrown back, the way Kellan used to—the sound had echoed through the empty house and left her breathless because of how damn pure it sounded.
She'd thought it was grief. She'd told herself it was grief.

And then—

No.
She took a longer sip of wine. Her third? Fourth? She'd lost count.

"You okay?" Blaze asked. "You went somewhere."

"Just thinking about the lasagna."

"You've checked the timer four times in the last ten minutes."

"Have I?"

"Mom."

She set her glass down harder than intended. "I'm fine, Blaze. Just... adjusting. To having someone in the house again."

The words came out sharper than she'd meant. Blaze's ears flattened slightly, and she immediately regretted it.

"I'm sorry." She exhaled slowly. "That wasn't—"

"No, it's okay." He shook his head, a rueful smile on his face. "I know I'm a lot. The chaos. The roommates. The... everything. I'm sure it's different, having me here."

Different.
That was one word for it.

"It's not you," she said. "It's me. I've gotten used to a certain... rhythm. A quiet rhythm. Having anyone here would feel strange."

"Anyone?"

"You know what I mean."

Did she? What did she mean? The wine was making her thoughts fuzzy, blurring the edges of the careful walls she'd built around certain topics.

Blaze was watching her with those eyes—Kellan's eyes—and she could see the concern there, the worry, the care that he'd always carried too much of.

She could also see something else. Something she refused to name.

"I need to use the restroom," she said abruptly, standing. "Excuse me."

"Mom—"

"I'm fine. Just... wine." She gestured vaguely with her glass before setting it on the counter. "Back in a moment."

She left the kitchen before he could respond.

CHAPTER THREE
Mirrored Thoughts
The bathroom door locked with a soft click.

Mistral leaned against the sink, gripping the edge of the porcelain with both hands. Her reflection stared back at her from the mirror—ash-white fur slightly disheveled, blue-streaked hair not quite as composed as usual, eyes that held something wild and desperate behind the professional mask.

Get it together.
She turned on the faucet, splashing cold water on her face. The shock of it helped, slightly. Grounded her in the physical sensation instead of the spiral of her thoughts.

This was a mistake.
No. No, it wasn't. He was her son. She'd raised him. She'd changed his diapers and bandaged his scraped knees and helped him through his first heartbreak. She'd done all of that as a mother, because she was his mother.

The other thing—the thing that had happened, the thing they never talked about—had been a moment of weakness. Two moments. A handful of moments born from loneliness and grief and a desperate need to be seen as something other than "mother" or "widow" or "doctor."

It had ended. They'd agreed it would end. They'd moved past it.

She had moved past it.

Then why does he still look at you like that?
She gripped the sink harder.

It was the eyes. That was the problem. Kellan's eyes, looking out from a face that was younger, softer, still carrying the echo of the boy he'd been. Every time Blaze looked at her with concern, with care, with something deeper—she saw her husband. She saw her son. She saw the impossible overlap of two people she'd loved in ways that should never have intersected.

He doesn't look at you like anything. You're imagining it.
The loneliness made her imagine things. That's what she told herself. Five years of silence, of an empty house, of nothing but her own thoughts for company—it was no wonder her mind wandered to dangerous places.

She was a psychologist. She understood projection. Transference. The way the human mind sought patterns, connections, comfort in familiar faces.

Blaze was familiar. Blaze was too familiar.

And he was here, in her house, sleeping in the room down the hall, and she'd had three glasses of wine on an empty stomach, and the lasagna wouldn't be ready for another twenty minutes, and—

Breathe.
She closed her eyes.

In through the nose. Out through the mouth. The breathing exercises she taught her patients. The grounding techniques she'd written papers about.

Name five things you can see.
The faucet. The soap dispenser. The towel rack. The small decorative shell on the windowsill. Her own reflection.

Four things you can touch.
The porcelain sink. The cool tile of the counter. The fabric of her blouse. The edge of the mirror.

Three things you can hear.
The distant hum of the oven. The tick of the hallway clock. Her own heartbeat, too fast in her ears.

Two things you can smell.
Soap. The faint lingering scent of the flowers in the guest room.

One thing you can taste.
Wine. Bitter and rich and not enough to quiet the noise in her head.

She opened her eyes.

You are a professional. You are a mother. You are in control.
The reflection didn't look convinced.

Another splash of cold water. A careful adjustment of her fur, smoothing down the places where it had ruffled. A practiced re-composing of her expression until the wildness was hidden again, locked away behind the mask of calm competence she'd worn for decades.

She could do this. She could get through dinner. She could make conversation. She could be normal.

Normal.
What did that even mean anymore?

A knock at the bathroom door made her jump.

"Mom?" Blaze's voice, muffled through the wood. "You okay in there?"

Say yes. Say you're fine. Say anything normal.
"I'm fine," she called back. "Just... freshening up."

A pause. Then a laugh. "Okay. I'm gonna check on the lasagna."

"Thank you."

Footsteps retreating down the hall.

Mistral exhaled slowly, her forehead dropping to rest against the mirror. The glass was cool against her fur.

Get it together. Get through dinner. Get through the weekend. And then figure out what the hell is wrong with you.
The lasagna, when she finally emerged, was doing fine. Blaze had set the table—an unusual gesture, she hadn't asked him to—and was standing by the oven, checking it with the concentration of someone who had no idea what they were looking for.

"Smells ready," he said as she entered.

"Almost." She moved past him to check the timer. Twelve minutes left. "You didn't have to set the table."

"I wanted to."

"It's only us."

"Still." He shrugged, not quite meeting her eyes. "Figured I'd do something useful."

She studied him for a moment. The slight tension in his shoulders. The way his tail twitched, just once, before going still.

He knows.
Of course he knew. He'd always been able to read her, even when she couldn't read herself.

But he didn't push. Didn't ask. Just stood there in her kitchen, in the house where he'd grown up, and waited for her to be ready.

This is going to be a long weekend.
"Twelve minutes," she said, turning back to the counter. "Then we eat."

"Got it."

The silence settled around them again. Not entirely comfortable. Not entirely unbearable.

Just present.
Like everything else between them.

By the time dinner arrived, the lasagna was perfect.

Mistral had known it would be—she'd made this recipe more times than she could count—but watching Blaze take that first bite, seeing his eyes close in genuine pleasure, made something warm bloom in her chest that had nothing to do with the wine.

"Oh my god," he mumbled around a mouthful, then caught himself. "Sorry. Manners."

"Don't talk with your mouth full."

He swallowed, grinning. "Mom, this is incredible. I'd forgotten how good it was."

"You say that every time."

"Because it's true every time."

She refilled his glass without asking. The bottle was nearly empty now—her fourth? Fifth? She'd stopped counting somewhere between the salad course and the main. The warmth in her limbs was pleasant, loosening something that had been wound tight for months. Years, maybe.

"So," Blaze said, twirling his fork between courses. "Tell me about work. The university. Any new disasters I should know about?"

"Disasters implies something went wrong." She took a sip of wine, settling back in her chair. "Nothing goes wrong anymore. That's the problem."

"Problem?"

"Everything runs smoothly. The research is competent. The students are adequately prepared. The faculty meetings are predictably dull." She gestured vaguely with her glass. "It's all very... fine."

"You sound like you want something to go wrong."

"I want something to happen." The words slipped out before she could stop them. "Anything. A controversy. A discovery. A chaotic student who actually challenges me instead of nodding along like programmable drones."

Blaze raised an eyebrow. "You want chaos?"

"I want—" She stopped, recalibrating. "I want to feel useful. Engaged. Like I'm not just going through the motions until..." She trailed off.

"Until what?"

"Until something changes." She set her glass down, reaching for the almost-empty bottle. "More?"

"I'm good. But you go ahead."

She poured the last of the wine into her glass, telling herself she'd switch to water after this. The room had taken on a soft, comfortable quality—the edges of things slightly blurred, the colors warmer than they'd been before dinner.

"Can I ask you something?" Blaze's voice was careful. Measured.

"You can ask. I reserve the right to not answer."

"Fair enough." He leaned back in his chair, mimicking her posture. "Why'd you really invite me here?"

The question landed in the space between them. Mistral felt it settle, heavy and pointed. "I told you. The renovations—"

"Are next month. I checked."

She blinked. "You checked?"

"I called the university. Spoke to someone in the facilities department." His expression was gentle, but his eyes didn't waver. "Nice guy. Said the science building work doesn't start until late April."

Damn.
She should have known. Blaze had always been too clever for his own good. Too perceptive. Too willing to dig for truth even when the truth was uncomfortable.

The wine made her honest in ways she normally wouldn't allow. "The house was quiet," she admitted. "I told you that already."

"You did. But there's quiet and there's quiet." He picked up his fork, turning it over in his paws. "The kind where you start talking to yourself just to hear a voice. The kind where you leave the TV on even when you're not watching it. The kind where you—"

"Organize the pantry by expiration date at three in the morning?"

His smile was sad. "Yeah. That kind."

Mistral stared at her empty plate. The lasagna had been good. She'd eaten more than she usually did, her appetite unexpectedly hearty in the presence of company. "I'm not good at this," she said quietly.

"At what?"

"Asking for what I need." She looked up at him, feeling the wine in her system, the slight wobble of her composure. "I spent twenty-three years being the one who has it together. The mother. The provider. The expert. I don't know how to be the one who says 'I'm lonely and I don't know how to fix it.'"

The confession hung in the air. She hadn't meant to say that much. The wine. The warmth. The relief of having someone in the house who actually knew her.

Blaze reached across the table, his hand covering hers. The contact was electric—warm fur against warm fur, his touch gentle but present.

"You don't have to fix it," he said. "You just have to say it."

"I'm saying it now."

"Yeah." His thumb moved slightly, a small stroke across her knuckles. "You are."

They sat like that for a moment. Mistral could feel her heart beating faster than it should—the wine, she told herself, just the wine—and the familiar shape of his hand against hers stirred something she didn't want to examine.

Let go. She told herself to pull back. Thank him and let go.
She didn't.

"It's strange," she heard herself say. "Having you here. You've grown so much. Changed so much. But some things..." She trailed off, her gaze dropping to where their paws connected. "Some things feel exactly the same."

"Good same or bad same?"

"I haven't decided yet."

His laugh was soft. Almost relieved. "At least you're honest."

"I'm always honest. It's a professional hazard."

"Professional hazard?" He grinned. "Is that what we're calling it?"

"We're calling it nothing." She finally withdrew her hand, reaching for her wine glass instead. "We're having dinner. As a family. Normally."

"Normally. Right." He raised his glass. "To normal family dinners."

She clinked hers against it. "To normal."

The word tasted like a lie.

Dinner wound down slowly. Dishes were cleared—Blaze insisted on helping, and Mistral let him, the two of them moving around each other in the kitchen with an ease that came from years of practice. He washed. She dried. The mundane rhythm of it felt almost sacred.

"You know," Blaze said, soap suds up to his elbows, "you could come stay with me sometime. If the house gets too quiet. Meet the chaos firsthand."

"Your apartment has an SCP and an animatronic living in it."

"Mangle prefers 'resident.'"

"She ate your desk chair."

"Only part of it."

Mistral laughed—a real laugh, surprised out of her by the absurdity of it. The sound startled her. When was the last time she'd laughed like that? Genuinely, without restraint?

Too long.
"I'll consider it," she said. "But I make no promises about the blender situation."

"Mal0 would probably love you. She likes people who understand boundaries."

"And what boundaries would those be?"

"The boundary of 'don't put the toaster in the sink.' Which you apparently read about."

"Academic research."

"Mom, that's a TikTok video."

"Academic research can come from many sources."

He laughed again, and the sound filled the kitchen, bouncing off the walls and settling into spaces that had been silent for far too long.

This was good. This was right. Her son, in her home, making jokes and washing dishes and filling the emptiness with something warm and alive. The wine had made her soft. She knew that. The walls she'd built were lowered, the careful distance she maintained dissolved by alcohol and relief and the simple joy of not being alone.

When the dishes were done, they migrated to the living room. The couch was large enough for two, but they settled on opposite ends—a deliberate choice, Mistral thought, or perhaps just habit.

"Movie?" Blaze asked, already reaching for the remote.

"If you want."

He scrolled through options while she watched him. The light from the television flickered across his face, highlighting the curve of his jaw, the fall of his pink hair, the concentrated furrow of his brow.

Kellan used to sit like that.
The thought came again, unbidden. She pushed it away.

"Something funny?" Blaze asked, catching her expression.

"Nothing. Just... thinking."

"About?"

"Nothing important."

He gave her a look that said he didn't believe her, but he didn't push. Instead, he selected something—an old comedy they'd watched together a dozen times when he was younger—and settled back into the cushions.

The movie started. Mistral let the familiar sounds wash over her.

Somewhere around the thirty-minute mark, she realized she'd drifted closer to the center of the couch. Not touching Blaze, but near enough that she could feel the warmth radiating from him.

She should move. Put distance between them.

She didn't.

Somewhere around the forty-five-minute mark, her head found its way to his shoulder. Just resting there. Casual. Natural. The kind of thing a mother would do with her son while watching a movie.

Except her heart was beating too fast.

Except her mind kept drifting to things it shouldn't.

Except she could smell him—soap and something uniquely him—and it made her want to press closer.

She did.

This is fine. She told herself. This is normal. This is what families do.
The movie played on. The house was warm and full.

And Mistral let herself pretend, just for tonight, that she wasn't pretending at all.

The movie credits rolled.

Mistral barely noticed. She was too aware of Blaze's weight against her side, the steady rise and fall of his breathing, the way his head had come to rest near her own at some point during the second act. Casual. Easy. The kind of unconscious lean that came from familiarity and comfort and too much wine.

Too much wine.
That's what she told herself. That's why her heart was pounding. That's why her fur felt too warm, why every point of contact between them seemed to hum with something electric.

She should move. Should stretch, announce she was tired, make some excuse to put distance between them.

Instead, she found her paw drifting toward his hair.

Stop.
The pink strands were soft between her fingers. She remembered when his fur had been lighter, closer to her own ash-white. The pink had come in randomly, some genetic quirk that neither she nor Kellan's family could explain. She'd hated it at first—so conspicuous, so different—but now it suited him. Made him stand out. Made him him.
Her fingers moved gently, almost absently, stroking through his hair.

Blaze made a sound. Soft. Content. A rumble in his chest that was almost a purr.

Don't.
But she didn't stop.

The credits music swelled, some generic orchestral piece she didn't recognize. The television cast shifting light across the room, blue and gold and shadow. The house was quiet around them except for the ambient noise, the soft sound of their breathing.

And her heart, loud in her own ears.

Blaze shifted slightly, nuzzling closer. His muzzle brushed against her collarbone, a gesture so natural, so innocent, that it made her chest ache.

He's your son.
The thought should have been a warning. A splash of cold water. Instead, it arrived dulled and distant, muffled by the wine and the warmth and the desperate hunger that had been building in her for five years.

Her head tilted. Just slightly. Just enough.

His face was so close now. She could see the individual strands of his fur, the faint scar above his left eyebrow from a childhood accident, the curve of his lips.

Kellan's lips.
No. Not Kellan's. His. Blaze's.
She leaned in.

Two inched. One.

Her eyes drifted half-closed, her breath catching in her throat.

Just one. Just one and then I'll stop. Just to feel—
Her hand stilled in his hair.

—to feel something—
Her muzzle was inches from his now. Close enough to feel his breath. Close enough that if he turned his head, if he shifted even slightly—

Stop.
The word cracked through her like a gunshot.

Mistral froze.

What are you doing? What are you doing what are you doing what are you—
She pulled back. Not slowly. Not smoothly. A sharp, jerky movement that made Blaze's head slip from her shoulder.

"Mom?"

His voice was bleary with the half-doze of a comfortable evening. Confused. Concerned.

"I—" Her voice came out strangled. Wrong. "I need a shower."

What?
"A shower?" Blaze blinked, sitting up properly. The loss of his warmth against her side felt like a wound. "Now? It's almost—"

"Yes. Now." She was already standing, already moving toward the hallway. Her legs felt unsteady—too much wine, not enough stability. "The movie's over. I'm... I need to shower. To relax. Before bed."

"Okay..." He was watching her now, his yellow eyes sharp despite the late hour. "Are you alright?"

"Fine. Completely fine. Just—wine. Too much wine. You know how it is."

She didn't wait for a response.

The hallway blurred past her. The stairs were harder than they should have been, each step requiring concentration she barely had. Her room was at the end of the hall, her bathroom attached, and she made it inside with only minimal fumbling at the doorknob.

The lock clicked behind her.

She leaned against the door, breathing hard.

What is wrong with you?
Her reflection mocked her from the vanity mirror across the room. Fur disheveled. Eyes wild. The careful composure she'd maintained all evening in ruins.

You almost kissed him.
You almost kissed your son.
Again.
The word whispered through her mind like a ghost. Again. Because it wasn't the first time. Because she'd done it before. Because five years ago she'd crossed that line and promised herself she never would again.

She'd broken that promise tonight. Not in action, but in intent. In desire.

Get it together. Get in the shower. Cold water. Cold water will fix this.
She pushed off from the door, moving toward the bathroom on unsteady legs. Her clothes came off in pieces—the blouse unbuttoned with trembling fingers, the slacks pushed down and kicked aside. Underwear followed. Everything scattered on the floor like evidence of a crime.

The shower was cold. Brutally cold.

She stood under the spray, letting it wash over her face, her fur, her burning skin. The shock of it helped. Distantly. Not enough.

What would have happened if you hadn't stopped?
She didn't want to answer that question.

Would he have stopped you?
She didn't want to answer that either.

The water sluiced down her body, carrying away the heat of the wine, the lingering warmth of his presence, the desperate wanting that had nearly consumed her. She scrubbed at her fur with more force than necessary, as if she could wash away the thoughts along with the evening.

He's your son.
He looks like Kellan.
He's your son.
He was so close.
He's your son.
He was right there and he would have let you—
She turned the water colder.

Her hands pressed against the tile wall, head bowed under the spray, water running down her face in rivulets that could have been tears if she let them. But she didn't cry. She'd cried enough over the years. Crying didn't fix anything.

You invited him here.
The realization settled in her chest like ice.

You invited him into your home. Into your space. You knew what would happen. You knew how you felt. You told yourself it was for him—for his stress, his chaos—but it wasn't. It was for you. You wanted him here.
You wanted this.
"No," she whispered into the water. "No, that's not—I just wanted—I was lonely—I—"

The excuse felt hollow even as she formed it.

Lonely. Yes. She was lonely. Achingly, brutally lonely. But loneliness didn't explain the specific ache she felt when she looked at Blaze. It didn't explain why her heart raced when he touched her, why her body leaned toward him without her permission, why the ghost of Kellan lived in his face and made her want things she had no right to want.

The water ran cold.

She stayed under it until she couldn't feel anything at all.

CHAPTER FOUR
Tear Stains
When she finally emerged, wrapped in a robe with her fur damp and tangled, the house was quiet.

The television was off. The living room dark.

She found Blaze in the kitchen, standing at the sink, a glass of water in his hand. He'd changed into sleep clothes—soft pants and a t-shirt that hung loosely on his frame.

He looked up when she entered. "Hey."

"Hey." Her voice came out rougher than intended. "I thought you'd gone to bed."

"Wanted some water first." He studied her face, his expression unreadable. "You were in there a while."

"Long shower."

"The water bill's going to be interesting."

It was a joke. A deflection. She appreciated it more than she could say.

"Blaze." She stopped at the edge of the kitchen, her hands gripping the robe at her sides. "I... I wanted to say thank you. For coming. For being here."

"Mom, you don't have to—"

"I do." She cut him off, her voice cracking slightly. "I needed this. Even if I'm... even if I'm not good at showing it. I needed you here."

He set down his glass. Then, without a word, he crossed the distance between them and pulled her into a hug.

It was innocent. Pure. A son comforting his mother. His arms wrapped around her shoulders, his chin resting on top of her head, his warmth seeping into her still-damp fur.

She should have pulled away. She melted into him instead.

"Anytime, Mom," he murmured into her hair. "I'm always here. You know that."

That's the problem.
She didn't say it. She just held him tighter, and let herself pretend it was enough.

"Go to bed," she said finally, pulling back. "It's late. You need rest."

"You too."

"I will. Just... need to finish cleaning up."

"The kitchen's already clean."

"Then I'll find something else to clean. Go."

He gave her a look that said he didn't believe her, but he didn't argue. Just squeezed her shoulder once—a touch that burned through her robe—and headed for the stairs. "Night, Mom."

"Goodnight, Blaze."

She watched him go.

Then she turned off the kitchen light, stood in the darkness, and let herself shake.

The house settled into silence.

Upstairs, a door closed softly—Blaze retiring to his old room, to the bed she'd made up with fresh sheets and too many pillows. The guest room. His room. The space that had never stopped being his no matter how many years he'd been gone.

Mistral stood in the dark kitchen for a long time.

Then she opened the wine cabinet.

The second bottle was cheaper than the first. Something she'd bought months ago and never opened, a forgotten red that had gathered dust in the back of the cabinet. It didn't matter. Nothing mattered except the need to quiet the noise in her head.

She didn't bother with a glass.

The first long pull from the bottle burned pleasantly, warmth spreading through her chest and limbs. The second was easier. By the third, her hands had stopped shaking.

She made her way to the dining room on unsteady legs, the bottle clutched against her chest like a lifeline. The photograph albums were in the sideboard—old leather-bound books she hadn't looked at in years. Decades, maybe.

The first album fell open to a page she hadn't intended to find.

Kellan.

Young, laughing, caught mid-motion at some long-forgotten party. His fur was dark grey where Blaze's was light, but the shape of his face was the same. The same jaw. The same curve of his ears. The same yellow eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled.

God, he was beautiful.
She traced a finger over the photograph, the motion unsteady. The wine had made her sloppy, loose-limbed and loose-tongued, and she didn't care. Didn't care about anything except the warmth flooding through her and the memories rising like tide water.

"This was before you," she slurred to the empty room. "Before everything."

Another swig from the bottle. Another page turned.

Their wedding. Kellan in a suit that was slightly too large, her in a dress she'd spent too much on. Both of them grinning like idiots.

"Should've tailored it better," she muttered. "Look at those shoulders. Too broad."

More pages. Their first apartment. Their first real furniture. Kellan in the kitchen, attempting to cook something complicated and failing magnificently.

"I cleaned up that mess for weeks. Burned pasta. On the ceiling."

She laughed at the memory. The sound echoed strangely in the empty house.

Then: a photograph she'd forgotten existed.

Kellan in bed. Shirtless. Caught in the morning light, grinning up at the camera with sleep-mussed fur and eyes full of promise.

Oh.
Her breath caught.

She remembered taking that photograph. Remembered the morning—the way the light had streamed through the curtains, the way the sheets had pooled at his waist, the way he'd reached for her and pulled her back down before she could escape to the shower.

"God, the things you could do," she whispered to the photograph. "The things you did."

Another drink. The bottle was half-empty now.

Her robe had fallen open at some point. She didn't remember when. Didn't care. The air was cool against her fur, her chest exposed in a way that would have mortified her if she were sober.

But she wasn't sober. She was very, very far from sober.

"Miss you," she told Kellan's face. "Every day. Every goddamn day."

The next page showed her pregnant. Round and exhausted, Kellan's hand on her belly, both of them looking terrified and hopeful.

"You would've been such a good dad."

The words came out thick. Wet. She wasn't crying—she refused to cry—but something was happening in her chest. A tightness that wouldn't ease.

More pages. Blaze as a baby. A toddler. A child with scraped knees and bright eyes.

She stopped on a photograph from his seventeenth birthday.

He'd looked so much like Kellan by then. The same height starting to develop. The same broadening of the shoulders. The same—

Her mind stuttered.

The same everything.
She took another drink.

The memories came flooding back. The ones she'd tried so hard to bury. The ones that lived in that office, in that closet, in the hidden folders on her hard drive.

Celestina Blue.
The messages.
Him.
She'd known something was off about that particular fan. The way he wrote. The things he noticed. The details that felt too intimate, too personal, like he could see through the persona to the woman underneath.

And then she'd found out.

She still remembered the moment. The confrontation. The tears on both sides.

And then—

No. Don't.
But the wine wouldn't let her stop.

She remembered the first time. Confused and desperate and so unbearably lonely. His hands on her, shaking, uncertain. Her own hands guiding him. The wrongness of it mixing with the rightness until she couldn't tell them apart.

"You took after him," she murmured to Blaze's photograph. "In all the right ways."

The words hung in the air, thick and heavy.

She remembered wanting more. Remembered the feel of him inside her, the way he'd gasped her name, the way she'd arched beneath him and begged for something she couldn't quite name.

The knot.
Her thighs pressed together at the memory.

He'd been close. So close. She'd felt him swelling inside her, that instinctive urge to tie that came with their biology. And she'd—

"Made you stop."

The words tasted like ash.

She'd stopped him. Pulled away. Made some excuse about it being too much, too fast, too wrong. And he had, because he was good and kind and everything his father had been.

But she'd wanted it.

God, she'd wanted it. Wanted to feel him lock inside her, wanted to be tied to him in the most primal way possible, wanted to pretend for just a moment that the emptiness could be filled with his hot essence.
"Smart that night," she told the empty room. "At least I was smart that night."

She raised the bottle again. Found it empty.

"Not smart now."

The photograph of Blaze stared up at her from the album. Seventeen years old. Innocent. Not yet touched by the mess they'd made.

She traced a finger over his face, the gesture too intimate, too slow. "He's upstairs," she whispered. "Right now. In that bed."

Her body ached at the thought.

"Looking just like you. Looking just like him."

She should go to bed. Should sleep this off. Should pretend in the morning that none of this had happened.

Instead, she reached for the third bottle she didn't remember grabbing.

The third bottle didn't make it upstairs with her.

She left it on the dining room table, half-empty, beside the open photograph albums and the scattered evidence of her unraveling. The house swayed around her as she walked—or maybe that was her, swaying through the house—and the stairs seemed to multiply beneath her unsteady paws.

One step. Two. Don't fall.
She'd fallen before. Years ago, after too much wine and not enough food. Woken up with a bruise the size of a dinner plate on her hip and no memory of how it got there.

Not tonight. Tonight you're going to be graceful.
She was not graceful.

But she made it to the top of the stairs without incident, pausing at the landing to catch her breath and orient herself. The hallway stretched in both directions—to the left, her room. To the right, his.

His room.
Go left. Go to bed. Go to sleep.
She went right.

The door was slightly ajar. Not open, not closed—a gap of perhaps an inch, just enough to let the hallway light spill through into the darkness beyond.

She shouldn't look.

She looked.

The room was dark, but the moonlight through the curtains was enough. Enough to see the shape of him in the bed, the rise and fall of his chest beneath the sheets, the peaceful curve of his body as he slept on his side.

She pushed the door open further. Just a little. Just enough.

The hinge creaked, and she froze.

Blaze stirred. A soft sound escaped him—something between a sigh and a murmur—and then he settled again, burrowing deeper into the pillows.

He didn't wake.

Mistral let out a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. She stood in the doorway, swaying slightly, and watched him sleep.

Kellan.
No—not Kellan. She knew that. She wasn't so far gone that she couldn't tell the difference. The fur was the wrong color. The face was younger, softer, not yet carved by time and worry. The pink hair was nothing like Kellan's dark grey.

But the shape of him. The way his jaw relaxed in sleep. The way his ears twitched slightly at some dream-sound. The way his hand curled against the pillow.

God.
Her eyes began to burn.

It wasn't fair. None of it was fair. Kellan had been gone for twenty-three years—longer than Blaze had been alive—and still she saw him everywhere. In the curve of a stranger's face. In the sound of a laugh across a crowded room. In the face of her own son, who looked so much like his father that sometimes it physically hurt to look at him.

"I miss you," she whispered. The words came out broken, slurred. "I miss you so much. So damn much."

The tears came before she could stop them.

They rolled down her cheeks, hot and wet, soaking into her fur. She didn't bother wiping them away. There was no one to see. No one to perform for. Just her and the empty hallway and the shape of her sleeping son in the moonlit room.

"I've tried," she told Kellan's ghost. "I've tried to be okay. To be strong. To be the person you would've wanted me to be." Her voice cracked. "But I'm so tired. I'm so goddamn tired of being alone."

She leaned against the doorframe, her legs threatening to give out beneath her. The robe had slipped further open—she was exposed from the waist up, the cool night air hardening her nipples, but she couldn't bring herself to care. Couldn't bring herself to feel anything but the ache in her chest and the burn in her eyes.

Blaze shifted again in his sleep. Turned onto his back. One arm fell across his stomach, the other dangling off the edge of the bed.

He looked so peaceful.

He looked so beautiful.

He looked—

Stop.
Go to bed.
Please, for the love of god, go to bed.
She forced herself to move. One step back. Two. Her hand found the door and pulled it closed, leaving just the smallest crack.

"Goodnight," she whispered to the darkness. "Goodnight, my boy."

Then she turned and staggered toward her own room.

Her bedroom was dark and cold.

She didn't bother with the lights. Didn't bother with closing the door properly—just let it hang open behind her as she made her way to the bed on legs that felt like water.

The robe slipped off somewhere between the door and the mattress. She let it fall, didn't look back, didn't care.

Naked now. Exposed. Alone.

When was the last time someone touched you?
She couldn't remember. Couldn't think. The wine had turned her mind to mush, everything soft and warm and blurry around the edges.

Her hand drifted between her thighs.

The touch was clinical. Perfunctory. She knew what she liked, knew the rhythm that usually worked, but tonight her fingers felt foreign. Wrong. Not what she wanted.

Not what you need.
She tried anyway. Circled the spot that usually made her gasp. Pressed inside where it usually felt good.

Nothing.

Her body responded mechanically—warmth building, slickness gathering—but her heart wasn't in it. Her mind was somewhere else. Somewhere it shouldn't be.

Kellan's face.
Blaze's face.
The same face.
She pulled her hand away with a frustrated sound.

"What's the point?"

The question hung in the air, unanswered.

She should shower again. Should clean up. Should put on proper pajamas and climb under the covers like a normal person. Should do a lot of things.
Instead, she collapsed onto the bed.

The sheets were cold against her bare fur. The ceiling above her was dark and endless. Her body ached with unsatisfied want, and her eyes ached with unshed tears, and her heart ached with loneliness that felt like it would swallow her whole.

"I'm sorry," she whispered to no one. "I'm sorry I'm not stronger."

The alcohol pulled her under before she could apologize for anything else.

She dreamed of Kellan.

They were young again. In their first apartment, with its too-small kitchen and its drafty windows and its rent that they could barely afford. He was standing in the doorway of the bedroom, backlit by the morning sun, smiling at her with that crooked grin that had made her fall in love with him in the first place.

You're beautiful, he said. But the voice was wrong. Too young. Too—

She woke with a start.

The room was still dark. Her mouth tasted like wine and regret. Her body was stiff from sleeping in an awkward position, still sprawled on top of the covers, still naked, still cold.

The clock on her nightstand read 3:47 AM.

Go back to sleep.
She closed her eyes.

Kellan's face swam behind her eyelids. Smiling. Reaching for her.

Come back to bed, he said. I miss you.
But when she reached for him, his face changed. Shifted. Became someone else entirely.

She opened her eyes again and stared at the ceiling until she passed out.
***

5 AM came too early.

Blaze woke to the grey light of pre-dawn filtering through unfamiliar curtains, his body confused by the time and the place. For a moment, he didn't know where he was—the ceiling was wrong, the bed was wrong, the shape of the room was wrong.

Then memory caught up with him.

Home. Mom's house. The guest room.
He groaned softly, rubbing a hand over his face. His mouth tasted like wine and sleep. His bladder protested the hour.

Bathroom. Then back to bed.
He pushed himself up, swinging his legs over the side of the mattress. The floor was cold against his bare feet. He'd forgotten how cold this house could be at night, even with the heating on. His apartment ran warmer. Mal0 liked it that way—the weird skeletal cryptid seemed to thrive in tropical temperatures, for reasons Blaze had never quite understood.

Focus. Bathroom.
He made his way to the door, opening it quietly. The hallway was dim, lit only by the faint glow from a nightlight his mother had always kept plugged in near the stairs. Old habits. She'd put it there when he was young, afraid of monsters in the dark, and she'd never removed it.

The bathroom was to the left. His mother's room to the right.

He went left first, taking care of business, splashing water on his face to wake up properly. The mirror showed him a version of himself he barely recognized—pink hair mussed from sleep, yellow eyes bleary, fur ruffled in places where he'd pressed against the pillow too hard.

You look like hell.
He felt like it too. Something about last night lingered in his chest, a vague unease he couldn't quite name. The wine, maybe. Or the way his mother had looked at him sometimes, when she thought he wasn't paying attention. Or the way she'd pulled away from him on the couch, like she'd been burned.

She's lonely. That's all. She just needs time.
He dried his face on the towel hanging by the sink—the same fluffy blue towel she'd had for years, now slightly faded from washing—and headed back into the hallway.

Her door was open.

That was the first thing he noticed. Not wide open, but ajar—enough of a gap that the darkness of her room spilled out into the hallway like ink.

That's weird.
His mother was meticulous about closing doors. About privacy. About maintaining the careful boundaries of their shared spaces. She would never leave her bedroom door open unless—

Unless something's wrong.
He told himself he was being paranoid. That she'd probably just forgotten, or the door hadn't latched properly, or any number of mundane explanations that didn't make his chest tighten with worry.

He moved toward the door anyway.

She was sprawled on top of the covers.

Not under them. On top. Naked. Her ash-white fur a mess, her blue-streaked hair tangled and fanned out across the pillow like a storm cloud. One arm dangled off the edge of the mattress. The other was curled against her chest, as if she'd been reaching for something in her sleep.

And her face—

Blaze felt something in his chest crack.

Her cheeks were wet. Not damp—wet. The tracks of tears still visible in her fur, evidence of crying that must have lasted for a long time. Her eyes were closed, but not peacefully. Her brow was furrowed, her mouth slightly open, her whole expression twisted into something that looked like pain.

Oh, Mom.
He stood in the doorway for a long moment, frozen between the impulse to help and the urge to flee. She was naked. Vulnerable. The curve of her body illuminated by the faint pre-dawn light, the shape of her familiar and strange at the same time.

He shouldn't be looking.

He couldn't look away.

She drank too much. The realization settled heavily. She drank way too much, and she cried herself to sleep, and she didn't even make it under the covers.
He knew this version of her. Not because she'd shown it to him often—she hadn't, she was too careful for that—but because he'd learned to recognize the signs over the years. The empties he'd found in the recycling bin during visits. The way she sometimes looked at him, through him, like she was seeing someone else. The careful walls she built around herself that crumbled ever so slightly when she thought no one was watching.

He also knew what it was like. To be so lonely it felt like drowning. To want something so badly it hurt. To look at someone you loved and feel the weight of everything you couldn't have.

He knew.
That was the worst part. He knew exactly what she was feeling. He'd spent years pretending he didn't, for both their sakes. Years of careful distance and appropriate touches and I love you, Mom said in voices that meant I love you, and I can't love you the way you might want me to.
But he'd never seen her like this.

So broken. So alone.

Move. Help her.
He stepped into the room.

The blanket was bunched at the foot of the bed. He reached for it carefully, trying not to disturb her. His movements were slow, deliberate—the same careful touch he used when Mangle was sleeping, or when Mal0 was in one of her rare still moments.

Mom. It's just Mom.
But it wasn't just Mom. It was her, laid bare in every sense of the word, and his hands were shaking slightly as he pulled the blanket up and over her.

She stirred.

He froze.

A soft sound escaped her—a mumble, maybe a name. She turned her head, pressing her cheek into the pillow, but she didn't wake. Her breathing settled back into the rhythm of deep sleep.

Blaze exhaled slowly.

He tucked the blanket around her shoulders, gentle, careful. His paw brushed against her fur—just for a moment, just enough to feel the warmth of her—and something in his chest ached.

She's so cold. She must have been freezing.
He pulled back, but he couldn't make himself leave. Not yet.

Instead, he crouched beside the bed, studying her face in the dim light. The tear tracks. The tension in her brow. The way her mouth curved downward even in sleep.

What were you dreaming about?
Who were you crying for?
He thought he knew. He wasn't sure he wanted to be right.

"I love you," he whispered. The words came out rough, catching in his throat. "I know it's... complicated. I know things happened that we don't talk about. I know you're hurting."

Her face twitched. Another mumble. This time, he caught part of it.

"...don't go..."

His heart squeezed.

"I'm not going anywhere," he said softly. "I'm right here. I'll always be right here."

He wasn't sure if he was talking to her, or to the ghost of his father, or to some version of his mother that existed only in his own memory. He wasn't sure it mattered.

He stayed there for a few more minutes. Just watching. Just being present. The way he should have been for years, if distance and fear and the need to pretend everything was normal hadn't kept him away.

Then, slowly, he rose.

The room smelled like wine. He made a mental note to clean up whatever bottles she'd left out. To make her breakfast. To be present in the morning in a way that didn't make her feel exposed or judged.

Just present. Just a son who loved his mother.

Even when it's complicated. Even when it hurts. Even when love doesn't look the way it's supposed to.
He reached the door and paused, looking back one more time.

She looked peaceful now. The blanket tucked around her. The worst of the tension eased from her face.

Kellan, he thought. You really broke her heart when you left. And I don't know how to fix it.
He closed the door gently behind him.

Downstairs, he found the evidence.

Three bottles. Or rather, two and a half—the dregs of one, the half-empty remains of another, and a third that had been started and abandoned. The photograph albums were still spread across the dining room table, open to pages that made his chest tighten.

His father's face. His own face. The two of them, side by side in different photographs, similar in ways that went beyond genetics.

He closed the albums carefully. Picked up the bottles. Started the coffee maker.

The sun was rising now, pale gold light spilling through the kitchen windows. It would be a few hours before she woke. A few hours to clean up the evidence of her breakdown and pretend it never happened.

That's what we do, he thought. We pretend. We move forward. We love each other from a distance because getting too close hurts too much.
He poured himself a cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table, waiting for his mother to wake.

Waiting to start the performance all over again.

CHAPTER FIVE
Say The Words
The first thing she noticed was the headache.

It throbbed behind her eyes like a second heartbeat, dull and relentless. Her mouth tasted like something had died in it. Her tongue felt thick and useless.

Wine. Too much wine.
The second thing she noticed was the blanket.

She remembered—the fragmented, hazy memories drifting up through the fog of her hangover—collapsing onto the bed. On top of the bed. Naked. Cold. Alone.

But she wasn't cold anymore.

The blanket was tucked around her shoulders, soft and warm, pulled up to her chin in a way that spoke of care. Of someone else's hands.

Blaze.
The name surfaced through the ache.

He was in here. He saw you.
She squeezed her eyes shut, humiliation washing over her. The fog of sleep began to recede, leaving jagged pieces of memory in its wake.

The photographs. The wine. The crying.

God, the crying.
She'd stood in his doorway. She remembered that now. Stood there like some kind of specter, weeping over a man who'd been dead for twenty-three years while her son slept peacefully in the next room.

And he saw you. Like this. Naked. A mess.
Her fur felt matted. Her hair was a disaster. She could only imagine what she looked like—what she'd sounded like—muttering Kellan's name into her pillow while her body ached with unsatisfied want.

Stop. Don't think about it.
But she couldn't stop. The memories kept coming, unbidden.

The way she'd touched herself, desperate and empty. The way she'd wanted. The way she'd needed.
Stop.
She pressed the heels of her paws against her eyes, as if she could physically push the thoughts away.

It didn't work.

Getting ready took longer than usual.

She started with a shower—hot, then cold, trying to shock her system into something resembling functional. The water sluiced away the physical evidence of the night before, but it couldn't touch the shame that clung to her like a second skin.

She dressed carefully. More carefully than necessary for a Sunday morning at home with her son. A cream-colored sweater, soft and loose, that hid the curve of her body. Dark pants, tailored but comfortable. Her hair pulled back into a simple braid.

Professional. Modest. Covered.

The opposite of the woman who'd sprawled across her bed last night, exposed and wanting.

As if clothes can undo what he saw.
She applied minimal makeup—just enough to hide the shadows under her eyes, the redness that betrayed her tears. Her reflection stared back at her from the bathroom mirror, composed and put-together, giving no hint of the wreckage underneath.

Good enough.
She wasn't sure what "good enough" meant anymore.

The smell hit her at the top of the stairs.

Coffee. Fresh bread. Something eggy.

He's cooking.
Her heart did something complicated in her chest—part swell of affection, part twist of guilt. She'd passed out drunk and crying, and he was down there making her breakfast.

You don't deserve him.
She pushed the thought away and started down the stairs.

The kitchen was warm with morning light.

Blaze stood at the stove, his back to her, a spatula in one hand and a dish towel slung over his shoulder. He'd changed from his sleep clothes into a simple t-shirt and jeans, his pink hair still damp from what must have been a recent shower.

The table had been cleared. The photograph albums were gone, tucked away somewhere out of sight. The wine bottles had vanished.

He'd cleaned up after her.

The realization made her chest ache.

"Coffee's ready," he said without turning around. "Mugs are in the usual spot."

She froze at the edge of the kitchen. "How did you know I was here?"

"Your footsteps." He glanced over his shoulder, and she caught the flash of a smile. "Still heavy on the left foot. You've been favoring it since that skiing accident in '09."

"I walked differently for one month."

"Habit formation starts early." He turned back to the stove. "Eggs are almost done. Scrambled, with the herbs you like. Thyme, I think? Or maybe oregano. I found them in the spice cabinet and guessed."

"Thyme."

"Good guess, then."

The normalcy of it was almost painful. He was acting like nothing had happened. Like he hadn't found his mother naked and tear-streaked at five in the morning. Like the wine bottles and photograph albums had never been spread across the dining room table.

He's giving you an out.
She should take it. Should play along. Should pretend that last night had been nothing more than too much wine and a bad mood.

Instead, she found herself walking toward him. "You didn't have to do this."

"Do what?"

"Any of it." She stopped a few feet away, hugging her arms to her chest. "The cleaning. The cooking. The—" Her voice faltered. "The blanket."

He was quiet for a moment. The eggs sizzled in the pan. "You were cold," he said finally. "And I was awake. That's all."

"That's not all."

"Mom." He turned off the burner, setting the spatula aside. When he turned to face her, his expression was gentle. Open. The same look he'd given her last night, on the couch, when she'd leaned against him like it was the most natural thing in the world. "You don't have to talk about it. Not if you don't want to."

"I don't even know what 'it' is," she heard herself say. "I drank too much. I fell asleep. That's—that's all that happened."

She was lying. They both knew she was lying.

But he didn't call her on it.

"Okay," he said simply. "Then that's all that happened."

He turned back to the stove, plating the eggs with practiced ease. The toast popped up from the toaster at the exact right moment—he must have timed it perfectly—and he added that to the plate as well.

"Sit," he said, nodding toward the table. "Eat. The coffee will help with the headache."

She wanted to protest. Wanted to tell him that she didn't deserve this, that she was a mess, that she'd nearly—

Don't think about it.
Instead, she sat.

He brought her the plate. Then a mug of coffee, prepared exactly how she liked it—cream, no sugar, with a splash of hazelnut.

"Where did you find hazelnut creamer?" she asked. "I didn't have any in the fridge."

"I brought it." He settled into the chair across from her with his own mug. "Figured you'd need it. You always did like your coffee fancy."

"I do not have fancy coffee tastes."

"Mom, you have a whole shelf dedicated to different creamers. That's the definition of fancy."

"It's called variety."

"It's called fancy." He grinned at her, and something in her chest cracked.

This.
This was what she'd been missing. The banter. The warmth. The simple presence of another person in the house, filling the silence with something other than her own spiraling thoughts.

But it hurts.
It hurt because she wanted more. It hurt because he was sitting across from her, looking at her with those yellow eyes—Kellan's eyes—and she couldn't stop thinking about the way he'd touched her five years ago. The way he'd looked at her then, like she was something to be desired instead of just survived. The way he moved over her. The way he grabbed her and held on tight.
Stop it.
She took a bite of the eggs. They were good. Better than good—he'd always been a decent cook, despite his protests otherwise.

"This is good," she admitted.

"Better than decent?"

"I didn't say decent."

"Your face said decent."

"My face said nothing."

"Your face said 'these eggs are adequate, but let us not speak of it further.'"

Despite everything, she laughed. It came out smaller than usual, weaker, but it was a laugh.

"There it is," Blaze said softly. "That's better."

She looked up at him. Really looked.

He was tired. She could see it in the slight shadows under his eyes, the faint tension in his jaw. He'd been awake since five in the morning, taking care of her, and she'd been unconscious in a wine-induced haze.

"I'm sorry," she said.

He blinked. "For what?"

"For... making you take care of me. For being..." She gestured vaguely at herself. "This."

"Mom." He reached across the table, his hand covering hers. The touch was warm. Gentle. Exactly the kind of touch she should accept as a mother accepting comfort from her son.

Exactly the kind of touch that made her want things she shouldn't.

"You don't have to apologize," he said. "Not to me. Not ever."

His thumb moved across her knuckles. A small motion. Probably unconscious.

She pulled away before she could stop herself. "I should eat," she said, her voice too tight. "The food will get cold."

He looked at her for a long moment. Something flickered in his expression—understanding, maybe, or something else entirely.

Then he withdrew his hand and picked up his own mug. "Okay," he said. "Eat. We've got all day."

All day.
The words felt like a promise and a threat.

She ate. She drank her coffee. She made small talk about nothing in particular—the weather, the news, his writing project that still needed finishing.

And underneath it all, she thought about the blanket he'd tucked around her. The care in his hands. The way he'd looked at her just now, like he knew exactly what she was feeling and was choosing, for both their sakes, not to say it.

He knows.
He's always known.
And he's still here.
She wasn't sure if that was a comfort or a cruelty.

Blaze stepped out onto the back porch while Mistral finished her coffee.

The morning air was crisp—too crisp for late March, a final stubborn reminder that winter hadn't quite released its grip. He could see his breath in small puffs, dissipating into the grey-white sky.

His phone buzzed in his pocket.

Aleu
He answered on the second ring.

"Hey. How's the chaos?"

"Oh, you know." Aleu's voice crackled through the speaker, accompanied by what sounded like mechanical screeching in the background. "Mangle discovered your neighbor's bird feeder. The neighbor is... not thrilled. And Mal0 keeps appearing in windows. Just standing there. Watching. The mailman almost crashed his truck out of fear."

"Mal0 does that. It's a thing."

"It's creepy, is what it is. She's been doing it for two hours."

"She'll stop eventually. Probably."

A pause. "How's your mom?"

Blaze leaned against the porch railing, looking out over the small backyard. His mother's garden was bare this time of year, just the skeletons of last season's plants waiting for spring.

"She's... okay. I think."

"That didn't sound convincing."

He rubbed the back of his neck. "It's complicated. She's been alone for a long time. I don't think I realized how much until I got here."

"The loneliness thing?"

"Yeah. The loneliness thing."

Another screech from Mangle in the background. Aleu muttered something away from the phone, then came back.

"You know what you need?"

"A vacation?"

"A distraction. Take her out. Do something. Get her out of that house—it's probably got, like, sad energy built up in the walls or whatever."

"Sad energy?"

"I read it somewhere. Houses absorb emotions. It's science."

"That is definitely not science."

"It's metaphysical science. Point is, don't just sit around feeling weird. Go for a walk. Get coffee. Be normal."

Blaze snorted. "Normal. Right."

"Hey, you called the girl who slept with her dad asking for normal."

The words hung in the air. Blaze didn't respond.

"Shit." Aleu's voice softened. "I didn't mean—I wasn't trying to—"

"I know." He cut her off. "You're right. Normal isn't really something we do."

"We do our best." The sounds of chaos continued behind her—Mangle had apparently found something new to destroy. "Look, just... be present. That's all you can do. The rest is up to her."

"Up to her?"

"To figure out what she needs. And whether she's going to ask for it."

He didn't have a response for that.

"I gotta go," Aleu said. "Mangle is eyeing the curtains. Love you, bestie. Call me if you need an emergency rescue."

"Love you too."

The line went dead.

Blaze stood on the porch for another minute, letting the cold air clear his head. Aleu was right—about most of it, anyway. His mother needed to get out of this house. Needed to be somewhere that wasn't saturated with memories and empty spaces.

And I need to stop thinking about what I saw this morning.
He pushed the thought away and went back inside.

"I was thinking," he said, finding Mistral at the kitchen sink, washing the breakfast dishes. "We should get out of here."

She turned, a dish towel in her paws. "Out?"

"A walk. There's that trail by the river, remember? You used to take me there when I was a kid."

Her expression flickered—something distant, remembering. "The willow path."

"Yeah. That one." He leaned against the doorframe, trying to look casual. "Fresh air might do us both good. We could stop at that café on the way back. The one with the outdoor seating."

"The one with the terrible parking?"

"The one with the amazing scones. Their parking is fine if you know where to look."

She was quiet for a moment. Her hands stilled on the dish towel, the water still running behind her. "Okay," she said finally. "Let me get my coat."

The trail was just as he remembered it.

The river cut through the landscape like a silver ribbon, swollen with spring runoff. The willows along the bank were just starting to bud, their long branches swaying in the breeze like green curtains. The path was muddy in places, but passable.

They walked side by side, close enough that their arms occasionally brushed. Each accidental touch sent a small jolt through Mistral—a reminder of proximity, of presence, of the warmth radiating from him in the cool air.

Focus on the path.
"It hasn't changed," Blaze said, looking around. "I thought it might have. Everything else has."

"Some things stay the same." She tucked her hands into her coat pockets. "The park service maintains it. Keeps it... preserved."

"Preserved." He smiled slightly. "That's one word for it."

"What would you call it?"

"Stuck in time." He kicked at a pebble, sending it skittering into the underbrush. "Not that that's bad. Sometimes stuck is nice. Comforting."

"Is that why you left? To get unstuck?"

The question came out before she could stop it. She winced internally.

But Blaze didn't seem offended. He considered it for a moment, his breath forming small clouds in the air.

"I left because I needed to figure out who I was outside of the house. Outside of..." He trailed off. "Outside of everything."

"And did you? Figure out who you are?"

He laughed softly. "I'm still working on it. But at least now I know I'm more than just the kid who grew up and never left home."

"You were never just that."

"Weren't I?"

She looked at him. Really looked. The pink hair blowing across his face. The yellow eyes that held so much of Kellan in their shape, but something else entirely in their expression. The way he walked—loose-limbed, easy, like the ground beneath his feet was something to be enjoyed rather than traversed.

"No," she said. "You were never just that."

He met her gaze. For a moment, something passed between them—acknowledgment, maybe, of all the things they weren't saying. Then he smiled, and the moment passed. "Come on. The café has a lavender scone with your name on it."

The café was warm and bright.

They found a table near the window, the afternoon sun streaming through the glass and painting golden stripes across the wooden surface. Mistral ordered Earl Grey with an extra splash of cream. Blaze got something complicated involving caramel and whipped cream that made her raise an eyebrow.

"What? I like sweet things."

"You're going to give yourself a sugar crash."

"That's a risk I'm willing to take."

The scones arrived on a small plate—lavender for her, chocolate chip for him. They ate in comfortable silence for a while, watching the other customers come and go. A young couple at the counter, ordering complicated drinks. An older man in the corner with a newspaper. A mother with two small children, trying to keep them from knocking over the display case.

"It's nice here," Blaze said eventually. "I forgot how nice."

"You used to hate this place."

"I was twelve. Everything was terrible when I was twelve."

"You once said the scones tasted like 'sadness and disappointment.'"

He winced. "That was very specific."

"You were a very specific child."

"And yet you still loved me."

The words hung in the air. She watched him take a bite of his scone, chocolate smearing slightly at the corner of his mouth. She reached over and wiped it without thinking. A force of habit.
Of course I loved you. I loved you too much. I still love you too much.
She took a sip of her tea to hide the tremor in her expression.

"How's your writing?" she asked, changing the subject. "The article you mentioned."

"Coming along. Slower than I'd like." He wiped the other side of his mouth with a napkin. "Freelance is strange. The freedom is great, but the lack of structure kills me some days. I need someone telling me what to do or I end up procrastinating for six hours."

"You could set your own deadlines."

"I do. And then I ignore them." He grinned. "Turns out I'm a terrible boss."

"You need accountability."

"I need a lot of things." The grin faded slightly. "Most of which I'm not good at asking for."

She knew what he meant. Or thought she did. "What do you need?" she asked quietly.

He looked at her. The afternoon light caught his eyes, turning them almost gold. "Right now?" He paused, considering. "To be here. With you. Not thinking about deadlines or word counts or whether Mangle is destroying my apartment."

"That's all?"

"That's more than enough."

She wanted to believe him. Wanted to believe that being here, in this café, in this moment, was enough for both of them. But underneath the warmth of the tea and the sweetness of the scone, something else was stirring.

One more night.
The thought whispered through her mind, unbidden.

He's here for a few days. One more night. That's all. One more night of feeling something other than empty.
She took another sip of tea, forcing the thought down.

Stop.
But it wouldn't stop. The idea had taken root, growing like a weed in the fertile soil of her loneliness.

You could ask. You could just... ask. He's done it before. He knows what it feels like. He knows what you need.
Her hands tightened around her cup.

No. That was years ago. You agreed it was a mistake. You agreed to never—
"Mom?"

She blinked. Blaze was watching her, concern creasing his brow.

"You went somewhere again," he said. "Everything okay?"

"Fine." The word came out too quickly. "Just thinking about work. The usual."

He didn't look convinced, but he didn't push.

"Okay." He reached across the table and stole a piece of her scone. "If you say so."

"Hey—"

"Too slow."

She swatted at his hand, but she was smiling. Or trying to.

The afternoon continued. The tea grew cold. The café filled and emptied and filled again.

And through it all, Mistral sat across from her son and thought about the night ahead.

The walk back was quieter.

The sun had begun its descent, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink. The temperature had dropped, and Mistral pulled her coat tighter around herself.

Blaze walked beside her, close enough that she could feel the heat radiating off him.

One more night.
The thought had grown louder. More insistent.

What would happen if you just asked? What's the worst that could happen?
He could say no.
He could say yes.
She didn't know which possibility scared her more.

"Mom."

She started. Blaze had stopped walking, his hand on her arm.

"You're shivering," he said. "Why didn't you say something?"

She hadn't noticed. But now that he mentioned it, her teeth were chattering slightly. The cold had seeped in while she was lost in thought.

"Let's get home," he said. "Get you warm."

Home.
The word felt loaded. Heavy with implications she couldn't afford to examine.

"Okay," she heard herself say as she leaned into him.
They walked the rest of the way in silence.

They ordered Thai.

Blaze's choice—he'd claimed the café scones hadn't been enough to sustain him, and Mistral hadn't had the energy to argue. He'd paid before she could even reach for her wallet, waving off her protest with a simple "consider it thanks for putting me up."

Now the containers sat between them on the kitchen table, half-empty, the remains of pad thai and green curry cooling in the evening air. Mistral had allowed herself one glass of wine. Just one. She was determined to keep control tonight.

But control was slipping away from her in other ways.

"So," Blaze said, chasing a peanut around his plate. "I was thinking I'd head back tomorrow afternoon. Give myself time to settle in before work on Tuesday."

Morrow.
The word landed like a stone in her chest.

"Of course," she said. Her voice sounded normal. Steady. "That makes sense. You have responsibilities."

"Mangle and Mal0 have probably destroyed half the apartment by now."

"Aleu is watching them."

"Aleu is supposed to be watching them. That's not the same thing."

She smiled at that. The appropriate response. The expected response.

Under the table, her hands were shaking.

One more night.
The thought wouldn't leave her alone. It had taken root during the walk, during the café, during every quiet moment when she'd allowed herself to feel the warmth of his presence. Now it was growing, spreading, consuming every rational thought she tried to hold onto.

He'll leave tomorrow. And the house will be empty again. And you'll be alone again. And you'll have to live with knowing you had the chance to ask and didn't take it.
"Mom?"

She blinked. Blaze was watching her, chopsticks paused mid-air.

"You're doing it again," he said. "Going somewhere."

"Just tired." She picked up her wine glass, then set it down without drinking. "It's been a long day."

"Do you want me to clean up? You could rest."

No. Don't leave. Don't go upstairs. Don't let this evening end.
"No," she said. "I'm fine. Stay."

The words came out more intense than she'd intended. Blaze's ears flicked slightly—an instinctive response to something in her tone.

"Okay," he said slowly. "I'll stay."

They ate in silence for a few more minutes. The clock in the hallway ticked steadily, each second marking time that was running out.

Say something. Say anything. Or let it go forever.
"Blaze."

He looked up.

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. "I need to tell you something."

His expression shifted. Concern, maybe. Or something else. He set down his chopsticks. "Okay."

The words were stuck. Lodged somewhere between her throat and her chest, a tangled mass of want and shame and desperation that she couldn't dislodge. "It's about why I invited you here."

"You said the house was quiet."

"I lied."

The admission hung in the air between them.

"Or—not lied, exactly. The house is quiet. But that's not..." She took a breath. Her hands were gripping the edge of the table now, knuckles white beneath her fur. "That's not the whole reason."

Blaze waited. He didn't push. He just sat there, watching her, his yellow eyes patient and open.

Kellan's eyes.
Stop. Focus.
"I've been lonely," she said. The words came out thick, unsteady. "For a long time. Years. And I thought—I told myself—that I was handling it. That I was fine. That I didn't need anyone."

"You don't have to—"

"Please." She raised a hand, cutting him off. "Please let me finish. I need to say this while I still can."

He nodded.

"I've been lonely," she repeated. "And not just in the obvious ways. Not just the empty house or the quiet dinners or the—the fucking silence that follows me everywhere I go." She never swore. The profanity felt strange in her mouth, sharp and jagged. "It's more than that. It's waking up every morning to an empty bed. It's making dinner for one and eating it standing over the sink because what's the point of sitting at a table alone? It's going to work and coming home and realizing that you haven't spoken a single word out loud in sixteen hours."

Her voice cracked. "It's missing him. Every day. Every hour. Your father." She met Blaze's gaze, and the ache in her chest intensified. "And it's looking at you and seeing him. The same face. The same smile. The same—the same everything."

Blaze's expression had gone very still.

"I know that's wrong," she continued, the words tumbling out now like water through a broken dam. "I know it's disgusting. You're my son. You're my son. And I should see you as my son, and only my son, and not as—as a replacement for someone I lost. That's what therapists would say. That's what anyone would say. It's selfish and twisted and I should be locked up for even thinking it."

"Mom—"

"But I can't stop." Her voice was rising now, cracking, fraying at the edges. "I can't stop looking at you and wanting. I can't stop remembering what it felt like to be touched by someone who actually wanted me. And I know that person was Kellan, and I know you're not him, but when you touch me—when you look at me—when you're here—"

She was crying. She hadn't realized it until the tears blurred her vision, until she felt them tracking down her cheeks and soaking into her fur.

"I'm so tired of being alone," she whispered. "I'm so tired of pretending I'm fine. I'm so tired of waking up every day and wishing I hadn't."

The kitchen was silent except for her breathing—ragged, uneven, desperate.

"I invited you here because I wanted to see you," she said between sobs. "But also because I wanted to see if—if the feeling was still there. If I was just lonely, or if it was something else." She finally looked at him.

Her son. Her beautiful, kind, patient son who had every right to run away from her, to call her disgusting, to never speak to her again.

"It's something else," she said. "It's been something else for five years. And I've been trying so hard to pretend it wasn't, but I can't anymore. I can't—"

A sob broke through her chest, cutting off her words. She buried her face in her hands and wept.

Blaze didn't move.

He sat at the table, the remains of their dinner between them, and watched his mother fall apart.

She finally said it.
He'd known. Of course he'd known. You didn't grow up with a psychologist for a mother without learning how to read people—and she'd never been as good at hiding her feelings as she thought she was. The long looks. The too-long touches. The way she'd pulled away from him on the couch last night, like proximity itself was dangerous.

He'd known.

But hearing it was different. Hearing it spoken aloud, in her voice, with all the shame and desperation she'd been carrying—

It hurt.
It hurt because she was hurting. Because he could see how much this was costing her. Because every word had been torn from somewhere deep, somewhere she'd kept locked away for years.

And it hurt because—

Because you feel it too.
He'd spent five years pretending he didn't. Pretending that the time they'd spent together was a fluke, a mistake, something they'd both agreed to bury and forget. Pretending that the feelings that had driven him to sleep with other people—so many other people, from so many other worlds—weren't just attempts to find something that measured up.

They never had. None of them.

Stop.
He pushed back from the table and stood up.

Mistral flinched. She probably thought he was leaving. That he was going to run away, to reject her, to confirm every fear she'd just voiced.

He walked around the table instead. And he knelt beside her chair. "Mom." His voice was soft. "Mistral."

She looked up at him, her face wet, her eyes red and swollen. "Don't," she whispered. "Don't be kind. I don't deserve—"

"You deserve everything." He reached out, brushing a tear from her cheek with his thumb. "You deserve to not be alone. You deserve to be touched and wanted and loved. You deserve to feel something other than empty."

"But it's—"

"I know what it is." He cut her off gently. "I've known for five years. And I've spent every day since pretending I didn't, because that's what we agreed. That's what you needed."

Her breath caught.

"You needed to believe it was a mistake," he continued. "You needed to believe it was something we could move past. So I let you. I moved out. I dated other people. I built a life that was separate from this, from you, from the house where I grew up."

"But?"

He exhaled slowly. His hand was still on her face, her fur soft beneath his palm. "But I never stopped thinking about it. About you. About what we had, even if it was only for a moment."

She stared at him.

"You're not the only one who's been lonely," he said quietly. "You're not the only one who's been pretending."

The kitchen was silent except for the hum of the refrigerator and the distant tick of the hallway clock.

"Blaze," she breathed. "We can't—"

"I know."

"It's wrong."

"I know."

"You're my son."

"I know."

But he didn't move his hand. And she didn't pull away.

"What do we do?" she whispered.

He shook his head slowly. "I don't know," he admitted. "I've been trying to figure that out for five years. And I still don't have an answer."

Her hand came up, covering his hand where it rested against her cheek. The touch was warm. Gentle.

Wrong. Disgusting. Selfish.
All the words she'd used to describe her feelings, echoing in his own mind.

But also: Real. Honest. Necessary.
Because it was all of those things at once. The wrongness didn't make it less real. The disgust didn't make it less necessary.

"I leave tomorrow," he said.

"I know."

"Do you want me to go?"

The question hung between them. He already knew the answer. She did too.

But she said it anyway.

"No."

CHAPTER SIX
Needs
They moved to the living room.

Neither of them suggested it—it just happened, a mutual understanding that the kitchen table was too formal, too rigid, too full of the remains of a dinner that now felt like it had happened years ago. Blaze led the way, his hand still touching her arm, and Mistral followed in a daze.

The couch where they'd sat last night. Where she'd almost—

Stop. Don't think about that.
But she couldn't stop. The floodgates had opened, and everything she'd held back for five years was pouring through.

Blaze settled onto one end of the couch, leaving space between them. Patient. Waiting. His expression was open, concerned, but not pushing.

"Okay," he said. "Let's talk. Just talk."

"Just talk." She laughed weakly. "That's all we've been doing."

"We've been pretending to talk. There's a difference."

She sat on the other end of the couch, leaving a careful distance between them. Her hands were shaking again. She reached for the wine she'd left on the coffee table—the one glass she'd allowed herself, now half-empty—and took a long drink.

"You shouldn't have more of that," Blaze said gently.

"I know."

"Mom—"

"I know." She set the glass down, but didn't let go of it. "I'm fine. I just... I need something to hold onto."

"You can hold onto me."

The words were simple. Innocent. But they landed somewhere deep in her chest, sparking a heat that had nothing to do with the wine.

"That's the problem," she heard herself say. "That's always been the problem."

Blaze tilted his head slightly. "What do you mean?"

"You're too easy to hold onto. You're too..." She gestured vaguely, struggling for words. "You're too much. Too present. Too kind. Too—" Her voice caught. "Too much like him."

"We've established that."

"No, I mean—" She took a breath. The wine was making her tongue loose, making words spill out that she would normally keep locked away. "I mean physically. I mean... the way you move. The way you smile. The way you—" Oh god, what is she saying? "The way you hold yourself. It's not just your face. It's everything."

She was staring at him now. Really staring. The wine had stripped away her usual restraint, and she couldn't seem to stop the words from coming.

"Do you know how hard it's been?" she continued, her voice rising. "Sitting across from you at dinner. Walking next to you on that trail. Watching you sleep—" Shit. "Watching you do anything, and knowing that I can't—"

She cut herself off, but it was too late.

Blaze's expression had shifted. The concern was still there, but now something else flickered underneath. Something that looked almost like understanding. "You watched me sleep?" he asked quietly.

"I—" Deny it. Lie. Say you didn't mean it. But the wine wouldn't let her lie. "Last night," she admitted. "I stood in your doorway. For... longer than I should have."

"How long?"

"Too long." She laughed, but it came out broken. "I was drunk. I was crying. I was—" Stop. Stop talking. "I was thinking about your father. About how much you look like him. About how much I wanted—"

She couldn't finish the sentence.

But Blaze could.

"Mom." His voice was careful. Measured. "It's okay. You can say it."

"It's not okay."

"It is." He leaned forward slightly, closing some of the distance between them. "Whatever you're feeling. Whatever you're thinking. You can say it. I won't judge you."

"You should judge me." The words came out harsh, self-loathing. "I'm your mother. I'm supposed to protect you. Not—not think about you like—"

"Like what?"

The question was soft. Genuine.

She looked at him. The wine. The exhaustion. The loneliness. The five years of wanting. "Like I want to feel you inside me again. That I want to feel your body against mine.”
The words hung in the air.

Blaze's eyes went wide.

Of all the things she could have said—all the confessions, all the admissions—that wasn't what he'd expected. His mother was composed. Professional. The kind of woman who spoke in measured sentences and never said more than necessary.

This was not measured. This was not professional.

This was his mother, three glasses of wine deep, saying things that made his face heat and his pulse spike.

"Mom—"

"I know." She wasn't stopping now. The floodgates were open, and everything was pouring out. "I know how that sounds. I know how wrong it is. But I've been thinking about it for five years, Blaze. Five years. Every night. Every time I touched myself. Every time I tried to find someone else—anyone else—who could make me feel even a fraction of what you made me feel." She was standing now, pacing, her words tumbling over each other. "I've tried to move on. I've tried to pretend it didn't happen. I've tried to be normal, to be appropriate, to be the mother I'm supposed to be. But I can't stop thinking about it. About you. About that night."

She turned to face him, her eyes blazing with desperation and shame. "Do you know what I remember most? Not the way it started, or the way it ended, or the guilt that came after. I remember the way you felt. The way you filled me. The way you looked at me like I was something worth wanting. The way you moaned for me when you came.”
Okay. Wow.
Blaze shifted on the couch, suddenly very aware of his own body. His face was hot. His heart was racing. And somewhere beneath all of that, something else was stirring—something he'd spent five years trying to ignore.

"Mom, I—"

"And I remember that you stopped." She was crying again, but she didn't seem to notice. "You stopped because I asked you to. Because I was scared. Because I couldn't handle the thought of—of that with my own son."

She took a shaky breath. "But I've spent five years wishing you hadn't. Wishing I'd let you finish. Wishing I'd felt you—" Her voice broke. "Wishing I'd felt you tie with me. Like you were supposed to. Like any normal—"

She couldn't finish. Her hands came up to cover her face, and she sank back onto the couch, her body curling in on itself. "I'm disgusting," she whispered. "I'm a disgusting, lonely, desperate woman who can't get over her own son. I should be locked up. I should be—"

"Stop."

The word came out sharper than Blaze intended. But it worked—she stopped mid-sentence, looking up at him with watery eyes.

"You're not disgusting," he said. "You're not any of those things."

"I am. I said—"

"I heard what you said." He moved closer, closing the distance between them. "I heard every word. And I'm telling you that none of it makes you disgusting."

"How can you say that? After everything I just—"

"Because I've thought about it too."

Silence.

She stared at him, her mouth slightly open, tears still tracking down her cheeks.

"So many nights," he continued, his voice low. "There were a lot of nights when I was with someone else. Every time I've tried to move on. I think about you. About that night. About the way you felt, the way you sounded, the way you said my name."

He reached out, taking one of her paws in his own.

"I've spent five years pretending I didn't want exactly what you just described," he said. "So if you're disgusting, then so am I. Because whenever I fail another relationship? I always think about you.”
The clock in the hallway ticked.

Each second felt like a hammer blow. Tick. Tick. Tick. Marking time, counting down to tomorrow, to his departure, to the emptiness that would rush back in the moment he walked out the door.

This is insane.
Mistral's mind was racing, thoughts colliding with each other like cars on a highway. The wine had made her bold, but it hadn't made her stupid—she could still recognize the wrongness of what she was saying, what she was feeling, what she was doing.
This is wrong. This is messed up. This is everything you're not supposed to want.
But she did want it. God, she wanted it.

The heat in her chest had spread downward, pooling in her belly, making her skin feel too tight and her clothes feel too rough. Every nerve ending was alight with something she hadn't felt in years—want. Pure, undiluted, desperate want.

And Blaze was sitting there, his hand in hers, telling her he felt it too.

Five years, he'd said. Every night.
"You're not disgusting," he'd said. "So if you're disgusting, then so am I."

The words echoed in her head, wrapping around her like a spell.

Mine, something inside her whispered. He's mine. He's always been mine. And he wants me too.
"Mom." Blaze's voice cut through the haze. He was looking at her with concern, maybe with something else underneath. "Are you okay? I’m here."

Don't think. Just feel.
"I don't want to think anymore," she heard herself say. Her voice sounded strange—rough, desperate. "I've spent five years thinking. I'm tired of thinking."

"What do you—"

She didn't let him finish.

The kiss was not gentle.

She grabbed him by the front of his shirt, her fingers twisting in the fabric, and pulled him toward her with a force that surprised them both. Their mouths collided—desperate, hungry, messy—and she felt him freeze for half a second before his lips responded to hers.

Hot.
The word blazed through her mind. It was the only word that fit. His mouth was hot, his body was hot, everything was hot in a way that burned through the fog of the wine and the exhaustion and the shame and left only the raw, aching need underneath.

She kissed him like she was drowning and he was air.

Her tongue pushed past his lips, tasting him—the remnants of the Thai food, the sweetness of the caramel drink he'd had at the café, something underneath that was just him. A flavor she remembered from five years ago, buried in her memory, now flooding back with terrifying clarity.

He made a sound against her mouth—a groan, or maybe a gasp—and his hands came up to grip her arms. Not pushing her away. Holding on.

He wants this.
The realization made her kiss him harder. Her teeth caught his lower lip, tugging, and he shuddered against her. She could feel the tremor run through his entire body, could feel the way his breath hitched in his chest.

"Mom—" he managed, breaking away just enough to speak. His eyes were wide, his pupils blown, his lips already swollen from the force of her kiss.

"Don't." She chased his mouth, pressing her forehead to his. "Don't call me that right now. Not when I'm—"

She couldn't finish. Didn't know how to finish.

But he understood.

"What should I call you?" His voice was ragged. "Tell me what you want."

Mistral.
The name floated through her head, but it felt wrong. Too formal. Too distant. Mom was wrong for obvious reasons.

Yours.
"I don't know," she breathed. "I don't know what this is. I don't know what we're doing. I just know that I need—"

She kissed him again before she could say more. Before she could ruin it with words.

This time, he kissed her back.

His paws moved from her arms to her waist, pulling her closer, and she let herself be pulled. The distance between them on the couch had disappeared somehow—she wasn't sure when, didn't care—and now she was pressed against him, feeling the heat of his body through their clothes.

Too many clothes.
The thought surfaced through the haze of sensation. She wanted to feel his skin, his fur, the solid reality of him without the barrier of fabric between them.

Her hands found the hem of his shirt and tugged.

He broke the kiss, pulling back just enough to look at her. His chest was heaving, his yellow eyes dark with something that made her stomach clench.

"Are you sure?" he asked. His voice was barely above a whisper. "We don't have to—if you want to stop—"

"If I stop, I'll think. And if I think, I'll stop." She grabbed his shirt again, pulling it upward. "I told you I don't want to think anymore."

He let her undress him.

The shirt came off over his head, discarded somewhere on the floor, and then her hands were on his chest. His fur was soft beneath her fingers, warm and real and there. She traced the lines of him—the muscles that had developed since he was seventeen, the broader shoulders, the chest that rose and fell with each rapid breath.

"You've grown," she murmured. The words came out before she could stop them.

"You haven't."

It was a strange compliment, but she understood what he meant. She still looked the same. Still felt the same. Time had been kind to her, or maybe unkind—keeping her preserved while everything else changed.

"Your turn," he said.

His hands found the hem of her sweater.

She hesitated for just a moment—the last remnant of rational thought, screaming that this was wrong, that she should stop, that she was about to cross a line she couldn't uncross.

Then she raised her arms and let him pull it off.

The cool air hit her skin, raising goosebumps along her arms. She hadn't worn a bra—the sweater had been loose enough that she hadn't needed one—and now she was exposed from the waist up, her breasts bare to his gaze.

He looked at her.

The weight of his attention was physical, a caress that made her skin prickle and her nipples tighten. She watched his eyes trace over her—the curve of her chest, the softness of her fur, the way her body had aged and yet remained essentially the same.

"You're beautiful," he said.

The words were simple. Honest.

She wanted to argue. Wanted to point out the ways she'd changed, the softness that had developed in places that used to be firm, the grey that had started to creep into her fur.

But the way he was looking at her—

He means it.
"Touch me," she whispered.

He didn't need to be asked twice.

His paws came up, cupping her breasts, and she arched into his touch with a sound that was half gasp, half moan. His fingers were warm, gentle but firm, and they found her nipples with a precision that made her thighs clench together.

"Like this?" he asked.

"More."

He squeezed. Pinched. Rolled her nipples between his fingers in a way that sent sparks of pleasure shooting down her spine. She was making sounds now—soft, desperate sounds that she couldn't seem to control.

"Blaze—"

Her voice cracked on his name. It was the first time she'd said it since this started, and something about it broke something in him.

He pulled her into another kiss—harder this time, more demanding. His tongue swept into her mouth, claiming her, and she surrendered to it. Her hands roamed over his chest, his shoulders, his back, mapping the terrain of his body like she was memorizing it.

Which she was.
Because this might be the only time. Tomorrow he would leave. The world would reassert itself. The guilt would come flooding back.

But tonight—

Tonight, she wanted to feel.

She pushed him backward onto the couch.

He went willingly, his back hitting the cushions, his eyes never leaving hers. She followed, climbing over him, straddling his hips in a position that made her intentions very clear.

"Tell me if you want to stop," she said. Her voice was rough, commanding. A side of herself she barely recognized. "Tell me now."

"I don't want to stop."

"Are you sure?"

He reached up, cupping her face in his hands. "I've never been more sure of anything." His thumbs stroked her cheekbones, wiping away the remnants of her earlier tears. The gesture was so tender, so him, that it made her chest ache.

"Idiots. Both of us. Then don't make me wait," she whispered. "I've been waiting for five years."

The rest of their clothes ended up on the floor.

Neither of them rushed. The desperation was still there—the undercurrent of finally, finally, finally that had been building for five years—but underneath it was something else. Something that needed to be slow.

Mistral traced her fingers down his chest, following the line of fur that narrowed toward his waist. His stomach muscles twitched under her touch, jumping slightly as she reached the edge of his jeans.

"Can I?" she asked.

He nodded.

She unbuttoned them slowly, deliberately, letting her fingers brush against the sensitive skin of his lower belly. He sucked in a breath.

"You're teasing."

"I'm savoring." She looked up at him through her lashes. "There's a difference."

The zipper came down. Underneath, the fabric of his boxers was already tented, straining against the evidence of his arousal. She palmed him through the material, feeling the heat and hardness of him, and he groaned.

"Mom—"

"Mistral," she corrected. "Tonight, it's Mistral."

His hips bucked slightly into her touch. "Mistral."

Yes.
Her name in his voice sent a shiver down her spine. She hooked her fingers into the waistband of his boxers and pulled.

He sprang free, and she couldn't help the sound that escaped her throat.

Eight inches. Maybe more. The shaft was thick and flushed, the tip already glistening with precum. His knot was swollen at the base—not fully engorged, not yet, but the promise of it was there, a bulge that made her mouth water and her thighs clench.

He's grown.
The thought was clinical and entirely not clinical at the same time. She remembered him at seventeen—smaller, less sure of himself, still figuring out his own body. This was different. This was a man.

"You're staring," he said. His voice was strained.

"I'm appreciating."

She wrapped her fingers around him, and they both made sounds—him a groan, her a whimper. He was hot in her hand, impossibly hot, and the weight of him was familiar and foreign at the same time.

"I've thought about this," she murmured, stroking slowly. "Every time I tried to find someone else, I compared them to you. They never measured up."

"Mom—Mistral—"

"None of them felt right. None of them felt like you."

She leaned down and licked him from base to tip.

His whole body jerked. "Fuck—"

"Language." The word was automatic, maternal, and they both laughed—breathless, strained sounds that broke some of the tension.

"Sorry." He threaded his fingers into her hair, not pushing, just holding. "Force of habit."

"Don't apologize." She swirled her tongue around the head of his cock, tasting the salt of him. "I like hearing you lose control."

She took him into her mouth.

The sound he made was something between a gasp and a moan, his fingers tightening in her hair. She went slowly, letting her mouth adjust to the stretch of him, feeling him hit the back of her throat and then some.

Deep breaths. Relax.
She'd done this before—with Kellan, with a handful of others in the years before and after—but this was different. This was him. Her son. The boy she'd raised, now a man beneath her, making sounds that were entirely adult.

She hollowed her cheeks and sucked.

"Oh god—" His hips twitched, fighting the urge to thrust. "Mistral, that's—I can't—shit!"

She pulled back, letting him slip from her mouth with a wet pop. "You can. You will."

Her tongue traced the vein on the underside of his shaft, and she felt him throb against her lips. His knot was swelling more now, the bulge at the base growing as his arousal intensified.

Soon.
The thought made her ache between her thighs. She was wet—had been wet since the first kiss, maybe longer—and the emptiness inside her was becoming unbearable.

"Blaze." She looked up at him, her lips still brushing against his cock. "I need you inside me."

His eyes went dark. "Are you—"

"I'm sure." She released him and sat up. "I've been sure for five years. I was just too scared to admit it." She paused, letting him look at her.

He did.

His eyes traced over every inch of her—the swell of her breasts, the curve of her hips, the softness of her stomach, the wetness glistening between her thighs. His throat bobbed as he swallowed.

"You're perfect," he said.

"I'm aging."

"You're beautiful." He sat up, reaching for her.
She went to him.

They kissed again, slowly, deeply. His hands roamed over her body—her back, her sides, her hips—while she pressed herself against him, feeling the hard length of his cock trapped between their bellies.

"I want to taste you," he murmured against her lips.

"You already did."

"Not there." His hand slipped between her thighs, cupping her mound, and she gasped. "Here."

His fingers found her entrance, slick and ready, and slipped inside.

"Oh—"

She clutched at his shoulders as he explored her, first one finger, then two, stretching and stroking in a way that made her knees weak. His thumb found her clit and pressed, and she nearly collapsed against him.

"You're so wet," he said. His voice was rough with wonder. "Is this—all of this—for me?"

"All of it." She was panting now, grinding against his hand. "Every night for five years, thinking about you. This is—ah—this is what you do to me."

He shifted, laying her back against the couch cushions, and then his head was between her thighs.

"Blaze, you don't have to—"

"I want to." His breath was hot against her slick folds. "I've wanted to for five years. Let me."

His tongue found her clit, and she stopped arguing.

He was good.

Where did he learn that?
The thought surfaced briefly before dissolving into pleasure. His tongue moved in slow circles, teasing and tasting, while his fingers continued to work inside her. He found a rhythm—tongue on her clit, fingers curling against the spot inside that made her see stars—and she grabbed the back of his head, pulling him closer.

"Right there—don't stop—"

He didn't stop.

The pressure built slowly, a wave gathering in the distance. She could feel it coming—the climax that had eluded her for years, the release she'd been chasing alone in her bed with only her own inadequate fingers.

"Don't stop," she said again. "Please—I'm so close—"

He sucked her clit into his mouth, and the wave broke.

Her orgasm crashed through her without warning, making her cry out and arch off the couch. Her thighs clenched around his head, and she felt him moan against her, the vibration prolonging the pleasure until she was shaking.

When it finally ebbed, she was breathless. Wrecked.

He lifted his head, his muzzle glistening with her arousal, and grinned.

"That was—" she panted. "I didn't know you—"

"I had good teachers." He kissed the inside of her thigh. "And a lot of time to practice."

"Which one—"

"Does it matter?"

She looked at him—disheveled, flushed, still hard between his legs—and decided that no, it didn't matter.

"Come here," she said.

He crawled up her body, settling between her thighs. His cock pressed against her entrance, hot and ready, and she spread her legs wider in invitation.

"Are you sure?" he asked one more time.

She reached up and cupped his face in her hands. "I've never been more sure of anything in my life.”
He pushed inside her. Slowly. Savoring.
The stretch was immediate—fuller than his fingers, fuller than anything she'd had in years. She gasped, her nails digging into his shoulders, as he filled her inch by inch.

"Tell me if it's too much," he said.

"It's not enough." She wrapped her legs around his waist. "More."

He gave her more.

When he was fully seated inside her, they both stopped to breathe. She could feel him throbbing, feel the beginning swell of his knot pressing against her entrance. Not yet. Not fully. But the promise of it was there, and the thought made her clench around him.

"God, you feel—" He groaned, his forehead dropping to rest against hers. "You feel incredible."

"So do you."

They stayed like that for a moment—connected, breathing each other's air, adjusting to the feeling of being one after so many years apart.

Then he started to move.

The pace was slow at first.

Each thrust was deliberate, measured, giving her time to feel every inch of him. He pulled back until only the tip remained inside, then sank back in with a smooth roll of his hips that made her moan.

"This isn't a race," he murmured against her neck. "I want to feel you."

"Yes."

His mouth found the curve of her shoulder, kissing and nipping at the sensitive skin there. His thrusts deepened, the angle shifting until he found the spot inside her that made her cry out.

"There?"

"Yes—right there—"

He hit it again. And again. Building a rhythm that was both familiar and entirely new. The sounds of their bodies filled the room—the wet slap of skin against fur, the creak of the couch beneath them, the harmony of gasps and moans.

"I missed you," she heard herself say. "I missed this. I missed—"

She couldn't finish. The words caught in her throat, choked by emotion and pleasure.

"I know." He kissed her, swallowing whatever she was going to say. "I missed you too."

His knot was swelling more now. Each thrust pressed it against her entrance, stretching her further, and she knew it wouldn't be long before it wouldn't fit at all.

"Blaze—" She grabbed his hips, pulling him deeper. "I want to feel you tie with me."

He stilled. "Are you sure?" His voice was strained, barely controlled. "Last time we didn't—"

"Last time I was scared." She met his eyes, her yellow gaze locked on his. "I'm not scared anymore. Don’t hold back.” The words left her mouth like a prayer.

He didn't.

His pace changed—still measured, but deeper now, harder. Each thrust drove the swelling knot against her entrance, stretching her wider with every pass. She could feel her body fighting it, that initial resistance that made her gasp and clutch at his shoulders.

"Relax," he murmured against her ear. "Let me in."

She tried. She focused on her breathing, on the pleasure radiating through her, on the feeling of him inside her where he belonged.

"That's it," he said. "Just a little more—"

He pushed.

The knot slipped past the tight ring of muscle, and they both cried out. For a moment, there was nothing but the feeling of being full—impossibly, overwhelmingly full. Stretched in a way she hadn't been in decades, locked together in the most primal way possible.

Then he started to swell.

"Oh god—"

The words tore out of her as his knot expanded inside her, growing larger with every passing second. She could feel it pressing against her walls, filling every inch of space, sealing them together.

"Look at me."

She opened her eyes. Blaze's face was above hers, strained with the effort of holding back, sweat beading on his forehead.

"I want to see you," he said. "When it happens."

She nodded, unable to form words.

He started to move again—or tried to. The knot made it impossible to thrust normally, so instead he ground against her, a slow rolling motion that pressed his swollen flesh against her most sensitive spots.

The pressure was indescribable.

Every nerve ending was alight. Every inch of her was focused on the place where they were joined, on the impossible fullness that was somehow exactly what she'd been craving.

"Blaze—" His name came out broken. "I can't—you're so—"

"I know." His voice was ragged. "I can feel you. Feel you clenching around me. You're so tight. So wet."

She whimpered.

"I'm not going to last," he warned. "The knot—it's too much—"

"Don't stop." She grabbed his face, pulling him down for a kiss. "Give me everything."

He broke.

His hips stuttered, losing their rhythm entirely, and then he was grinding against her with desperate, helpless movements. She felt the pulse of his cock inside her—the first hot spurt of release—and she sobbed with relief.

"Yes—yes—give it to me—"

He came with a groan that sounded almost like pain, his knot pulsing as he spilled into her. Wave after wave of heat flooded her insides, filling her in a way that made her entire body shake.

"That's it," she heard herself saying. "That's it, baby, fill me up—"

Baby.
The word slipped out without permission, a fragment of something she'd called him when he was young, now transformed into something entirely different. It should have been wrong. It should have shattered the moment.

Instead, it made him moan and thrust deeper, another pulse of heat flooding her core.

"Oh god—" She was crying now, tears streaming down her face, but they weren't tears of sadness. "Oh god, I can feel you—I can feel you inside me—"

"I know." He was panting, his forehead pressed against hers. "I know, I know—"

"Don't stop—keep going—I need—"

She didn't know what she needed. She just knew she needed more.
He ground against her, the knot keeping them locked together as he continued to spill inside her. Each pulse sent a jolt through her body, pushing her closer and closer to the edge.

"Come for me," he said. "I want to feel you come around me."

"I already—"

"Again."

The word made her shudder.

He shifted his angle slightly, pressing his knot against a spot inside her that made stars explode behind her eyes. Then he reached between them, his thumb finding her clit, and rubbed in tight circles.

"Blaze—"

"Come for me, Mom."

The word hit her like a lightning bolt.

Mom.
He'd called her Mom while he was inside her, while his knot was swelling in her, while his cum was filling her in hot pulses.

It shouldn't have done anything but make her feel ashamed.

Instead, it pushed her over the edge.

Her orgasm crashed through her with a force that made her scream. Her whole body convulsed, clenching around his knot so hard that they both gasped. The pleasure was overwhelming—white-hot and all-consuming—tearing through her in waves that wouldn't stop.

"That's it," he groaned against her neck. "That's it, take it—take all of it—"

She was saying things. Words spilling out of her mouth without filter or thought. "Give me more—fill me up—oh god, your knot is so big—"

She'd never talked like this. Not with Kellan, not with anyone. The words were foreign and familiar at the same time, pulled from some deep part of her that had been buried for years.

"I've needed this—I've needed you—I've been so empty without you—" Her voice broke on a sob. "I love you—I love you—I love you—"

The words hung in the air, echoing off the walls of the living room.

He stilled above her, his knot still pulsing inside her, his breath coming in ragged gasps. "I love you too," he said.

Then he kissed her—soft and deep and full of something that neither of them could name.

CHAPTER SEVEN
Peace
They stayed locked together for what felt like hours.

In reality, it was probably twenty minutes—twenty minutes of lying tangled on the couch, his knot slowly deflating inside her, their bodies cooling in the evening air. He held her through it, stroking her fur, pressing gentle kisses to her forehead, her cheeks, her lips.

Neither of them spoke.

There was nothing to say. Everything that needed to be said had already been expressed in the desperate sounds they'd made, the confessions they'd gasped into each other's skin, the way they'd clung to each other like they were the only solid things in a world that had gone liquid.

Eventually, his knot shrank enough to slip free.

They both groaned at the loss, at the sudden emptiness where fullness had been. A trickle of warmth followed—his cum, leaking out of her—and she shivered at the feeling.

"Come on," he said softly. "Let's get cleaned up."

The shower was warm and close.

They stood together under the spray, not quite touching, not quite separating. He washed her—gently, thoroughly, his hands lingering on places that made her breath catch—and she let him.

She washed him too, mapping the body she'd watched grow from a child into a man. The scars she remembered. The muscles that were new. The places that made him sigh.

When they were clean, he turned off the water and wrapped her in a towel.

"Come on," he said again. "Bed."

"The guest room—"

"No." He took her hand. "Your bed. Our bed. Tonight."

She followed him without protest.

They fell into her bed—the bed, the one she'd slept in alone for twenty-three years—and he pulled her close, tucking her against his chest.

"Sleep," he murmured. "We can figure everything out tomorrow."

"Tomorrow." The word felt heavy. "You're leaving tomorrow."

"I can stay longer."

"Your apartment—your work—"

"Can wait." He pressed a kiss to her forehead. "Right now, the only thing that matters is this. You. Us."

She wanted to argue. Wanted to point out all the reasons this was wrong, all the consequences they'd have to face, all the complications that morning would bring.

But she was tired. So tired. And his arms were warm around her, and his heartbeat was steady under her ear, and for the first time in five years—maybe for the first time ever—she didn't feel alone.

"Okay," she whispered. She closed her eyes.

And for the first night in longer than she could remember, she slept without dreaming of emptiness.

***

6:47 AM.

The clock on the nightstand glowed with the time, but Mistral had been awake for nearly twenty minutes already. Her body had simply... surfaced. No gradual drift into consciousness, no lingering drowsiness. Just one moment asleep, the next moment awake, lying in the dim grey of early morning with her eyes fixed on the ceiling.

Beside her, Blaze was snoring.

It was a soft sound—not the rumbling snores of age or congestion, but the quiet, even breathing of deep sleep. His mouth was slightly open. One arm was flung across the pillow, the other resting on her hip where he'd reached for her sometime in the night.

Her son.
The thought should have felt different. Heavier. More devastating.

Instead, she just felt... calm.

She turned her head on the pillow, studying his face in the pre-dawn light. The pink hair that fell across his forehead. The slight furrow between his brows that never quite smoothed out, even in sleep. The curve of his jaw, the shape of his ears, the way his chest rose and fell with each breath.

Kellan's jaw. Kellan's ears. Kellan's hands on her hip.
But not Kellan.

Blaze. My son.
She let the words sit in her mind, turning them over like stones in her palm. They didn't burn the way she expected them to. They didn't make her chest tighten with shame or her stomach twist with nausea.

They just... were.

This is going to be a problem, she thought. The lack of shame. The fact that I don't hate this.
Because she should hate it. She knew that. Twenty-three years of raising him, of teaching him right from wrong, of building him into a good man—and this was how she repaid that work? By pulling him into her own brokenness? By letting him shoulder the weight of her loneliness?

He wanted it too.
The voice was quiet, but insistent.

He said he'd been thinking about it for five years. He said he felt the same. He's an adult. He made his own choice.
That didn't make it right.

Does it have to be right?
She didn't have an answer for that.

Carefully, slowly, she slipped out from under his arm.

He made a soft sound—a mumble that might have been her name, might have been nonsense—and then settled back into sleep. The snoring resumed.

She stood beside the bed for a moment, looking down at him.

My son, she thought again. My beautiful, stupid, wonderful son.
Then she padded quietly toward the bathroom.

The bathroom mirror was unforgiving in the morning light.

Her fur was a mess—matted in places, sticking up in others. Her hair had come completely loose from its braid at some point during the night. There were marks on her neck that she didn't remember getting, and when she shifted, she felt a pleasant ache between her thighs that brought the night rushing back.

The couch. The shower. The bed.
The sounds she'd made. The things she'd said.
She closed her eyes, but the memories didn't retreat.

Baby. She'd called him baby. While he was inside her.
Mom. He'd called her mom. While he was coming inside her.
A shiver ran through her that was part arousal, part something else she didn't want to name.

Stop. Get a hold of yourself.
She turned on the faucet and splashed cold water on her face.

The routine that followed was mechanical. Brush teeth. Comb fur. Smooth down the worst of the chaos on her head. Find the spots that needed attention—the marks on her neck, the tangled fur behind her ears, the slight swelling that came from a night of activity.

She looked at herself in the mirror when it was done.

Still her. Still Mistral Morvane, PhD, widow, mother.

Still the woman who had sex with her son last night.

Still the woman who would do it again.
The thought slipped through before she could stop it. True. Horrible. True.

She turned away from the mirror and reached for her robe.

The kitchen was quiet in the way that only early morning could be.

She started the coffee out of habit—the nice beans, not the cheap ones, because apparently she was capable of making good decisions even after making the worst decision of her life. The machine gurgled to life, filling the space with the rich smell of brewing caffeine.

While she waited, she opened the window above the sink.

The air outside was cool and fresh, carrying the scent of dew and growing things. The sky had lightened from grey to pink, streaked with gold where the sun was beginning to crest over the horizon. Birds were singing in the trees—robins and sparrows and something that might have been a finch, their voices layering over each other in a chorus that felt ancient and new at the same time.

She stood at the window with her coffee cup cradled in her hands, watching the world wake up.

This is what I've been missing.
The thought came unbidden, but she didn't push it away.

For years, she'd been waking up to an empty house. An empty bed. An empty life. She'd go through the motions—coffee, work, dinner, sleep—but none of it had color. None of it had weight. It was just existence, not living.

Last night had been the first time in years that she'd felt something.
Wrong. It was wrong.
But it had also been real. And warm. And wanted.

Wanted. That's the part that matters, isn't it?
She took a sip of her coffee. It was too hot, burning slightly on the way down, but the pain was grounding.

She didn't hate herself for last night.

That was the truth she was circling around, the thing she kept trying to avoid. She should hate herself. Every moral framework she'd ever studied, every ethical code she'd ever taught, every social norm she'd ever internalized—all of it said that what she'd done was abhorrent. Unforgivable. The kind of thing that destroyed families and ended careers and landed people on lists.

But she didn't feel any of that.

What she felt was... satisfied. Loved. Wanted.

That's the part that's going to be a problem.
Because if she didn't hate herself—if she couldn't summon the appropriate amount of self-loathing—then what was going to stop her from doing it again?

Nothing.
The answer came clearly. Nothing is going to stop you. Not guilt. Not shame. Not society. Because you've already crossed the line, and you don't regret it.
She watched the sun rise over the trees.

The light was golden now, spilling across the lawn, illuminating the dewdrops on the grass like scattered diamonds. Beautiful. Peaceful. The kind of morning that made everything feel possible.

He's leaving today.
The thought was a bucket of cold water.

He has a life. An apartment. Responsibilities. He can't stay here forever.
And she couldn't go with him. She had her own life—her career, her house, her carefully constructed routine.

What did you think was going to happen? That he'd move back in? That you'd play house together? That the world would simply accept this?
No. She hadn't thought about the future at all. She'd been too busy drowning in the present.

She took another sip of coffee.

One step at a time, she told herself. That's how you handle impossible situations. One step. One day. One moment.
Behind her, the stairs creaked.

She didn't turn around.

The footsteps were soft, uncertain—the sound of someone not sure if they were welcome. They stopped at the edge of the kitchen, and then there was silence.

"Mom?"

Blaze's voice was rough with sleep. Uncertain.

Mom.
The word hit differently this morning than it had last night. Last night, it had been fuel—something forbidden that added heat to an already blazing fire. This morning, in the cold light of dawn, it was a reminder of everything they'd crossed.

He's calling you Mom because that's what you are. That's what you'll always be. Nothing that happened last night changes that.
She turned around.

He was standing in the doorway, wearing only the pants he'd pulled on at some point during the night. His chest was bare, his fur sleep-mussed, his pink hair a disaster. He looked young. Vulnerable. Uncertain.

He looked like her son.

"Good morning," she said. Her voice came out steadier than she expected. "Coffee's ready."

He didn't move. "I wasn't sure if... I mean, after last night..."

She understood what he was asking. Is this okay? Are we okay? Is everything going to be weird now?
She considered her answer carefully. "Come here," she said.

He crossed the kitchen slowly, watching her face for any sign of rejection. She let him approach, let him stop just within arm's reach, let him see that she wasn't running.

"I don't know what this is," she said quietly. "I don't know what we're doing. I don't know what happens next."

He nodded slowly.

"But I don't regret it."

The words hung in the air between them.

"I don't regret it either," he said.

"I should. Every part of me knows I should. But I don't." She took a breath. "And that's... that's something I'm going to have to figure out. How to live with this. How to live with myself."

"Mom—"

"I'm not saying this to make you feel guilty." She reached out and took his paw—the same paw that had touched her so intimately just hours ago. "I'm saying it because I want you to understand that I know what we did. I know what it means. And I'm not running away from it."

He squeezed her paw.

"I'm not running either," he said. "Whatever this is... I'm here."

The sun was fully up now, streaming through the window, warming the kitchen with golden light. The birds were still singing. The coffee was still hot. And for the first time in a long time, Mistral felt something that might have been hope.

They sat at the kitchen table with their coffee.

The same table where they'd eaten dinner the night before. The same table where she'd laid out the photograph albums and drunk herself into a stupor. The same table where, in another life, she'd helped him with homework and signed permission slips and made peanut butter sandwiches for school lunches.

Everything was the same.

Everything was different.

Blaze cradled his coffee cup in both hands, staring into it like it held answers to questions he hadn't yet figured out how to ask. Mistral watched him over the rim of her own cup, waiting.

"This feels strange," he said finally.

"What does?"

"All of it." He gestured vaguely with one hand. "Waking up. Being here. Knowing what we..." He trailed off, shaking his head. "But also not strange? If that makes any sense."

"It doesn't," she admitted. "But I understand what you mean."

He looked up at her. "Do you?"

"I've been sitting here for the past hour trying to figure out why I don't feel worse about this than I do. I should be horrified. I should be planning my escape to another country." She took a sip of her coffee. "Instead, I feel... calm."

"Calm." He tested the word. "That's one way to put it."

"What would you call it?"

He was quiet for a moment, his expression thoughtful.

"Right," he said. "Like something clicked into place that's been loose for a long time."

She couldn't argue with that.

"The other women I've been with," Blaze continued, his gaze drifting back to his coffee. "Krystal. Freya. Ammy. All of them. It always ended up the same way. We'd be together for a while, and things would be good, and then..." He made a vague gesture. "They'd want to just be friends. Or they'd meet someone else. Or they'd realize I wasn't what they were looking for."

"That sounds difficult."

"It was exhausting." He laughed softly, without humor. "I started to think there was something wrong with me. That I was somehow... unkeepable. Like I was good for a fling, but not for anything real."

Mistral felt a pang in her chest. "You're not unkeepable."

"I know that now." He met her eyes. "Because I know you're not that. You're not going to wake up tomorrow and decide you want to be friends. You're not going to find someone else. You're not going anywhere."

There was certainty in his voice. Trust. The kind that came from a lifetime of knowing someone would always be there.

"You're right," she said. "I'm not going anywhere.” But you don’t have to stay forever. Even if I wish you would.
"Which is weird." He smiled slightly. "Because you're my mom. And we're not... I mean, we can't be a thing. Not like that. Not in the way that Krystal wanted to be a thing, or Freya, or any of them."

"No," she agreed quietly. "We can't."

"I know that. You know that. We're not going to date. We're not going to move in together as a couple. We're not going to introduce each other to friends as partners." He took a breath. "But we're also not going to pretend last night didn't happen. And we're not going to go back to the way things were before."

"Are you asking me or telling me?"

"Telling you." His voice was steady. "Because I've spent five years pretending, and I can't do it anymore. I don't want to do it anymore."

She studied his face. The set of his jaw. The clarity in his yellow eyes. "Okay," she said. "Then we don't pretend."

CHAPTER EIGHT
Who Was He?
The words settled between them like a promise.

The silence that followed was comfortable. Companionable. Two people sitting together in the aftermath of something complicated, neither trying to fill the space with unnecessary words.

But there was something in Blaze's expression. A question forming behind his eyes.

"Mom," he said finally. "Can I ask you something?"

"You can ask."

He hesitated, his fingers tightening around his coffee cup. "What was he like?"

It took her a moment to understand. "Who?"

"My father. Kellan. Dad."

The name landed in the air between them. She hadn't heard it spoken aloud in a long time—not by anyone else, and rarely by herself. It sat in the room like a third presence, heavy with history.

"You never asked before," she said.

"I know." He looked down at his coffee. "I guess I never wanted to... I don't know. Make you sad. Or remind you of something painful."

"It's not painful." The words surprised her as she said them. "Not anymore. It was, for a long time. But now it's just... memory."

He waited.

She took a breath. "He was an idiot."

Blaze blinked. "What?"

"A complete and total idiot." But she was smiling now, something soft and warm spreading through her chest. "The dumbest man I ever met. He had these grand ideas about everything—about life, about love, about what it meant to be a good person. And he'd throw himself into them with absolutely no regard for consequences."

"Sounds familiar."

"It should." She reached across the table and tapped his nose with one finger. "You're exactly like him."

"I am?"

"In all the worst ways." Her smile grew. "And all the best ones."

She leaned back in her chair, letting the memories wash over her.

"His fur was darker than yours. Almost black, in some lights. And he was more serious—or at least, he tried to be. He had this face he'd put on when he wanted people to think he was deep and thoughtful." She laughed. "But then he'd smile, and the whole thing would fall apart. He couldn't maintain it for more than a few minutes."

"What about his dreams?"

"Stupid." She shook her head. "Absolutely stupid. He wanted to travel the world, but he was terrified of flying. He wanted to write a novel, but he could never finish anything. He wanted to adopt every stray animal he saw, even though we barely had room for ourselves."

"But he tried anyway."

"That was the worst part." Her voice grew quieter. "He always tried. Even when it was hopeless. Even when everyone told him not to. He'd look at a situation and think, 'I can help with this,' and he'd just... go."

She felt the smile slip from her face. "That's what got him killed."

Blaze went still.

"You never told me," he said. "How it happened."

"I know." She stared into her coffee cup. "I didn't... I didn't know how."

"You can tell me now. If you want."

Did she want? She wasn't sure. The memory was an old wound, scarred over but never fully healed. But looking at Blaze—looking at those yellow eyes that were so like Kellan's—she found that she wanted him to know. She wanted someone to carry this with her.

"It was a gas station," she said. "Just an ordinary day. He was on his way home from work, and he stopped to get gas. There was a robbery happening—a man with a gun, holding up the cashier."

She could see it in her mind. The phone call she'd received. The hospital. The lights.

"Kellan saw what was happening. The robber was agitated, unstable. The cashier was scared. And Kellan..."

"He tried to help."

"He always tried to help." Her voice cracked slightly. "He got out of his car. He approached the robber. He thought... I don't know what he thought. That he could talk him down, maybe. That he could defuse the situation. That he could be a hero."

"What happened?"

"There was a struggle." She forced the words out. "The gun went off. Whether it was accidental or intentional, no one knows. But Kellan was hit. He died before the ambulance even arrived."

She'd been at home. Pregnant. Making dinner. Waiting for him to walk through the door. She'd never gotten to say goodbye.

"I wasn't there," she whispered. "He died alone in a gas station parking lot, and I wasn't there."

"Mom—"

"He never got to see you." Her eyes were wet now. "He never got to hold you. He never got to watch you grow up. All because he couldn't stop himself from trying to be a hero." She wiped at her face, angry at herself for crying. This was ancient history. It shouldn't still hurt this much.

"I'm sorry," Blaze said quietly. "I didn't mean to—"

"Don't apologize." She shook her head firmly. "You have a right to know. You have a right to understand who he was."

"And who was that?"

She looked at her son. Really looked at him.

"He was you," she said. "He was everything you are. The same stupid dreams. The same stupid smile." Her voice trembled. "The same stupid heroism."

The kitchen was quiet.

The coffee had gone cold in their cups. The sun had risen fully, streaming through the window, illuminating dust motes that danced in the air.

"He would have been proud of you," Mistral said. "You know that, right?"

"Proud of what?" Blaze's voice was rough. "I'm a mess. I can't hold down a relationship. I'm attracted to—" He stopped himself. "I'm not exactly a success story."

"You're kind." She reached across the table again, taking his hand in hers. "You're generous. You take in strays—literally and figuratively. You try to help people, even when it costs you."

"That's not—"

"It's everything." She squeezed his hand. "You're everything he would have wanted to be. And despite everything—despite how you grew up, despite losing him before you even met—you turned out good. You turned out good, Blaze. And that's not nothing."

He didn't respond. But his paw tightened around hers.

She almost told him then.

The words were on the tip of her tongue, pushing against her teeth, demanding to be spoken.

You had a sister.
The secret she'd carried for twenty-three years. The other baby—the twin—that had come into the world screaming just minutes after Blaze. The daughter she'd given up because she couldn't raise two children alone. Because she'd been drowning in grief and fear and the absolute certainty that she would fail them both.

She would be your age now. She would have your eyes. Your father's fur.
But she couldn't.

The words died in her throat, choked by shame and fear and the desperate need to keep this one thing buried. Because if she told him—if she admitted what she'd done—she would lose him. He would see her as she really was: not a grieving widow doing her best, but a coward who had given away her own child.

She couldn't bear that.

So she swallowed the secret back down, letting it settle into the dark place inside her where it had lived for over two decades.

"Mom?" Blaze was looking at her with concern.
"Just thinking." She forced a smile. "I do that a lot, apparently."

"You do."

She released his hand and sat back, reaching for her cold coffee.

"I'm proud of you," she said. "I don't say it enough. But I am. Despite everything—maybe because of everything—you turned out to be someone worth being proud of."

"Even after last night?"

The question was soft. Vulnerable.

She met his eyes.

"Last night doesn't change who you are. It doesn't change who I am, either." She paused. "Well. It changes some things. But not the important ones."

"And what are the important ones?"

"That I love you. That I'm proud of you. That I want you to be happy." She smiled, and this time it was genuine. "Even if what makes you happy is... complicated."

The conversation lulled.

Mistral stood to refresh their coffee, moving on autopilot. The machine gurgled. The smell of fresh brew filled the kitchen.

When she turned back, Blaze was watching her with an expression she couldn't quite read.

"What?" she asked.

"I'm just trying to figure something out."

"What?"

"Why you." He shook his head. "Not in a bad way. Just... why does this feel right? When nothing else has? You're my mother. You're older. You're—" He stopped, seeming to struggle with his words. "I mean, let's be honest. You're not exactly what most people my age are looking for."

The words stung, even though she knew he didn't mean them cruelly.

"Thank you for the reminder," she said dryly.

"That's not what I meant." He stood, coming around the table to stand in front of her. "I meant... why does it feel like this is what I've been searching for? When it shouldn't be? When it doesn't make any logical sense?"

She looked up at him.

"I don't have an answer for that," she admitted. "I've been asking myself the same question for five years."

"And?"

"And I think sometimes the heart wants what it wants. It doesn't care about logic. It doesn't care about should or shouldn't." She reached up, touching his face. "It just wants."

He leaned into her touch.

"Who wants an older woman like me anyway?" she murmured, half to herself. "Graying fur. Aching joints. A house full of ghosts and memories."

"I do," he said simply.
She closed her eyes.

This is going to destroy us both, she thought. Or save us. I can't tell which.
But when he kissed her—soft and gentle, nothing like the desperation of last night—she found she didn't care.

The kiss ended slowly.

Mistral pulled back first, her hand still resting against his cheek. The warmth of his fur beneath her palm, the steady rhythm of his breathing—these were things she was becoming dangerously accustomed to.

Dangerous.
There was that word again. Everything about this was dangerous. But standing here, in the morning light of her kitchen, with the taste of coffee and something else on her lips, danger felt very far away.

"We should talk," she said.

"We have been talking."

"Properly." She stepped back, putting distance between them. "About what this is. What it isn't. What the rules are."

Blaze tilted his head. "Rules?"

"Every relationship needs boundaries. Especially ones like this."

She moved back to the table, sitting down with her fresh coffee. After a moment, he followed, settling into the chair across from her.

"Okay," he said. "Let's talk rules."

The coffee steamed between them.

Mistral took a moment to gather her thoughts. This was the part she was good at—the analysis, the structure, the careful delineation of terms. This was what she did as a psychologist, what she'd spent years teaching others to do.

Apply it to yourself for once.
"First," she said, "this isn't a romance."

Blaze nodded slowly. "Okay."

"I'm not your girlfriend. You're not my partner. We're not going to hold hands in public or go on dates or introduce each other to people as anything other than what we are."

"Which is?"

"Mother and son." She said it firmly, clearly. "That doesn't change. That will never change. What happened last night doesn't erase twenty-three years of history, and it doesn't redefine our relationship in the eyes of the world."

"Or in our own eyes?"

"Especially not in our own eyes." She met his gaze. "I am your mother. I changed your diapers. I taught you to walk. I held you when you had nightmares. That's not something that can be overwritten by sex."

"Okay," he said again. "What else?"

"Second." She took a breath. "This is open. On both sides."

"Open?"

"If you meet someone—if you find someone who makes you happy, who gives you what you need—I want you to pursue that. Without guilt. Without feeling like you're betraying me."

He was quiet for a moment. "And you?" he asked. "What about your side?"

"The same." The words tasted strange in her mouth. "I'm not going to pretend I think it's likely. I'm a fifty-year-old widow with more baggage than an airport. But if I somehow manage to find someone—"

"You're not fifty."

"I will be in two years."

"You're forty-eight. That's not the same thing."

"Blaze."

He held up his hands in surrender. "Sorry. Continue."

She gave him a look, but there was no real heat behind it.

"What I'm trying to say is that this—the thing between us—isn't exclusive. It can't be. It shouldn't be. We're each other's... comfort, I suppose. A way to meet needs that aren't being met elsewhere. But that's all it is."

"That's all it is," he repeated.

It sounded hollow when he said it. It felt hollow when she heard it.

But she nodded anyway.

"Third," she continued, "this stays between us. No one else can know. Not Aleu, not your roommates, not anyone. What happened last night stays in this house."

"I wasn't planning to announce it."

"I know. But it needs to be said." She wrapped her hands around her coffee cup. "The world isn't kind to people like us. To situations like this. If anyone found out, it would destroy both of our lives. My career. Our reputations. Everything."

"I understand."

"Do you?" She leaned forward. "Because I need you to really understand, Blaze. This isn't just about discretion. This is about survival. We can never let our guard down. We can never slip. One mistake, one careless word, one moment of forgetfulness—and it's over."

His expression sobered. "I understand," he said again. And this time, she believed him.

The rules continued.

They talked for over an hour, working through scenarios and possibilities. What if someone saw them together and got the wrong idea? What if Blaze mentioned something in passing to a friend? What if Mistral slipped and called him something other than his name in public?

They covered it all. Every potential crack in the facade, every possible point of failure. By the time they were done, Mistral felt like they'd drafted a legal contract rather than an agreement between two people who'd just slept together.

"Is there anything else?" Blaze asked when they'd finished.

Mistral considered.

"One more thing," she said. "And this might be the hardest one."

"I'm listening."

"If you meet someone—if you find someone who makes you happy—I need you to tell me. Not ask permission. Not wait for my blessing. Just... tell me. So I can be happy for you."

"That sounds like it would be hard for you."

"It will be." She didn't pretend otherwise. "I'm not good at letting go. I never have been. But I would rather know and be able to prepare myself than be blindsided."

"And what about you?" He turned the question back on her. "If you find someone?"

"I'll tell you." She smiled slightly. "Though I think we both know the likelihood of that is... slim."

"You keep saying that. But you're—" He stopped, gesturing vaguely at her.

"I'm what?"

"Attractive. Smart. Successful. You have a lot to offer."

"I have a lot of baggage." She raised an eyebrow. "A deceased husband. A grown son. A desperate need for therapy, ironically enough."

"Everyone has baggage."

"Not everyone has baggage that would send most potential partners running for the hills."

"You don't know that."

"I know that I've been alone for twenty-three years." The words came out sharper than she intended. "I know that the few attempts I've made at connection have ended in disaster. And I know that the only person who's made me feel anything close to wanted in all that time is sitting across from me right now."

The air between them grew heavy.

"That's not fair to you," she added quietly. "I know that. You shouldn't have to carry the weight of my loneliness. But you asked, and I'm being honest."

Blaze reached across the table and took her hand.

"I'm not carrying anything I don't want to carry," he said. "And I'm not going anywhere. Unless you want me to."

"I don't."

"Then we're agreed."

"We're agreed."

The tension eased.

They finished their coffee in something approaching companionable silence. The sun climbed higher in the sky, shifting the angle of light through the kitchen window.

"I should head back eventually," Blaze said. "Mangle and Mal0 are probably staging a coup."

"I thought Aleu was watching them."

"Aleu is supposed to be watching them. That's different."

Mistral nodded. A part of her wanted to protest, to ask him to stay. But that wasn't fair. He had a life—chaotic and strange, but his own.

"When were you planning to leave?"

He checked his phone. "It's almost noon. I was thinking maybe... evening? Early dinner, then head back?"

"Stay for dinner." The words came out before she could stop them. "I mean—if you want to. You don't have to. I just—"

"I'd like that." He smiled. "I'd like that a lot."

CHAPTER NINE
Patterns
The afternoon passed in a way that Mistral hadn't experienced in years.

They didn't do anything special. They cleaned up the kitchen from the night before—the wine bottles, the photograph albums, the remnants of their emotional excavation. They made lunch together, shoulder to shoulder in the small space, bickering about the proper way to cut vegetables. They sat in the living room and watched a movie that neither of them really paid attention to, talking through most of it.

It was domestic. Ordinary.

It was exactly what she'd been missing.

"This is nice," Blaze said at one point, during a lull in the movie.

"What is?"

"This." He gestured vaguely at the room, at the two of them on the couch. "Just... being here. Not doing anything. Not worrying about anything."

"You could stay longer," she offered. "If you wanted. Not—" She caught herself. "Not like that. Just to visit. You don't have to rush back."

"I don't have to rush back," he agreed. "But I also can't stay forever."

"I know."

"Maybe... more visits?" He looked at her. "More often?"

"I'd like that."

It was a compromise. A small one. But it felt like something.

Evening approached.

They made dinner together—nothing fancy, just soup and salad from the vegetables that needed using. They ate at the kitchen table, in the same spots they'd occupied that morning, and talked about nothing in particular.

"Your roommates," Mistral said at one point. "Do they know you're... here? With me?"

"Mangle doesn't care about anything that isn't made of metal or capable of being dismembered. Mal0 knows everything, but she doesn't talk to anyone who isn't us." He shrugged. "And Aleu... Aleu knows there's something. She doesn't know what."

"And you're not going to tell her?"

"Are you asking me to?"

"No." Mistral considered. "I'm asking if you want to."

"I don't think I could explain it even if I wanted to." He twirled his fork. "She's been through her own stuff. With her family. I don't think she'd judge. But I also don't think she needs the burden of knowing."

"That's fair."

"What about you?" He looked at her. "Is there anyone you'd want to tell?"

Mistral laughed. It was a bitter sound. "Who would I tell? My colleagues at the university? The neighbors?" She shook her head. "I've been alone so long I don't have anyone left to tell."

"That's sad."

"It's life." She shrugged. "You make choices, and the choices have consequences. I chose to bury myself in work and grief. The consequence is that I don't have anyone to call at two in the morning when I'm feeling lonely."

"You have me."

"For now."

He reached across the table and took her hand. "For always.”
After dinner, they sat in the living room again.

The sun had set, leaving the room lit only by the soft glow of a lamp. Mistral was curled in the corner of the couch, her legs tucked under her. Blaze was stretched out on the other end, his head resting on the armrest.

"I should go soon," he said. "Before it gets too late."

"I know."

Neither of them moved.

"Thank you," Mistral said quietly.

"For what?"

"For staying. For... this." She gestured at the room, at the two of them, at the easy domesticity of the afternoon. "I didn't realize how much I needed it."

"You needed someone."

"I needed you." She corrected herself. "Not because of what happened last night. Because you're my son. Because I've missed you. Because I've been so focused on surviving that I forgot what it was like to actually live."

He sat up, moving closer to her on the couch.

"You can live and still survive," he said. "They're not mutually exclusive."

"Aren't they?" She looked at him. "I've spent twenty-three years just getting through each day. That's not living. That's existing."

"And now?"

"Now..." She reached out, touching his face. "Now I'm not sure. Everything feels different. And the same. And terrifying. And right."

"That's a lot of things at once."

"Welcome to my brain."

He laughed softly. "I should go," he said again. But he didn't move.

"Five more minutes," she murmured.

"Okay. Five more minutes."

He leaned into her, his head finding her shoulder. She wrapped an arm around him, pulling him close.

They sat like that in the fading light, mother and son, something more and something less.

This is what I wanted, she thought. Not just the sex. Not just the release. This. Being close to someone. Being held.
Being loved.
The thought was dangerous. She pushed it away.

Five minutes turned into ten. Then twenty.

Eventually, Blaze stirred. "I really do have to go," he said. "Mangle will actually dismantle the apartment if I'm not back by tomorrow."

"Go save your apartment from your demon roommate."

"She's not a demon. She's just... enthusiastic about structural deconstruction."

Mistral snorted. "That's one way to put it."

They stood, and she walked him to the door. His coat was on the hook where it had hung for the past two days. His shoes were by the mat. All the small signs of his presence, soon to be gone.

"Drive safely," she said.

"I always do."

"Text me when you get home."

"I will."

He opened the door. The night air was cool, carrying the last traces of winter that were trying to cling into spring.

"Mom," he said, pausing on the threshold.

"Yes?"

He turned to face her.

"Thank you," he said. "For being honest. For not pretending this didn't happen. For... everything."

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

He leaned in and kissed her. Soft, brief, nothing like the desperation of the night before.

Then he was gone.

Mistral watched his car disappear down the street.

Then she closed the door and leaned against it.

The house was quiet again. The same quiet she'd been living with for twenty-three years. But it felt different now.

He'll be back, she thought. More visits. More often. That's what we agreed.
It wasn't a relationship. It wasn't a romance. It wasn't anything that could be named or categorized.

But it was something.

And for now, that was enough.

***

Three years.

That was how long they maintained the arrangement.

It became a rhythm. A pattern. Something that neither of them talked about in explicit terms, but that both of them understood. Blaze would visit. They would spend time together—sometimes domestic, sometimes intimate, often both. Then he would leave, and life would continue.

Mistral learned to live for the visits, and they helped.
She hated herself for it, a little. The way she counted the days between his appearances. The way her heart lifted when his name appeared on her phone. The way the house felt less empty when she knew he was coming.

This isn't healthy, she would tell herself. You're becoming dependent.
But then he would arrive, and she would feel his arms around her, and the thought would dissolve into something softer and more forgiving.

The first time he mentioned someone else, she was prepared.

Sort of.

They were sitting in her living room—the same living room where everything had started, though she'd rearranged the furniture twice since then—drinking tea on a Sunday afternoon.

"I met someone," he said.

Mistral's cup stopped halfway to her mouth.

"Oh?"

"Her name is Marian." He said it carefully, watching her face. "She's a fox. From a... different world."

"A different world." Mistral set her cup down. "I'm going to need more context than that."

Blaze explained. The travel between worlds, something he'd been doing for years—something she'd known about in vague terms but never fully understood. The places he'd been. The people he'd met.

"She's kind," he said. "Brave. A little naive, but in a good way. She sees the best in people."

"And you're interested in her."

"I think so." He paused. "I wanted to tell you. Like we agreed."

Like we agreed.
The words stung, even though she'd been the one to insist on them.

"I see." Mistral folded her paws in her lap. "What does that mean for us?"

"It doesn't have to mean anything." Blaze leaned forward. "You said this was open. You said—"

"I know what I said." She cut him off gently. "And I meant it. I'm not trying to make you feel guilty. I'm just asking for clarity."

The clarity was this: he was interested in someone else. He wanted to pursue it. He would still visit, still maintain their arrangement, but his attention would be divided.

That was the deal.

"I'm happy for you," Mistral said, and she meant it. Mostly.

Marian lasted three months.

Blaze mentioned her in passing during his visits. The adventures they'd had. The places they'd seen. The way she laughed at his jokes.

Then, one evening, he arrived at Mistral's door with a heaviness in his expression that she recognized immediately.

"It didn't work out," he said.

She let him in. Made him tea. Listened as he explained—different worlds, different priorities, the impossibility of maintaining something across dimensions.

"She's wonderful," he said. "But she has her life, and I have mine. We decided to be friends."

"Friends." Mistral sat across from him. "That seems to be a recurring theme with you."

"What do you mean?"

"The women you've mentioned. Krystal, Freya, Ammy, now Marian. They all end up as friends."

Blaze's expression flickered. "I know," he said quietly. "I don't know what it is. Everything starts fine, and then at some point it just... shifts. The romantic part fades, and we're just... close. Platonically close."

"Have you considered that maybe you're choosing women who aren't looking for the same thing you are?"

"Maybe." He stared into his tea. "Or maybe there's something wrong with me."

"Nothing is wrong with you."

"That's not what it feels like."

Mistral reached across and took his hand. "You're a good man," she said. "You're kind, and you're thoughtful, and you care deeply. Any woman would be lucky to have you."

"Then why doesn't it ever work?"

She didn't have an answer for that.

What she had was something else entirely.

That night, he stayed.

It was the first time since their original agreement that they'd been intimate after one of his other relationships ended. She wasn't sure if it was a good idea—using each other as comfort, as a fallback, as a safety net when other things failed.

But when he kissed her, she stopped thinking about whether it was healthy.

The only thing that mattered was the feeling of his hips against her ass. The thrill of his mouth against her neck and the grunts he made with every impact.

***
Vicar Amelia was different.

Blaze mentioned her six months after Marian. A "were-beast," he called her—someone from a world of nightmares and blood. Mistral didn't fully understand the context, but she understood the way Blaze talked about her.

"She's fierce," he said. "Violent, sometimes. But there's a calm underneath. A stillness. Like a storm that's decided to rest for a while."

"That sounds... intense."

"She is." He smiled slightly. "I like intense."

Mistral didn't comment.

Amelia lasted longer than Marian.

Eight months, during which Blaze visited Mistral less frequently. She told herself she was fine with that. She told herself it was the natural order of things—the way it should be. He was finding connection elsewhere. That was what she'd wanted for him.

She didn't tell him about the nights she spent alone in the house, staring at the ceiling, thinking about his face.

She didn't tell him about the way she'd started drinking wine again—just a glass, just sometimes, just enough to quiet the noise in her head.

She didn't tell him about the dreams.

When Amelia ended, Mistral wasn't prepared for the reason.

"She's too big," Blaze said.

Mistral blinked. "Too... big?"

"Physically. You’ve seen her, she's—well, she's enormous. And even in her regular form, she's taller than me. By a lot." He rubbed the back of his neck. "It's not that I mind. It's just... practical issues. She can't fit through doorways. She broke my couch. Twice."

"That's why it ended?"

"No." He sighed. "That's just part of it. The main thing is... she needs things I can't give her. She needs someone who can keep up with her. Someone who isn't fragile."

"You're not fragile."

"I am compared to her." He looked at Mistral with an expression she couldn't quite read. "I can't be what she needs. And she can't be what I need."

"And what do you need?"

The question slipped out before she could stop it.

Blaze was quiet for a long moment.

"I don't know," he said finally. "Something... steady. Something that doesn't feel like it's going to slip away."

Like me, Mistral thought. He means like me.
She didn't say it out loud.

They fell into bed together that night. The sheets were tangled and damp, smelling of sex that drifted through the air.
It was becoming a pattern. Every time one of his relationships ended, he came to her. And every time, she welcomed him.

This isn't healthy, she thought, as his hands moved over her body, groping her bouncing breasts. This isn't what we agreed to.
But his mouth was on her neck, and his weight was pressing her into the mattress, and she couldn't bring herself to care. So she wrapped her legs around his waist and squeezed him tighter.
***

Year two bled into year three.

Packleader Highwire appeared in Blaze's life like a sudden storm—dark-furred, professional, with an attitude that Mistral could only describe as "aggressively competent." Blaze talked about her with a mixture of admiration and frustration.

"She's always working," he said during one visit. "Always planning. I asked her to dinner once and she brought a tactical briefing."

"That sounds... efficient."

"It's exhausting." But he was smiling. "I kind of like it."

Mistral smiled back. It felt like her face was made of glass.

Kimoko Five-Tails came next, or alongside—Mistral was never quite sure of the timeline. A shy kitsune with multiple tails and a tendency to hide behind her hair.

"She's sweet," Blaze said. "Gentle. She doesn't say much, but when she does, it's always worth listening to."

"Do you spend time with her?"

"When I can. She and Highwire are usually together. They're... a team, I guess."

"A team." Mistral raised an eyebrow. "Is that what we're calling it?"

Blaze's ears flicked. "It's complicated. They're close. I'm close to both of them. Separately."

"Separately."

"Yeah. Well… sometimes together.”
Mistral didn't push. She'd learned that pushing only made him retreat.

Both relationships ended at the same time.
Highwire, because "she needs someone who speaks her language. I can barely manage basic tactics."

Kimoko, because "she deserves someone who can give her all of their attention. I can't do that. Not with everything else."

"Everything else," Mistral repeated.

"Everything," he confirmed.

He didn't elaborate. She didn't ask.

That night, after he told her, they sat together on the couch in silence.

"You keep coming back," Mistral said eventually.

He looked at her.

"I know."

"Why?"

"Because you're here." The answer was simple. Uncomplicated. "Because no matter what happens with anyone else, you're always here."

That's the problem, she thought. You know I'll always be here. You don't have to fight for me. You don't have to wonder.
Aloud, she said: "I'm not going anywhere."

"I know." He leaned his head against her shoulder. "That's why."

The pattern continued.

Blaze would find someone. He would pursue it. It would fade into friendship, or collapse under the weight of circumstance, or simply run its course. Then he would come back to Mistral, and she would hold him, and they would pretend that the arrangement was working exactly as intended.

But Mistral could feel something shifting.

The visits were becoming more frequent. Not less. The time he spent with other women was shrinking, not growing. He was turning to her more often, staying longer, letting the walls between them crumble.

This isn't what we agreed, she thought. This is becoming something else.
She didn't know if that was good or bad. She did, however, know what was good for him. For both of them.
Three years to the day after their first night together, Blaze arrived at her door.

He looked different. Older, somehow, though only a few years had passed. There were lines around his eyes that hadn't been there before. A weight to his shoulders that spoke of exhaustion.

"I need to tell you something," he said.

Mistral stepped aside to let him in. "What is it?"

He walked into the living room and sat on the couch—the same couch where everything had started. She followed, sitting next to him but not touching.

"I've been thinking," he said. "About us. About this."

Here it comes, she thought. This is where he ends it.
"I know," she said. "I've been thinking too."

"You have?"

"Blaze." She turned to face him. "I'm not blind. I can see what's happening. You're spending more time here. Less time with others. This arrangement was supposed to be temporary—a way to meet needs, not a replacement for real connection."

"That's not—" He stopped. Took a breath. "That's not what I was going to say."

"Then what?"

He looked at her, and there was something in his eyes that she hadn't seen before. Something that looked almost like fear.

"Maybe I don't want to find someone else," he said quietly. "I've spent three years trying. I've met incredible women. Amazing people. And every time, it ends up the same way. We become friends. Nothing more."

"That doesn't mean—"

"It means something." He cut her off. "It means that whatever I'm looking for, I'm not finding it with them. I'm finding it here. With you."

Mistral's heart clenched. "Blaze—"

"I know what we agreed." His voice was rough. "I know this was supposed to be open. I know I was supposed to find someone healthy and normal and leave this behind. But I can't."

"Can't or won't?"

"Both." He reached for her hand. "I'm tired, Mistral. I'm tired of pretending that what I have with other people could ever compare to what I have with you. I'm tired of chasing something that doesn't exist."

"What are you saying?"

He was quiet for a long moment. The clock ticked in the hallway. The evening light slanted through the windows.

"I'm saying that I love you," he said finally. "Not as a son. Not as a friend. As... something else. Something I don't have a word for."

The words hung in the air.

Mistral felt like she couldn't breathe.

This is what you wanted, she thought. Isn't it?
But the answer was complicated.

This is what I wanted. And this is what I'm most afraid of.

Yet for the time… she accepted it.

CHAPTER TEN
His Ability
The call came at 3:47 PM.

Mistral remembered the time because she'd been glancing at the clock, thinking about what to make for dinner. Blaze was supposed to visit that weekend. She'd been planning to ask him to bring a few things—some of that hazelnut creamer he always brought, maybe some of the good bread from the bakery near his apartment.

The phone rang.

Unknown number.

She answered anyway.

"Hello?"

"Is this Mistral Morvane?" A voice she didn't recognize. Professional. Flat.

"Yes. Who is this?"

"Ma'am, I'm calling from St. Mary's Medical Center. Are you related to a Blaze Morvane?"

The world stopped.

"He's my son." Her voice came from somewhere far away. "What happened? Is he—"

"He's been in an accident, ma'am. A vehicle collision. I'm sorry to inform you that he was pronounced dead at the scene."

She didn't remember the rest of the conversation.

She didn't remember driving to the hospital, or identifying the body, or the sympathetic looks of the staff as she walked through the halls like a ghost.

She remembered the shape of him under the sheet.

She remembered the cold of the room.

She remembered thinking, over and over: This isn't real. This can't be real.
The police report came later.

Hit and run. The driver had fled the scene. Witnesses gave conflicting accounts—a dark car, maybe, or a light truck. No license plate. No clear description.

But someone on the force, someone who knew things, gave her more information. Off the record.

The driver had been found.

A stalker. Someone Blaze had encountered online. Someone who had developed an obsession. Someone who had tracked him down in the real world and waited.

For what, no one knew.

But when Blaze had walked out of that grocery store, they'd been there. And they'd hit him.

Deliberately.

Mistral didn't want a service. Didn't want strangers looking at her, offering condolences, telling her how sorry they were. She just wanted to be alone.

But before the burial could happen, before the body could be committed to the earth, she made arrangements.

She had connections. Decades of professional relationships. People who owed her favors, who could look the other way, who could make things happen without asking questions.

The body was released to her custody. She told everyone she wanted a private burial. A family plot. Something intimate. What she did instead was bring him home.

The biogenetic freezer had already been installed.
It cost more than she'd made in the last five years combined. She didn't care. She liquidated accounts, sold investments, scraped together what she needed.
The freezer was state-of-the-art. Designed for long-term preservation of biological specimens. Capable of maintaining temperatures that would suspend all cellular activity indefinitely.

She'd read about such things in journals. Experimental technology. Mostly theoretical.

She didn't care about the theory.

She cared about the fact that her son wasn't normal.

The realm leaps, she thought, as she watched the technicians set up the equipment in her basement. The traveling between worlds. The women he met, the places he went—none of it was normal.
Death can't be the end for someone like that. It can't be.
She didn't know what she was waiting for. A miracle. A sign. Some indication that the universe hadn't simply ended everything in a single moment of violence.

She just knew she couldn't let him go.

Not yet.

***

The months that followed were a blur.

Mistral went through the motions. She answered the investigators' questions. She dealt with the legal proceedings—the stalker was found, eventually, and the trial was a circus she barely attended. She maintained the house, paid the bills, kept the freezer running.

She didn't sleep much.

She didn't eat enough.

She didn't let herself think about what she was doing, or why, or whether she'd lost her mind.

Every night, she went down to the basement. She stood in front of the freezer and looked at his face through the glass. Cold. Still. Preserved.

Come back, she would think. Please come back.
She didn't know who she was asking.
***

Six months after the funeral, she woke to the sound of her phone buzzing.

She ignored it. She ignored most calls these days.

But it buzzed again. And again.

Finally, she reached for it, intending to silence it. The screen showed a text from an unknown number.

hey
its me
i know this looks weird
but its blaze
im ok
She stared at the phone. Her hands started to shake.

mom are u there
please answer
i can explain everything
She typed back with trembling fingers: Blaze?
ya
its me
im alive
its complicated
can i come over
Yes.
ok
be there in 20
She didn't remember waiting.

One moment she was reading the text, and the next moment there was a knock at the door.

She ran.

She hadn't run in years. Her joints protested, her lungs burned, but she didn't care. She threw open the door and—

There he was.
Pink hair styled more boldly. Yellow eyes. Strangely, the sclera was orange now. He was a little thinner than she remembered. A little more worn around the edges. But alive. Breathing. Standing on her doorstep like he'd never left.

"Hey," he said. "I know I have some explaining to—"

She pulled him into her arms.

She didn't think about the arrangement. She didn't think about the three years of pretending, or the complicated feelings, or the fact that she'd been preserving his dead body in her basement for six months.

She just held him.

He's alive.
He's alive.
He's alive.
Eventually, she let go.

Eventually, she stepped back and looked at him—really looked—and saw the differences. The subtle changes. The way he held himself, like he'd been through something he couldn't quite articulate.

"I knew it. In my heart. Come inside," she said. "Tell me everything."

They sat in the living room.

The same room where they'd made their arrangement. The same room where he'd told her he loved her. The same room where she'd spent countless nights alone, waiting for visits that would never come.

"So," Blaze said. "I died."

"I know." Mistral's voice was flat. "I was there. I identified the body."

"Right. Yeah. That must have been..." He trailed off. "I'm sorry."

"What happened? The text said you could explain."

He took a breath. "I ended up in Hell."

Mistral stared at him.

"I know how that sounds," he added quickly. "But I did. Legitimate Hell. Fire and brimstone and—well, not exactly fire and brimstone, actually. It's more of a city. With different rings. And a lot of demons."

"Blaze."

"I'm serious. I died, I woke up in Hell, and I spent—" He paused. "I don't know how long. Time works differently there. But I was there. And I met someone."

"Met someone."

"Yeah." His expression shifted. Something softer came into his eyes. "A hellhound. Her name is Loona."

Another one, Mistral thought. Another woman. Another relationship that will fade into friendship.
But she didn't say it.

"She's grey and white," Blaze continued. "Red and silver eyes. Has an attitude that could cut glass." He smiled slightly. "She's... different, Mom. From the others. I can't explain it exactly, but something about her—something about us—feels right. In a way that nothing else has."

Mistral felt something cold settle in her chest.

"Is that why you came back?" she asked. "To tell me about her?"

"No." He shook his head. "I came back because I could. Because Hell has... rules. Uh, which I’m breaking right now I’m pretty sure." He paused. "But I also came back because I wanted to see you. And because I wanted to ask you something."

"What?"

He met her eyes. "I'd like you to meet her."

The words hung in the air.

Meet her.
That's what he always did. He found someone new, he fell for them, he introduced them around. And then it would fade, and they would be friends, and he would come back to Mistral.

That was the pattern.

Will the pattern repeat?
She didn't know.

But looking at him—alive, breathing, sitting on her couch after four months of being dead—she couldn't bring herself to care about patterns.

He was here.

That was all that mattered.

"Okay," she said.

Blaze blinked. "Okay?"

"I'll meet her." She reached out and took his hand. "I'm not going to pretend I understand any of this. Hell. Resurrection. Any of it. But you're my son, and you're alive, and if there's someone in your life who makes you happy, I want to meet her."

His face softened. "Thank you," he said quietly.

"Don't thank me yet." She allowed herself a small smile. "I haven't met her. I reserve the right to have opinions."

"That's fair."

She squeezed his hand. "I have questions," she said. "About all of this. About what happened. About the body in my basement—"

"Wait, what?"

"The body." She gestured vaguely toward the floor. "I have your body. Preserved. In a freezer. In the basement."

Blaze stared at her.

"You... kept my body?"

"Of course I kept your body." She said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world. "You're not normal, Blaze. The realm-leaping. The world-hopping. I thought there might be a chance that—" She stopped. "I thought you might come back."

He was quiet for a long moment. Then he laughed. It was a genuine laugh, surprised and slightly unhinged. "Mom," he said. "You are absolutely incredible."

"I prefer 'practical.'"

"Practical. Right." He shook his head. "Keeping my corpse in a freezer is practical."

"I didn't know what else to do."

He reached over and pulled her into a hug.

"I missed you," he mumbled into her shoulder. "I know it's only been a few months for you, but it was longer for me. And I missed you."

She held him back.

This is what matters, she thought. Not the arrangement. Not the jealousy. Not the complicated feelings. This.
He was alive. He was here.

And whatever came next—whatever woman he'd found in Hell, whatever pattern might repeat or break—she would deal with it.

Because he was her son.

And she had him back.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
What Truly Matters
The coffee was brewing.

It felt absurdly normal—the gurgle of the machine, the rich smell filling the kitchen, the way Blaze sat at the table like he had a thousand times before. As if the last four months hadn't happened. As if he hadn't been lying cold in a freezer in the basement.

Mistral watched him from the counter, her paws wrapped around her own empty mug.

"I thought you were gone," she said. The words came out quiet. Stripped of everything but the raw truth.

Blaze looked up. "I know."

"No." She shook her head. "I don't think you do. I didn't just think you were gone. I knew it. I saw your body. I identified you. I watched them wheel you into a morgue and then I stole you back and put you in a freezer because I couldn't—I couldn't accept—" Her voice cracked.

She set the mug down hard on the counter, turning away so he wouldn't see her face. "I was broken," she said. "Completely. For the first time in my life, I understood why people stop. Why they give up. Why they decide it's not worth continuing."

"Mom—"

"I'm not saying I was going to do anything." She held up a hand. "I'm just saying I understood. For the first time, I really understood."

The coffee machine beeped. Neither of them moved.

"And then you texted," she continued. "Four words. And I thought—this has to be a joke. Some cruel prank. Because that's not how death works. You don't just come back."

"I did, though."

"You did." She finally turned to face him. "And I don't understand. I need you to help me understand."

Blaze got up and retrieved the coffee pot. He poured two cups without being asked—hers with cream, his the same—and set one in front of her before settling back into his chair. "I don't know if I can explain it," he said. "Not fully. But I'll try."

"That's all I'm asking."

He took a breath.

"Before this, I didn't really believe in Heaven or Hell. Not in a literal sense. I'd seen enough strange things—worlds, dimensions, whatever you want to call them—to know that reality is bigger than any one thing. But I didn't think there was an afterlife. I thought death was just... the end."

"Most people do."

"Yeah." He sipped his coffee. "Then I died. And I woke up in Hell."

Mistral let that settle. "What's it like?" she asked. "Hell."

Blaze considered the question. "You know Vegas?"

"I've been."

"Imagine Vegas on bath salts. Except the bath salts are also on bath salts. And everything is trying to kill you or sell you something, and half the time those are the same thing."

Mistral raised an eyebrow. "That's Hell?"

"That's the part I saw. There are different rings, different levels. I woke up in something called the Pride Ring. Cities, streets, buildings. It's not fire and brimstone like the paintings. It's just... chaos. Organized chaos."

"Organized chaos," Mistral repeated. "That's an oxymoron."

"Welcome to Hell."

She took a sip of her coffee. It was still too hot, but she didn't care. She needed something to do with her hands. "So you died," she said. "And woke up in Hell. In a city. Then what?" She asked it as if he were explaining one of his stories.
Blaze's expression shifted. Something flickered in his eyes—a memory, maybe, or an emotion he was trying to contain.

"I didn't know what to do," he admitted. "I was dead. I was in Hell. I had no money, no ID, no idea how anything worked. I wandered around for... I don't know, a day? Two days? Time is weird there."

"And then?"

"And then I saw her."

"Loona."

He nodded. "I was walking down a street, trying to figure out where the hell I was supposed to go—no pun intended—and I saw this hellhound. Grey and white fur. These eyes that were red and silver, like fire and ice at the same time. She was walking outside, scrolling through her phone, looking bored out of her mind."

Mistral watched his face as he spoke. The way it softened. The way his voice changed.

"My heart stopped," he said. "I know that sounds cliché. But it did. I'd been dead for—I don't know how long—and for the first time, I felt like I was actually seeing something. Someone."

"What did you do?"

Blaze winced. "I walked up to her and tried to introduce myself."

"And?"

"She kneed me in the gut and threw me into a dumpster."

Mistral blinked. "Excuse me?"

"In my defense, I probably deserved it." He rubbed his stomach, as if remembering the impact. "I was staring. And I might have said something stupid. I don't remember exactly. All I know is one second I was trying to be charming, and the next second I was face-first in garbage."

"That's..." Mistral struggled for words. "That's quite a first impression."

"Yeah. Not my finest moment."

The story continued.

Blaze explained how he'd eventually found his way to a place called I.M.P.—Immediate Murder Professionals. An assassination business. Run by imps, staffed by hellhounds and other creatures, catering to clients who wanted to take out targets on the living plane.

"Assassination," Mistral said flatly.

"It's not as bad as it sounds."

"I'm not sure how it could sound worse."

"Fair." He shrugged. "The point is, I ended up working there. And Loona worked there too. She's the receptionist. And after the whole dumpster incident, things were... tense."

"I imagine."

"But I kept trying. Not in a creepy way—I hope. I just... I don't know. I saw something in her. Under all the anger and the attitude and the walls she'd built up. I saw someone who was hurt. Someone who needed someone to actually see her."

"And you thought you could be that person."

"I thought I could try." He met Mistral's gaze. "That's all I've ever done. Try."

Mistral was quiet for a moment. "She's attractive," she said finally.

Blaze's ears flicked. "What?"

"This Loona. You said she made your heart stop. She must be attractive."

"She's—" He stopped. Sighed. "Yeah. She's hot. That's part of it. I'm not going to pretend it's not."

"But it's not just that."

"No." His voice softened. "It's not just that."

Mistral set down her coffee cup. The question she'd been holding back rose to the surface. "How is this different?"

Blaze looked at her. "What do you mean?"

"Marian. Amelia. Highwire. Kimoko." She listed them like items on a chart. "You've had a pattern. You meet someone. You fall for them. It feels real. And then it shifts. It fades. You become friends. Close, but not that kind of close."

"That's—"

"I'm not trying to be cruel." She sighed. "I'm trying to understand. You've told me about all of them. About how each one felt different. How each one was special. How each one was going to be the one that lasted." She paused. "And they didn't. So tell me—why is this one different?"

Blaze was silent.

Mistral could see him thinking. Could see the wheels turning behind his eyes.

"I don't know if I can explain it," he said finally.

"Try."

He looked down at his coffee. "With the others... I was always the one chasing. Always the one trying to make it work. I'd feel something, and I'd pursue it, and eventually I'd realize that what I was feeling wasn't being reflected back. Not fully. They liked me. Some of them loved me, in their own way. But it wasn't..." He trailed off.

"Wasn't what?"

"Wasn't enough." He looked up. "With Loona, it's different. She doesn't need me to chase her. She doesn't need me to prove anything. Half the time she acts like she doesn't want me around at all. But when it matters—when I'm actually in trouble, or when she lets her guard down—she's there. In a way that none of the others ever were."

"That sounds like friendship."

"It's not." His voice was firm. "I know what friendship feels like. I have a lot of friends. This is... more. And less. And different." He ran a paw through his hair. "I told you, I can't explain it. But when I'm with her, I don't feel like I'm trying to fill a hole. I feel like I'm just... there. Present. Real."

Mistral studied his face.

She'd seen him talk about the others. Heard the same tone, the same softness, the same certainty that this one would be different.

But there was something else now. Something she couldn't quite name.

Hope, she realized. He's hoping I'll believe him.
The kitchen was quiet.

Mistral could feel the weight of the conversation pressing down on them. The things that weren't being said. The feelings she was trying to suppress. "You know I'm happy for you," she said. "If this is real. If this is what you've been looking for."

"I know."

"But you also know I've seen this before. I've watched you go through this cycle. And I've watched you come back to me every time."

Blaze's expression shifted. "There's something else," he said. It wasn't a question.

Mistral didn't answer.

"Mom." He reached across the table and took her paw. "I see you."

"See me what?"

"See you trying to hide it. The sadness. The—" He paused, choosing his words carefully. "The fear. You're afraid this will be like the others. You're afraid I'll come back and tell you it didn't work out. You're afraid you'll be my fallback again."

Her throat tightened. "I'm not—" she started.

"You don't have to pretend." His grip on her paw tightened. "Not with me. Not after everything."

She pulled her hand away. Stood. Walked to the window, looking out at the yard she'd maintained for three years, waiting for visits that always ended.

"I'm not proud of it," she said quietly. "The way I feel when you find someone new. The way I feel when you come back. I know what we agreed to. I know this was supposed to be open. I know I'm supposed to want you to be happy with someone else."

"But?"

She turned to face him. "But I'm only human. Well—you know what I mean." A weak joke. "I see a pattern, and I expect it to continue. And when it does, I'm here. Waiting. Like I always am. Like I always have been."

"That sounds lonely."

"It is." She didn't try to deny it. "But I've made my peace with it. Because it has served a need for us both.”
Blaze stood. He crossed the kitchen slowly, stopping a few feet away from her. "I'm not going to promise that this will last," he said. "I've made that mistake before. I've told you that this one is different, and then it wasn't. I don't want to lie to you."

"Then what are you promising?"

"I'm promising that whatever happens—with Loona, with anyone else—I'll still be here." He met her eyes. "I'll still be your son. I'll still love you. That doesn't change based on who else is in my life."

Mistral felt something crack in her chest.

"That's what you said last time," she whispered. "And the time before that. And the time before that."

"I know." He didn't look away. "And I was telling the truth every time. I've never stopped loving you. I've never stopped being here. Even when I was with someone else—even when I was in Hell—I was still here. That's not going to change."

"How do you know?"

"Because I've died and come back." He smiled, and it was sad and genuine at the same time. "If there's one thing I'm sure of, it's that the important things don't disappear just because circumstances change. You're important. This—" He gestured between them. "—is important. That's not conditional on whether my relationship with a hellhound works out."

Mistral stared at him.

She wanted to believe him. She wanted to let herself hope that this time, the promise would hold. That he wouldn't disappear into someone else's arms and forget she existed.

But she'd been disappointed before.

"I don't know if I can do this again," she admitted. "The waiting. The wondering. The—" She stopped. "I'm tired, Blaze. I'm tired of being the backup plan."

"You're not the backup plan. You never were."

"Then what am I?"

He stepped closer. "You're my mother," he said. "You're the person who kept my body in a freezer because she couldn't let go. You're the person who answers her phone at 3 AM when I need to talk. You're the person who knows me better than anyone else in any world." He reached up and cupped her face in his paws. "You're not a backup plan. You're a constant."

The tears came before she could stop them. "I don't know what that means," she said. "A constant. What does that mean for us? For this?"

"It means whatever we need it to mean." He wiped a tear from her cheek. "I can't tell you what the future holds. I can't promise you that Loona and I will last forever, or that I won't meet someone else, or that things won't get complicated. But I can promise you that no matter what happens, I'll always come back. I'll always love you. And I'll always be your son."

She closed her eyes.

The words settled over her like a blanket. Not a solution. Not a fix. But something to hold onto.

"Okay," she whispered.

"Okay?"

"Okay." She opened her eyes. "I believe you. Or—I'm trying to. That's the best I can do right now."

"That's enough." He pulled her into a hug. "That's more than enough."

She let herself be held.

For the first time in six months—maybe for the first time in years—she let herself believe that maybe, just maybe, things would be okay.

***

Time passed.

Not in the dramatic way it had before—the desperate waiting, the counting of days between visits, the hollow ache of an empty house. This time, time passed in a way that felt almost normal. Almost healthy.

Blaze was true to his word.

He didn't disappear into his new relationship. He didn't let months go by without contact. He called. He visited. He sent texts at odd hours with pictures of things that made him think of her—a weird cloud formation, a particularly ugly sweater in a shop window, a meal he'd cooked that he was inordinately proud of.

Still your son, each message seemed to say. Still here.
And slowly, painfully slowly, Mistral began to believe it.

The day she met Loona, she was a nervous wreck.

She'd cleaned the house three times. Rearranged the furniture twice. Changed her outfit four times. The table was set with the good dishes, the ones she usually saved for occasions that never came.

This is ridiculous, she told herself. You're a grown woman. You've met heads of state. You've conducted therapy sessions with some of the most difficult patients in the country. You can handle meeting your son's girlfriend.
But the word girlfriend stuck in her mind like a splinter.

This is the one that stayed, she thought. This is the one that's different.
The doorbell rang.

Blaze stood on the doorstep, grinning like an idiot.

Beside him was a hellhound.

Mistral had seen pictures. Blaze had sent them occasionally—candids, selfies, one particularly unflattering shot of Loona mid-sneeze that had earned him a death threat. But pictures didn't capture the reality of her.

She was taller than Mistral had expected, with a lean, wiry frame that spoke of strength and agility. Her fur was grey and white, marked with patterns that seemed to shift in the light. And her eyes—red and silver, exactly as Blaze had described—were striking in a way that made Mistral instantly understand why her son had gotten himself thrown into a dumpster.

"Mom," Blaze said. "This is Loona. Loona, this is my mother, Mistral."

Loona's ears flattened slightly. "Hey," she said. Her voice was rougher than Mistral had expected. "So, uh. Nice to meet you. Or whatever."

"Likewise." Mistral stepped aside. "Please, come in."

Dinner was an exercise in controlled chaos.

Loona was in heat.

Mistral didn't know this at first—she'd never interacted with a hellhound before, wasn't familiar with their biology—but it became apparent quickly. The way Loona shifted in her seat. The way her claws scraped against the table. The way her eyes kept drifting to Blaze with a look that could only be described as hungry.
"She's fine," Blaze said, when Mistral pulled him into the kitchen under the pretense of getting more wine. "She's just—handling some stuff."

"Some stuff."

"Biological stuff."

Mistral stared at him. "You brought your girlfriend to meet your mother," she said slowly, "while she's in heat?"

"It wasn't planned! She just—it happens, okay? And she wanted to come. She insisted. She said meeting you was important and she wasn't going to let some—" He made a vague gesture. "—hormonal whatever get in the way."

Mistral peeked back into the dining room. Loona was gripping the edge of the table so hard the wood was creaking. Her eyes were fixed on the doorway where Blaze had disappeared, and there was a look of intense concentration on her face.

Clawing back every instinct, Mistral realized. Trying to be present. Trying to make a good impression.
Something in her chest softened.

The rest of dinner went better than expected.

Loona was blunt. Aggressive, even. She called Blaze an idiot at least six times, a dumbass four times, and threatened to maim him twice. But every insult was delivered with an undercurrent of something that Mistral recognized, even if Loona would never admit it.

Affection.
When Blaze told a terrible joke, Loona rolled her eyes and called him a loser. Then she laughed. When he reached for the salt at the same time she did and their paws touched, she pulled away like she'd been burned—then reached back and took it from him anyway, their fingers brushing.

She loves him, Mistral thought. In her own way.
The realization was bittersweet.

"You know," she said, during a lull in conversation, "Blaze has told me a lot about you."

Loona's ears flicked. "He has a big mouth."

"Only about things that matter." Mistral took a sip of her wine. "He talks about you differently than he's talked about others."

"Differently how?"

"Like you're real."

Loona blinked.

"I mean that as a compliment," Mistral continued. "He has a tendency to idealize people. To see them as possibilities rather than realities. But with you—" She paused, choosing her words. "With you, he seems to see the actual person. Flaws and all."

"That's because I'm flawless," Loona said. But her voice was softer than before.

"No one is flawless."

"Then I'm the closest thing to it."

Blaze snorted. Loona kicked him under the table.

After dinner, they moved to the living room.

Loona sat next to Blaze on the couch, maintaining a careful distance that seemed to require significant effort. Mistral sat across from them in her usual chair, watching the way they interacted.

They fit, she thought. In a strange, combative way, they fit.
"So," Loona said. "Blaze tells me you're a psychologist."

"Retired, now. But yes."

"That must be weird. Having a mom who can analyze everything you say."

"I don't analyze my son. That would be unethical."

"But you could."

Mistral smiled. "I could. I choose not to."

"Huh." Loona seemed to consider this. "That's... actually kind of cool. My dad’s always trying to analyze me and it's annoying as shit."

"Language," Mistral said automatically. Then she caught herself. "I'm sorry. That was—I shouldn't have—"

Loona laughed. It was a genuine laugh, surprised out of her. "Blaze warned me you'd do that," she said. "He said you can't help it. Said it's a mom thing."

"It is a mom thing." Mistral glanced at Blaze, who was grinning. "My son has many flaws, but he's not wrong about that."

"He's wrong about most things." But Loona was looking at Blaze as she said it, and her expression was soft.

By the end of the evening, Mistral had made a decision.

She walked them to the door, watching as Loona practically vibrated with barely contained energy. The heat was clearly getting worse, and Loona's attempts to maintain composure were becoming more fragile.

"Loona," Mistral said.

The hellhound turned.

"I like you."

Loona's ears shot up. "You—what?"

"I like you," Mistral repeated. "I was skeptical. I'll admit that. I've watched Blaze go through a lot of relationships, and I've learned not to get attached. But you're different."

"Different how?"

"You see him. The real him. And you stay."

Loona stared at her.

"I don't know what you expected coming here tonight," Mistral continued. "Maybe you thought I'd judge you. Maybe you thought I'd disapprove. Hell, maybe you thought I'd be the jealous mother who can't let go of her son."

"I—"

"I've been that mother," Mistral admitted. "In the past. I won't pretend I haven't. But watching the two of you together—" She shook her head. "That's not what this is. I'm not jealous. I'm grateful."

"Grateful." Loona's voice was flat with disbelief.

"Someone loves my son," Mistral said. "Really loves him. For who he is, not who they want him to be. Do you know how rare that is?"

Loona didn't answer. But her eyes were glistening.

"Now get out of here," Mistral added. "Both of you. Before the biological situation becomes unmanageable."

Blaze choked on air.

Loona's face went bright red.

"I— MOM—"

"Go." Mistral made shooing motions. "I'll see you both soon. Loona, it was lovely to meet you. Blaze, don't be a stranger."

She closed the door on their sputtering protests. Then she leaned against it and let out a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. She's good, she thought. She's good for him.
The ache was still there. It would probably always be there. But for the first time, it was accompanied by something else.

Peace.
***
Life continued.

Loona stayed.

Not in the way the others had stayed—temporary, conditional, always with one foot out the door. She stayed in a way that felt permanent. She showed up at holidays. She remembered Mistral's birthday. She sent texts that were mostly insults but occasionally, when no one was looking, almost sweet.

can u tell blaze to stop leaving dishes in the sink
Tell him yourself.
he listens to u
He listens to no one. That’s part of his charm.
hes not charming hes a disaster
A disaster who you text his mother about.
shut up
It was, Mistral discovered, the closest Loona came to affection.

The house got busier.

Blaze's past flings became friends—real friends, who showed up for game nights and dinner parties and complicated gatherings that filled the rooms with noise and life. Mistral met them one by one, each with their own story, their own connection to Blaze.

Marian, who was kind and brave and treated Mistral like a dignitary from a foreign land.

Amelia, who was intense and quiet and once accidentally broke Mistral's favorite vase by gesturing too broadly.

Highwire, who arrived with a tactical assessment of the neighborhood's security vulnerabilities and left with a grudging respect for Mistral's "operational efficiency."

Kimoko, who barely spoke but once brought Mistral a small carved fox and refused to explain why.

They're all still in his life, Mistral realized. They didn't disappear. They just... transformed.
It was strange. It was unconventional. It was exactly the kind of thing she would have analyzed in a patient as problematic.

But watching them together—watching the easy affection, the shared history, the genuine care—it was hard to see it as anything other than what it was.

A family.
Goumang arrived like a hurricane.

"Your son," she announced, sweeping into Mistral's house, "is an insolent weed who has ruined my life."

Mistral looked up from her book. "I'm sorry?"

"He invaded my realm. Destroyed my carefully constructed systems. 'Saved' me from a fate I had accepted." Goumang made air quotes with her feathers. "Now I have no purpose, no domain, and nowhere to go. So I'm staying here."

"Here?"

"Is that a problem? I recall you offered.”
Mistral looked at the Solarian—feathers and fury and barely contained energy—and weighed her options. "The guest room is down the hall," she said. "Dinner is at seven. Don't break anything."

Goumang blinked. "You're not going to argue?"

"I've learned not to argue with the people my son collects." Mistral turned a page in her book. "Welcome to the family, I suppose."

Goumang stayed. Learned alongside Mistral. They taught each other things.
She was, as it turned out, excellent company—for a certain definition of company. She was loud, demanding, and had opinions on everything from the arrangement of Mistral's kitchen to the state of modern politics.

But she was also intelligent, fiercely loyal, and unexpectedly insightful.

"He talks about you, you know," Goumang said one evening, while they shared a bottle of wine on the back porch. "The weed. Your son. He talks about you constantly."

"I didn't realize I was such a frequent topic."

"You're not a topic. You're a foundational element." Goumang took a long drink. "He loves you. In a way that is frankly disturbing to those of us who don't understand familial bonds."

"That's... touching?"

"It's accurate." Goumang looked at her. "You should come to more gatherings. The others like you. Even if they're too awkward to say it."

"What others?"

"The collection." Goumang waved a hand vaguely. "The harem. Whatever you want to call it. We're all connected through him, and you're his mother. That makes you..." She paused, searching for the word. "Foundational."

Mistral considered this.

"I'm not sure I want to be foundational to a harem."

"Too late." Goumang refilled her glass. "You're already there. Might as well enjoy it."

***
It was 2 AM. Mistral was dressed and out the door before she fully processed what was happening, driving through empty streets and a portal toward the hospital that Blaze had named in his frantic message… in Hell.
He's here, the text had said. Mom he's here and he's perfect and please come.
The waiting room was full of people.

And in the center of it all, pacing, was Blaze.

He looked up when Mistral entered. "Mom."

She crossed the room and pulled him into a hug.

"Where is she?" she asked.

"Room 314. They're cleaning him up. He's—" Blaze's voice cracked. "He's so small, Mom. He's so small and perfect and I don't know what I'm doing."

"No one does." She pulled back, holding his face in her paws. "That's the secret. We all just pretend we know what we're doing, and eventually we figure it out."

"He has my eyes."

"I know. I saw the pictures."

"And Loona's fur. And—" He stopped. Swallowed. "I'm a dad, Mom."

"I'm aware." She smiled. "You're going to be a good one."

"How do you know?"

"Because you had a good teacher."

He laughed, wet and shaky. "That's either very sweet or very arrogant."

"Can't it be both?"

Room 314 was quiet.

Loona was in the bed, looking more exhausted than Mistral had ever seen her. But her face—her face was soft in a way that Mistral had never witnessed.

In her arms was a bundle of light and dark grey with a tiny tuft of pink hair.
"Hey," Loona said, when Mistral entered. "Come to see the disaster I made?"

"I think the word you're looking for is 'miracle.'"

"Same thing."

Mistral approached slowly. She'd held babies before—Blaze, obviously, and various patients' children over the years—but this felt different. This was her grandson.

Grandson.
The word still didn't feel real.

"His name is Laziel," Blaze said, coming up behind her. "After... well, after a lot of arguing. We compromised."

"Laziel Morvane," Loona added. "Yeah, he's taking Blaze's last name. Fight me about it."

"I wouldn't dream of fighting you." Mistral reached out, brushing a finger against the baby's cheek. "He's beautiful."

"He's a potato," Loona corrected. "A loud, demanding potato."

"A beautiful potato."

Loona snorted. But she was smiling.

Mistral held her grandson for the first time.

He was small—smaller than Blaze had been, she thought, though memory might have been playing tricks on her. His eyes were closed, his tiny chest rising and falling with each breath.

I'm a grandmother, she thought. I'm a grandmother, and my son is a father, and his hellhound partner is in a hospital bed calling our grandson a potato.
It was absurd. It was nothing like the life she'd imagined for herself.

It was perfect.

"Do you want to help?" she heard herself ask.

Blaze blinked. "Help with what?"

"Raising him." She looked up at her son. "I don't mean taking over. I don't mean interfering. But I'm here. I have experience. And I have a house that's far too big for one person."

Blaze's eyes were shining.

"Are you sure?"

"I've never been more sure of anything." She looked down at Laziel. "I missed so much of your life. Not by choice, but by circumstance. I don't want to miss his."

"Mom—"

"I want to be a grandmother," she said. "A real one. Not someone he sees on holidays and birthdays, but someone who's there. Someone who knows him." She paused. "If you'll let me."

Blaze pulled her into a hug—carefully, mindful of the baby between them.

"You don't have to ask permission," he said. "You're already his grandmother. You've always been going to be there."

And so it was.

The house that had been too big for one person became the center of something larger. Laziel learned to walk on Mistral's carpet. He said his first word—apparently it was "dammit," which Loona refused to take responsibility for—while sitting in Mistral's kitchen. He grew, and thrived, and became the heart of a family that made no sense on paper but worked perfectly in practice.

Blaze was there. Always there, as he'd promised.

Loona was there too, with her sharp edges and her soft center, learning to be a mother while simultaneously pretending she wasn't learning anything at all.

And Mistral—Mistral was there.

A mother. A grandmother. A constant.

The house was never quiet anymore.

She wouldn't have had it any other way.

~THE END~

