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						    Just a Touch of Frost A Torquere Press Single Shot by Kiernan Kelly
 
 Jack had a bad reputation; one well deserving of every curse, oath, and expletive that usually accompanied his name. It was as it should be. He’d worked hard to get it that way. As a child, he’d been the polar opposite of his fraternal twin, Kris, whose rounded pink cheeks, twinkling blue eyes, and jolly disposition had made him seem about as threatening as a tuft of cotton candy. The taller of the two, Jack’s pale skin and hair and angular body instantly gave one the impression of ice – hard, sharp-edged, and dangerous. Even his eyes, so pale a blue that they were nearly translucent, appeared incapable of warmth. His temperament, naturally leaning toward the cool side, did little to change that perception. It seemed preordained from their birth that he would be the bad boy in the family.
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 He hadn’t set out to fulfill everyone’s expectations of him. Not always. Not in the beginning. A large part of it wasn’t even his fault. As a child Jack had had little control over his gifts, freezing everything and, unfortunately, everyone in his path. By the time he’d learned to rein in his power, the damage had been done. Eventually he’d wearied of trying to prove himself otherwise. It had been easier to simply mold to their preconceived notions of him. The only one who had ever really understood him was his brother. But even Kris had had his doubts, and as time had marched on a rift had grown between them that seemed too wide for either of them to bridge. Kris grew to be beloved by everyone who knew him, and Jack…well, let’s just say that Jack’s chances for canonization were slim to none. After The Incident, Jack had been banished from Olympus altogether and, angry and hurt, had severed ties with everyone, including Kris. Today, Jack found himself waxing nostalgic as he walked the streets of a small, mid-western town, clad head-to-toe in white leather. An anomaly among the Stetsons, dusty Levis, and scuffed boots of the people who lived there, he nonetheless confidently strode past hardware and feed stores as if he owned the place, unconcerned with what others might have thought of him. Actually, it wouldn’t have mattered if he’d thumbed his nose at them or shot them the onefingered salute. They couldn’t see him unless he wanted them to, and at the moment invisibility suited his purpose. He liked this town. It was small and relaxed, with no one in any particular hurry to get from one end of Main Street to the other. It reminded him of simpler times, when people had believed in magic and had respected those that could wield it. Now, unless a man had his photo plastered across the pages of People magazine, or had an affair that made the headlines of the latest supermarket tabloid, people didn’t know he existed. They viewed everything in their small, narrow world in purely scientific terms, and if there were no readily available theorem to explain what they saw, they discounted it altogether as a bunch of hokum. It was sad. It was times like these when Jack’s depression and loneliness wrapped around him like a shroud that he yearned for the old days before humans had ever learned that the earth was round. The days when Men were Men and Gods were Gods and people with any lick of sense knew the difference. Skirting a white latticework bandstand, he entered a small park in the heart of the town. As he passed by, ice crystals crackled and grew in his wake, covering the whitewashed wood of the band shell, each tree limb, and every blade of grass with a thin, cold, glittering glove. Icicles dripped from every surface, growing long and sharp. By the time he’d exited through the opposite side of the park, it had been transformed into a sparkling, awe-inspiring wonderland of wintry beauty. Circling around, Jack sat on a bench across the street from the bandstand, watching with amusement the stunned looks of passers-by as they paused and looked in wonder at the Currier and Ives scene he’d created for them.
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 To a one they expressed awe in soft gasps and not-so-quiet curses, their eyes opening wide, and more than one finger reached out to touch, to assure themselves of the ice’s solidity. There was good cause for them to doubt the reality of the ice – it was still mid-summer and they had awoken that morning to one of the hottest days of the year thus far. Of course it was real. They didn’t call him Jack Frost for nothing. Cold was the strongest of his gifts, the one he used so often that it had become synonymous with his name. He brought winter’s bitter breath with him wherever he went. While Kris had found its close kin, snow, to be more hospitable and conducive to his work, it was ice that was Jack’s tool of the trade. It was ice that flowed in his blood, and ice that formed the walls he’d erected around his heart, although he’d rather be buried under an avalanche than admit it, even to himself. The truth was that Jack lived with a constant ache and its name was isolation. He had no friends, and hadn’t spoken with his brother in more millennia than he cared to count. He distanced himself from everyone he’d ever known, burying himself balls-deep in a self-fulfilling prophecy. He was the bad boy, and bad boys walked alone. Now the ache had finally grown too much for him to bear and he wanted it to end, wanted to find release from the anonymity, the pain, from the cold. For once in his miserable existence, Jack Frost wanted to be warm. But Jack, by virtue of his illustrious bloodline, was an Immortal. By definition, he couldn’t die. There was only one way to achieve the peace of death, and that required an intercession of the gods – Zeus to be exact - that pompous, arrogant, self-involved, incestuous narcissist who had long ago stopped paying attention to the mortal realm, contenting himself with debauchery in Olympus. His father. His plan was simple. Jack would simply walk the earth, covering everything within his reach with ice, slowly freezing the life out of the little blue planet until Zeus finally noticed and said “Enough!” He’d nearly done it before, although that had been by accident when he’d been a child. Humans called it the Ice Age, but everyone else called it a temper tantrum. Sitting back, his frost-blue eyes flicked from face to face, and if one had been able to see him and looked very deeply, one might have seen loneliness dancing just behind the iciness in his gaze. *** Matthew Jenkins had an itch he couldn’t scratch, no matter how hard he tried. It rippled just beneath his skin, never quite vanishing, merely growing stronger or weaker depending on the circumstances. He’d spent the better part of his life trying to ignore it, the itch that his grandfather had called The Gift, but today he couldn’t, no matter how hard he tried. Since he had first entered puberty and his body had sprouted hair in odd places, his jaw lastly of all, he’d been seeing and hearing things that no one else could.
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 Wraiths, fluid and wispy, weaving in between the tilted tombstones of the old cemetery behind the First Baptist Church, just east of town. Young, old, dressed in the tattered remains of their burial shrouds, they wandered about in confusion, as if they weren’t sure where they were or why they were there. It was worse during a funeral. The ghosts passed right through the bodies of the living, and that was always an unnerving sight for Matt. Then there was the library. Echoes of voices shrieking in fear and agony, screams heard only by him, small ethereal figures roaming between rows of equally translucent desks. Matt had learned that the library had been built on land where once a one-room, clapboard schoolhouse had stood. The school had burned to the ground during an electrical storm in 1889, taking nearly half of the town’s children with it. He’d learned early on to avoid the Plauderville Funeral Home at all costs. Ghosts were at their most irritable when their earthly remains were being drained, stuffed, sutured, and put on display like blue-ribbon turkeys on Thanksgiving. Each sighting was forewarned by a tingle underneath Matt’s skin – an itch that grew sharper and more difficult to ignore as Matt got closer to the apparition. At the moment, his skin felt as if it were on fire, and he was hard pressed not to dig his nails into his flesh, scratching it bloody to get some relief. That morning had dawned hot and muggy, a mere precursor to the heat that would settle over the town like a thick, suffocating blanket by midday. He’d showered quickly, wanting to get his errands over with early so that he could retreat back into his mobile home, crank the air up as high as the clanking old air conditioner would allow him to set it without blowing itself up, slather himself up to the neck with calamine lotion, crack open an ice cold beer, and wait for the sun to go down. Instead, he’d walked out of the Piggly Wiggly grocery store with a paper sack of the bare necessities in his arms (a six-pack of Coors and a bag of mesquite BBQ chips), to see the whole of the Plauderville Town Square Park sparkling like a diamond in the broiling hot sunshine. Incredibly, the entire park seemed to be covered in ice. He could feel the coldness wafting off it from where he stood across the street. Matt walked along the sidewalk, eyeing the park curiously as he went. Yes, it was definitely ice. It was obvious that the sun was burning its mark in it, the icicles dripping fat droplets of water onto the frostbitten grass. His mind whirled with questions, so many and so absorbing that he nearly missed the itch under his skin intensifying until it reached a pitch that stopped him dead in his tracks, his fingers tightening around the sack of groceries, crushing the brown paper. Looking around, he could spot no ghostly apparitions wandering around, just the normal, solid town folk, nearly all of whom he knew by name. The only face that Matt didn’t recognize was that of the stranger who sat on the bench just in front of the Town Hall, looking toward the band shell.
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 He was dressed in white leather, unusual to the say the least for July’s sweltering heat. Between the pale leather of his full-length trench coat, his longish white hair and ivory complexion, if he hadn’t moved every so often he could have been mistaken for a marble statue. Matt watched as the stranger crossed his legs, resting his left ankle on top of his right knee, exposing an albino snakeskin boot. Without warning the man stood up, and the bench ghosted over with a thin veneer of frost. Turning away from the park, he faced Matt, his pale blue eyes meeting Matt’s own. Matt glanced at the other town spectators. None seemed to be paying the unusual man the slightest bit of attention. That explains the itch, Matt thought to himself. He’s just another ghost. Although he seemed oddly solid for a ghost, he was just another figment of his imagination, if Matt’s therapist was to be believed - another sad attempt by his psyche to give a boost to Matt’s sense of self-importance. Or, he was just another vision courtesy of The Gift, if Matt believed his grandfather - another prime example of life after death presented in 3-D by virtue of Matt’s unique ability. In either case, he couldn’t really be looking Matt in the eye, because while Matt could see and hear them just fine, they could never see or hear Matt. Matt shook his head and turned away, knowing that he was invisible to the ghostly stranger. That was the curse of his gift. Not that he could see them, but that he couldn’t help them, and the guilt he always felt after an encounter with one plagued him. Sighing deeply, he headed east toward the outskirts of town and the trailer park where his singlewide was parked, choked by weeds and sprinkled liberally with bird shit. He didn’t realize that a ghost of a man followed him, one who was not a ghost or a man at all. *** Jack stood in the shadows of an ancient oak tree, watching the dilapidated, aluminum-sided trailer. To say that he’d been shocked that the young man at the park had been able to see him – actually see him, without Jack’s consent – had staggered Jack. No human had ever managed that trick before, to his knowledge. And he had seen him. Of that Jack had no doubt. Invisibility was a gift he shared with his twin, a genetic ability passed down through his family on his father’s side. But then, when one could trace one’s familial history in an unbroken line back to the Father of the Gods, one expected a few uncanny, quirky abilities to have filtered into the gene pool. Zeus was nothing if not a true, dyed-in-the-wool showman. He was Liberace without the piano and sequins, and his gifts were Glitzy with a capital “G.” They also shared the ability to manipulate the threads in the Great Tapestry, another gift that had been passed on to them. Being related to one of the Fates, Lachesis, the Weaver, had its benefits.
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 Still, their ability to traverse time and space was limited, and Kris had always been better at it than Jack. Jack rarely used it, didn’t like it when he did use it, and wasn’t inclined to practice it. Now his mind was in an uproar, wondering how in Hades this mortal had managed to see him while Jack was cloaked in invisibility. Narrowing his eyes, Jack came to a decision. There was only one way to determine what trick he’d used or what device he’d employed, and that was by asking him directly. Picking his way across the small yard of white stone, skirting the squat garden gnome that ghosted over white with frost as Jack passed, he reached up and rapped sharply on the front door. *** Well, that was a first. Matt had never had a ghost follow him home before, and had certainly never had one knock politely on his front door. Ghosts weren’t usually concerned with niceties like knocking, or waiting, for that matter. Spirits were all about instant self-gratification which, when Matt thought about it – and he often did – didn’t quite make sense. He’d have thought that someone who was dead and had the rest of eternity stretching out before him would have a bit more patience, but they never did. If ghosts wanted to get into a house, they simply melted through the door or wall. They never knocked and waited patiently on the stoop for the door to open. But then, not seeing him, they’d never been able to follow him home, either. That wasn’t the case this time, and the ghost’s rapping at his door surprised him. He stared through the door’s peephole, and when the knocking came again, he opened it, more out of habit than of any expectation of contact between the ghost and himself. “Are you going to let me in, or are we going to have a staring contest all night?” Matt’s eyes popped open wide and his jaw dropped. “Y-you…you can see me?” “And you can see me. I guess that makes us even. Now let me in. I have a few questions for you.” Matt hesitated only a moment before unlatching the screen door and opening it. The ghost - all six feet some-odd inches of him - brushed past Matt and walked inside. Matt curiously eyed the thin covering of frost that coated the door and floor as the ghost entered his trailer. “What’s your name?” the ghost asked, settling his large frame into a kitchen chair and helping himself to one of Matt’s Coors. He twisted open the top and chugged half the bottle down before setting it on the scratched and scarred, yellow Formica tabletop. Now Matt was certain that something completely strange was going on. Ghosts did not knock on doors for admittance, did not see him, did not hear him when he spoke, and certainly did not drink his beer. However, by the same token, human beings didn’t leave a trail of ice in their
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 wake. He remained by the door, ready to bolt. “I’m Matthew Jenkins. Matt,” he answered. “What kind of a ghost are you?” “The kind that isn’t a ghost. Most folk call me Jack Frost. How is it that you can see me?” Jack asked, finishing off his beer. “Jack Frost…as in nipping at your nose, Jack Frost? Chestnuts roasting on an open fire, Jack Frost?” Matt asked skeptically. “Please, you don’t really expect me to believe that, do you?” “Two minutes ago you were fully prepared to believe that I was a ghost! You can believe that you’re seeing the dead, but you can’t believe that you’re seeing me?” “Jack Frost doesn’t exist. He’s make-believe, a fairy tale like Santa Claus, for God’s sake.” Jack straightened in his chair, frowning. “Have you seen Kris, too? When? Where? Last Christmas? Did he…mention me?” Matt blinked a few times. “I was being sarcastic. The point I was trying to make was that Santa Claus doesn’t exist, and neither does Jack Frost.” Jack smirked, reaching for another beer. “I hate to disillusion you, kid, but we do exist. Here I am, in flesh, sitting right at your kitchen table, drinking your beer and about to open your bag of chips.” He ripped open the bag, selecting a large, lightly browned chip from inside. “A word of caution - don’t let him hear you call him Santa Claus. He hates that incarnation of himself. Velvet makes him itch, he has a serious allergy to pipe smoke, and the only time he ever laid a finger aside of his nose was when he experimented with coke in the eighties. At least that’s what I’ve heard. Personally, I haven’t talked to him in quite a while.” “You know Santa…Kris Kringle?” Matt asked then shook his head. “This is stupid. I can’t believe I’m even having this conversation. I suppose you know the Easter Bunny, too.” “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m a demi-god. I don’t hobnob with wildlife. Kris is my twin brother fraternal of course. We don’t look a thing alike,” Jack said around a mouthful of BBQ potato chip. “You’re still unconvinced? Okay, a brief demonstration.” He held up another potato chip, blowing gently on it. The chip instantly ghosted over white. Jack tossed it to the floor at Matt’s feet where it shattered into a spray of diamond-like bits. “There you go. I’m available for children’s birthday parties and corporate picnics. No autographs, please, no flash photography.” “Holy shit.” “Myself, I’ve never found defecation to be a religious experience, but…whatever makes your socks roll up and down.” “You really are Jack Frost.”
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 “Yes! The boy can be taught,” Jack chuckled. “Tell me why you thought I was a ghost, and why you could see me even though I was cloaked in invisibility.” Matt stared in open-mouthed wonder at him as he walked over and plopped down in a chair opposite Jack. Haltingly at first, but becoming more comfortable as his story progressed, he told Jack all about The Gift, and his life of seeing ghosts and hearing voices. It was the first time he’d told anyone outside of his grandfather and his therapist. Of course, his secret had gotten out anyway – Matt suspected his therapist’s nosy receptionist - and now everyone in town thought he was bonkers. Not Jack. “Ah, that explains a lot,” Jack said, nodding his head. “The Tapestry has layers upon layers and you, my young friend, seem to be able to see more than one of them. That’s an interesting gift, if not a particularly useful one. But it explains why you can see the spirits of the dead, but they can’t see or hear you.” “My grandfather called it a gift, too, but I think it’s more of a curse. I hate it. It’s horrible to see and hear them but not be able to help any of them,” Matt confessed. “Where do you think it comes from, anyway? My therapist says it’s all in my head, but I don’t believe that. They’re too real,” he said, opening a beer and taking a long swallow. “All abilities like yours are gifts that pass from parent to child in their blood. Sometimes they’re dormant, sometimes dominant. It depends on the individual. My gifts are no different. The cold, the invisibility, a few others…I get them through my lineage. If I were pressed, I’d say you were distantly related to Hades, considering your connection with the dead and all.” “Hades? The Greek god?” “None other. I’m a descendant of Zeus, which would make us cousins - a few hundred thousand times removed.” “This is crazy.” “No, playing Russian roulette is crazy. This is just…unsettling,” Jack grinned. “For me too. No human has ever been able to see me unless I wanted them to see me.” “My turn to ask a question,” Matt said, polishing off his beer. If he’d taken the time to think about it, he would have realized that he was feeling more comfortable talking with Jack, a being that he would have refused to believe existed not fifteen minutes ago, than with anyone else he’d ever met before. “Why did you freeze the park?” he asked, covering his mouth and belching quietly. ***
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 Jack paused before answering, watching Matt open another bottle of beer and his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. When was the last time Jack had sat with someone and shared a beer and a bag of chips? Never, that’s when. He’d lied to Matt. It wasn’t unsettling – it was damn unnerving. But then again, so was sitting within touching distance of Matt. It had been so long since Jack had attempted to take a lover that he could barely remember what it had been like. All he remembered was that it had always ended badly - far too soon, and without the desired end result. Intense cold would do that to a guy. After a few centuries, Jack had stopped trying. No human being could physically tolerate him, and none of the Immortals would give him the time of day. When his body’s urges got the best of him, he’d taken care of the problem himself with a mechanical act that gave him little satisfaction. It was just another facet of the loneliness he endured, and another reason to end it once and for all. But here he sat, in the rundown kitchen of a rickety trailer, with a warm body sitting just inches away – an attractive warm body. It suddenly occurred to Jack that Matt didn’t seem to be shivering the way most humans did when Jack was near. He cocked an eyebrow, wondering, and took a closer look at Matt. A full head shorter than Jack’s six-foot three, Matt’s body was solid, compact, and packed tightly into his tank top and jeans. Sandy brown hair streaked with sun-kissed blonde strands lay in a tousled mess on his head, curling over his neck and ears. Hazel-green eyes were fringed with thick brown eyelashes and framed by darker brows. His nose was strong and straight; his jaw was squared and dusted with a couple of days’ worth of prickly stubble. His lips were almost too full, too sensuous for his rugged face. Brown hair curled up under from the neckline of his tank top, and Jack felt certain if the shirt were removed he’d find a carpet of the stuff covering Matt’s chest. A tattooed armband wrapped around Matt’s right bicep - a tribal design, Celtic from the look of it, further defining the chiseled muscle. He peered as closely at Matt’s well-developed forearms as discreetly as he could manage. There wasn’t a hint of gooseflesh on them, nothing that would indicate that Matt was feeling the cold. Jack felt almost insulted by Matt’s lack of a reaction to the chill air that always enveloped Jack like a shroud. Frowning, Jack kicked it up a notch, just to prove to himself that he hadn’t lost his touch. The tabletop grew a thin skin of ice, the vinyl cushions of the chairs crackled with cold, but Matt remained completely unaffected – other than tossing Jack a look that seemed to question what the hell Jack was doing to his kitchen.
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 Unable to help himself, Jack reached out with one finger and touched the curve of Matt’s bicep. Warmth – true heat – burned the tip of his finger and he withdrew it with a gasp. He’d forgotten what warmth felt like; wasn’t certain if he ever really knew it in the first place. It tingled pleasantly, and made Jack want to wrap his entire body around the source, greedily sucking up the heat from Matt’s skin. Looking up at Matt’s face, Jack ignored the cocked eyebrow and questioning look for the moment, his attention caught by Matt’s lips. Wet from his last gulp of beer, they looked plump and soft, and one corner lifted in a charming smile, one that was boyish and endearing while at the same time as sexy as hell. Jack imagined that Matt’s lips would burn like fire against his own. His groin tightened in response to his train of thought, and he bit down on his own cool lower lip to tame the impulse to test his theory that was suddenly sorely tempting him. “Jack? Why’d you freeze the park?” Matt asked again, drawing Jack’s attention out of his thoughts. Jack squirmed a bit on the chair, bemoaning the fact that he was wearing tight leather pants and not a pair of comfy, loose sweats. South of his navel, things were literally getting too big for his britches. His zipper pressed painfully against an erection that was threatening to burst through the fabric. He cleared his throat before answering. “Long story. I need to get Zeus’ attention, and the only way to do that is to create a spectacle down here that can be felt on Olympus. I’ve only just started though. The park was one of the first things I’ve frozen. I doubt if I’ve gotten their attention yet.” “What else are you going to freeze?” “Everything,” Jack replied simply. “You can’t do that! It’s the middle of the summer! If you freeze everything, it’ll be a disaster!” Matt argued, his bottle rattling as he set it down on the table. “Crops will fail, livestock will die…people will suffer! If you’re related to Zeus, why can’t you just go up to Olympus and knock on his door like you did mine?” “I’m not welcome in Olympus.” “Gee, I can’t imagine why, if you run around causing chaos like this without a thought to anyone else!” “You don’t understand!” Jack cried, springing out of his chair and beginning to pace across the small kitchen. His body was coiled so tightly with lust that he was having a difficult time concentrating on the subject. Frost glittered on the kitchen cabinets, and a long, sharp icicle dripped from the sink’s faucet. “Then explain it to me!” Matt retorted, also rising from his chair. He leaned forward, bracing his arms against the kitchen table, and the heated sparks that flashed in his eyes brought another rush to Jack’s groin, bringing him to a halt. He looked hot, in every sense of the word. Unfortunately,
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 that only served to remind Jack of his total isolation, and his self-pity and anger grew exponentially in relation to the rush of blood to his groin. “You have no idea what its like to be me! Alone all the time, unwanted. Never able to get close to anyone for fear that they’d freeze solid. I can’t stand it anymore!” Jack bellowed, losing control and slamming his fist onto the top of Matt’s microwave. The machine instantly froze, cracks webbing across its metal casing. “That’s ridiculous! You just touched me, and I didn’t freeze!” “You’re…different! I don’t seem able to affect you. You can see me when I’m invisible, and my powers don’t have any effect on you. You’re not cold. I just don’t get it,” Jack said, his anger draining out of him. He took a deep, shuddering breath. “The truth is that I’ve alienated everyone – my family, my brother…everyone. I just want it to end, Matt. I want to sleep. I yearn for the numbness of death. But I’m immortal, and the only one who can give me what I want is Zeus. Unfortunately, I haven’t been on speaking terms with Olympus for several thousand years. I need to get his attention. Freezing everything is the only option open to me.” “You want to die?” Matt’s expression softened, compassion misting his eyes, and Jack felt a crackling deep within himself as the walls of ice that surrounded his heart begin to melt under his compassionate gaze. “Do you have a better idea?” Jack asked. He turned his back to Matt, unable to withstand the sympathy that shone in his eyes. He feared it to be pity, and that was one thing he didn’t want from Matt – or anyone else for that matter. “I don’t want to be alone anymore.” “I’m alone too, Jack,” Matt whispered. “And I’m not cold.” Jack spun around, his brows knit, staring hard at Matt. *** Matt took a deep breath and let it out slowly, watching it fog in the air. It must be freezing in the room, but he didn’t feel cold at all. He was warm. As a matter of fact, he felt too warm. When Jack touched him, even though it was only a fleeting touch that had barely brushed his skin, a blast of heat shot from his arm to his groin that made Matt fear for a moment that he’d spontaneously combust. His cock had roared to life in his Jockeys, straining at the zipper of his jeans, sending a rush of blood to his face. He just knew that he was blushing scarlet, his cheeks burning, and that embarrassed him even further. “I may not be immortal, but I know what loneliness is, Jack. Everyone in town thinks I’m either crazy or some kind of ghostbuster joke. Either way, no one wants to be within ten feet of me because of it. My grandfather was the only one who ever really wanted to spend time with me, and since he died I’ve been alone – except for the ghosts, and they can’t hear or see me.” “I’m sorry, Matt.”
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 “Don’t be. It isn’t your fault. Just…don’t freeze anything else, okay? We can be friends, Jack. Then neither of us will be alone,” he said softly, hesitantly, afraid that Jack wouldn’t find the possibility as attractive as Matt did. After all, why would an Immortal – especially an Immortal who looked like Jack Frost - want to spend time with a nobody like Matt, who lived in an overgrown tin can in a spit wad of a town? Not to mention a nobody who was sporting a painful hard-on from one light touch on his arm. Cool blue eyes blinked, then met his own. “What if I don’t want to be just friends?” Jack asked in a whisper that sounded charged with longing. “What if I want more than that? Would your invitation still stand?” Matt’s eyes widened as Jack slowly walked over to where he stood, standing so close to him that he could feel Jack’s breath on his skin. Still Matt didn’t feel cold, only a flaring of heat in the pit of his belly. When, without another word, Jack leaned in and pressed his lips lightly to Matt’s, he was certain that his body was going to burst into flame. Jack’s lips were soft, and tasted of beer and salt. Cool, they nonetheless set fire to Matt’s body and he responded instantly. Twisting his fingers into the long, white, silken strands of Jack’s hair, Matt pulled him in closer. As tasty as his lips were, Matt wanted more and showed Jack exactly how much he wouldn’t mind being more than just friends when he pushed his tongue past Jack’s lips and into his mouth. Matt swept his hot tongue over Jack’s cool one, fire meeting ice, tasting him fully and greedily wanting more. His hands slipped from Jack’s hair, sliding around his waist to his ass, cupping Jack’s firm cheeks in his palms, and pulling him flush with his own body. Wanting Jack to understand how he was affecting him, Matt allowed his cock to dig into Jack’s hip, and moaned when he felt Jack’s arousal returning the favor. This was what Matt wanted, what he’d always dreamed of having – someone who believed him, and wanted him in spite of the fact that he occasionally saw dead men walking. Someone who didn’t care that Matt might look over his shoulder and see an otherworldly being, or hear one wailing. Someone who only cared in Matt’s ability to see him, hear him, and better yet, feel him. Matt decided in that moment that he could be quite content for the rest of his life if only Jack would let him feel what Jack was hiding in those tight white leather pants. And preferably feel it as it pushed itself deep inside of Matt’s body. Murmuring against Jack’s lips, Matt said, “Damn, you taste so good. You feel so good, Jack.” He could have stood there kissing Jack all night, their bodies fitting snugly against one another’s, but Jack seemed to have other ideas. “You’re wearing too many fucking clothes,” Jack whispered, and blew softly against the neck of Matt’s tank top. In a ripple effect, Matt’s clothes stiffened and froze, tiny ice particles forming, spreading over his shirt and down the legs of his jeans to his boots in a fine white mist. Jack
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 flicked at his shirt with his fingers and Matt’s clothing shattered, falling from his body in a cascade of sparkling bits like a crystal goblet flung against a wall, leaving him naked. *** “Gee, and here I thought the special effects in the new Spielberg flick were good,” a voice laughed. “Look at all that hair! Jack, is he your lover or a golden retriever?” Jack’s muscles tensed and he picked his head up, glaring over Matt’s shoulder at the kitchen counter. “You have the worst sense of timing, imp! Get out, before I turn you into an ice carving.” A very small man, dressed in a green jerkin and leggings, sat cross-legged on the kitchen counter. “Shame on you, Jack. It’s another year on the ‘bad boy’ list for you, I’m afraid,” he laughed, shaking a small finger at Jack. “First of all, I’m an elf not an imp, and secondly…could you possibly have gotten a tighter pair of pants? They look painted on.” Jack shrugged out of his coat and draped it over Matt’s shoulders. “Why are you here, Alpin? Why aren’t you up north, humping a Barbie doll?” he hissed, pushing Matt behind him. “Still the same old Jack,” Alpin laughed. “Your brother sent me, although why he wants to bother himself with a walking asshole like you is beyond me.” “Kris sent you? Why?” Jack asked, his eyes first widening with surprise, then narrowing with suspicion. “Believe it or not, he’s concerned about you. Sent me with a message for you.” “Who is this, Jack?” Matt asked, peering around Jack’s shoulder at Alpin. “One of my brother’s elves. What’s the message, Alpin?” Jack said, not taking his eyes off Alpin. “Elves aren’t real, Jack,” Matt stated firmly. He started to walk around Jack but Jack’s arm flung out sideways, keeping him back. “Do we really need to go over this again, Matt?” Jack whispered out of the side of his mouth. “I’m real, he’s real - we’re all real. Okay? Stay away from him. He’s got some powers of his own.” “Damn straight. Who’s the human?” Alpin asked, looking Matt over from head to toe. “None of your business. What’s the message?” Jack demanded, taking a step toward Alpin and shoving Matt behind him again. “Knock it off.”
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 “What?” “Have your ears finally frozen solid? Knock it off, Jack,” Alpin repeated, grinning mischievously. “Stop. Cease and desist. End it now.” “Why should I?” “You know, I’d almost forgotten how thickheaded you were, Jack. Because the Powers That Be have gotten wind of what you’ve been doing to their favorite little blue planet, and Kris – for whatever reason – is trying to save your sorry, frostbitten ass.” “I don’t need saving.” “No? What about your furry little boy-toy there? Have you been away for so long that you’ve forgotten what Zeus is capable of doing to him?” Alpin retorted, shaking his head. He scratched one of his pointy ears, looking thoughtful. “Let’s see…oh, I know! Remember what he did to Prometheus? Zeus turned him into the world’s first all-you-can-eat buffet. That’ll be nothing compared to what he does to this kid. Knowing Zeus, he’ll feed him ambrosia just so that he can torture him for eternity. And all for the crime of being with you, Jack.” “Matt has nothing to do with this! He’s an innocent.” “Oh, it’s Matt, is it?” Alpin grinned. He waggled his fingers in Matt’s direction. “Nice to meet you, Matt. Sorry that you’re going to end up as fodder for the crows.” Looking back at Jack again, his elfin grin crumpled into a frown as he continued, “Since when does being an innocent have anything to do with it? Zeus has never been picky about guilt and innocence, Jack. You know that. Guilt by association is his freakin’ motto. Stop now, before it’s too late,” Alpin said firmly, all traces of mischief wiped clean, his expression earnest. “I’ll think about it.” “Don’t think too long. If Zeus’ anger is turned on Kris because of you, I’ll hunt you down, Jack. And then you and me will dance.” “I’m quivering in my booties, munchkin.” “Elf. You know, sometimes I think your brain has gotten freezer-burned, Jack,” Alpin smirked. “Just do everyone a favor and stop. Take the summer off, go sit on a beach somewhere and drink frozen Margaritas. Relax. Enjoy yourself. And don’t fuckin’ freeze anything other than the ice cubes. Don’t make me go Rambo on your ass.” Snapping his fingers, he disappeared. “You have the oddest friends, Jack,” Matt said, eyeing the recently vacated counter. “He’s not a friend,” Jack replied automatically, sinking down into a kitchen chair. Running his fingers through his hair, he sighed heavily. “I never thought that by following you home I’d put
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 you in danger, Matt.” He looked up at Matt, hoping that he was communicating his sincerity. “I mean that. I never meant you any harm.” “I know that, Jack,” Matt replied. His fingers gently massaged Jack’s shoulders, suffusing them briefly with warmth. “What are you going to do now?” “Leave.” “What? Why?” Matt said, crouching down next to Jack’s chair. “You can’t leave now. Where would you go?” “Anywhere but here. You don’t know the gods like I do – they’re a sorry bunch of vindictive assholes, Matt. Personally, I think it’s from all the inbreeding, but that’s beside the point. They’re petty, and they’re so stuck in their ways that you couldn’t pry them loose with a bucket of lard and a crowbar. Zeus is the worst of the lot. He cruel, and he’s got a long, long memory.” “I’m not afraid.” “I know you’re not. That’s part of the problem. You’re not afraid because you don’t really believe in them, Matt. You don’t even really believe in me. That’ll make it far too easy for them to hurt you. You wouldn’t even see them coming.” “You kissed me,” Matt said softly, his voice sounding heavy with bitter disappointment. “I shouldn’t have. I should have just left you alone.” “No! Jack, I’ve been alone too long, just like you. Everyone in town thinks I’m crazy. Children cross the street when they see me coming, and everyone else takes a step to the side so that they won’t touch me when I pass by. It’s as if I have a contagious disease – I feel like I’m living in a plastic bubble. You’re the only one who’s touched me since my grandfather died five years ago. And your kiss made me feel…alive.” “Don’t do this to me, Matt,” Jack whispered, hating the disappointment in Matt’s eyes, and hating himself more for putting it there. He groaned as Matt brought his hand up and brushed his thumb across Jack’s lips, knowing he should stop him but not finding it within himself to do so. Matt’s finger left a warm, tingling feeling in its wake, making Jack’s lips yearn for more than a feather-soft touch. “Then don’t leave, Jack,” Matt pleaded. He cupped Jack’s cheek with his hand and leaned in, pressing his lips lightly against Jack’s. And with that gentle kiss, Jack was lost. Jack slid his hand behind Matt’s head, deepening the kiss as he stood up, bringing Matt with him. Jack Frost – ancient, world-weary, walks-alone Jack Frost – felt a need so powerful rise within
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 him that it shook him to his very core. He pulled away only long enough to whisper, “Stubborn as a mule,” and slide his coat from Matt’s shoulders, before gathering him in his arms. *** Hugged tightly against Jack’s firm body, feeling every muscle through the tight leather that was fitted to Jack’s honed physique like a second skin, only served to make Matt anxious to get beneath it; to feel Jack’s flesh next to his own. He wriggled in Jack’s embrace, rubbing himself against Jack’s hipbones and his tempting, substantial bulge, desperate for friction. His body was growing so tight with lust that he growled when Jack released him and took a step back, raking Matt’s flesh with eyes that seemed to burn with a pale blue flame. Matt groaned as Jack traced his fingers through the hair that covered Matt’s chest and trailed in a thin line down his stomach. He knew that Jack’s hands were icy cold, but to him they felt red hot, blazing a flaming trail across his skin. When they wrapped around his cock, his hips arched forward into his touch, his eyes closing tightly against the pleasure that Jack’s hand drew from him in waves. The sensations were nearly too much for him. “These. Off,” he moaned, yanking on the front of Jack’s shirt, popping the buttons in his haste to get Jack naked. His shirt fell open, exposing a pale, smooth chest and flat, ridged stomach. Matt’s hands ghosted down over the toned muscles of Jack’s arms as he pushed the remnants of Jack’s shirt from his broad shoulders. His nipples were a grayish blue, the color of shadows on snow, Matt noticed as he leaned down and flicked his tongue over one of the tight, hardened peaks. From one to the other, his tongue traced a lazy, wet path across Jack’s chest, until it was Jack who was moaning and wiggling. The waistband of Jack’s pants rode low on his lean hips, and Matt ran his fingers slowly over the ropy muscles of Jack’s stomach and down the visible creases between it and his sharp hipbones. Jack’s gasp sent a tingle down Matt’s spine and a tightening in his groin that sundered his patience and had his fingers rushing to fumble with the button and zipper of Jack’s pants. As he finally succeeded in unzipping the leather and crouched to pull Jack’s pants off along with his snakeskin boots, Matt was surprised to see that the only hair on Jack’s body was that on his head. His pubic area was as silky smooth as the rest of him, his cock rising hard and ready, his satiny balls swollen. Jack’s boots and pants forgotten, Matt knelt, hypnotized by all of the pale, velvety flesh that rose up before him. He ran his hands over Jack’s sculpted thighs, and around his hips to cup his ass cheeks in his palms, kneading them gently. Jack’s scent, the musky fragrance of male mixed with the smell of snow on the wind, filled Matt’s senses and made him greedy for more. Leaning in, he took his first taste of Jack, flicking his tongue lightly up the length of Jack’s erection. As the flavor of Jack filled his mouth it brought with it a memory in Matt’s mind of catching clean, fresh snowflakes on his tongue as a child. Jack tasted as those drops of frozen fluff had
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 cool at first then quickly melting, warming; a taste that was sweet and pure and unlike anything Matt had tasted since. Wanting more, needing more, he hungrily took Jack fully into his mouth. “Gods!” Jack groaned, although Matt only heard his voice as a distant rumble. He was too intent on devouring Jack’s cock to pay full attention to anything else. Jack’s hands on Matt’s head held him firm – not that Matt had any intention of moving away. His tongue swirled over the velvet foreskin of Jack’s erection; his cheeks hollowed with exertion as he sucked hard on the rigid flesh that slid between his lips. The taste of thick, salty drops on Matt’s tongue enflamed his desire, fanning it to even greater heights and he renewed his attack on Jack’s organ with singleminded purpose. He wanted all of Jack. Now. Jack, however, seemed to have other plans. He pulled himself from Matt’s mouth, ignoring Matt’s protests, and pulled him from his knees. Matt allowed Jack to push him onto his back onto the kitchen table. When Jack spread and lifted his legs and began to nip and nibble at the flesh of his inner thighs, Matt feared he’d not be able to keep control over himself. His balls were already swollen and tightening with the telltale beginnings of his orgasm, and when Jack’s tongue licked its way over them and up over the heavy vein of his cock, Matt knew he’d lost the battle. It took only Jack’s lips closing over the reddened head of his erection to throw Matt headfirst over the edge. He came hard, with barely any help from anything other than Jack’s tongue. He realized in that moment that ice can burn, and Jack Frost burned hotter than a fully stoked furnace. Matt’s entire body was engulfed in a firestorm ignited by Jack’s lips that shot through his system, and when it finally burned itself out, left him trembling and weak. Jack climbed onto the table with Matt, crawling over his body a bit awkwardly, until his straddled Matt’s hips. Through eyes too sated to keep but halfway open, Matt watched Jack take himself in hand. Matt’s cock made an admirable attempt to rise again as Jack stroked himself to his climax, painting Matt’s chest and face with ribbons of seed, his roar of pleasure ringing in Matt’s ears. *** Warm. As he leaned down over Matt’s semen-streaked chest, burying his face in the crook of Matt’s neck, his nostrils full of the scent of man and sex, Jack Frost felt warm. Toasty warm from the inside out. It was an alien feeling but one that he didn’t ever want to fade. It was only the warning creaks of the old Formica kitchen table straining under their combined weight that forced him up off of Matt’s body. Jack chuckled as he stood and realized that his pants were still bunched down around his ankles. He wondered how he’d managed to climb up onto the table without making a fool of himself by falling over.
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 Matt lay quietly on the tabletop, his eyes closed and a satisfied smile playing at his lips. Jack felt a surge of pride swell his chest. He’d done that. He’d put that tender, sated smile on Matt’s handsome face, that hot flush in his cheeks. Him. Jack-fucking-Frost. Through it all, Matt hadn’t shivered once. Jack couldn’t help but wonder at Matt’s ability to withstand the cold that Jack knew his body produced. He was a walking deep freezer, and yet Matt hadn’t once even trembled or sprouted goosebumps. It was as if Matt were immune to Jack, fire to his ice, a soothing heat to Jack’s frosty existence. There was only one explanation for it that made any sense. Fate. Or rather, the Fates. He took it all back - every unkind thought, every muttered oath, every curse that he’d ever shouted against the Fates, in particular against his own ancestor, Lachesis. They weren’t the hard-hearted bitches he’d always accused them of being. They alone, out of the pantheon of Olympus, must have an ounce of compassion flowing in their immortal veins, because even though they’d tortured Jack with loneliness for millennia, at the last possible moment they’d given him Matt. And Matt, as far as Jack was concerned, made up for everything. It was at that precise moment that Jack’s plans for the immediate future collapsed, all thoughts of freezing the planet fleeing his mind. There was only one thing he wanted now, and he was going to have to mend the rift between himself and Kris to do it. For the first time in his life Jack found himself admitting that he needed someone’s help. He needed his brother. Screwing with Olympus was always tricky business, and Kris was much more likely to be able to slip in under the gods’ radar than Jack. There was simply no other way. Because as he gazed at Matt, lying satiated and content before him, Jack’s tender, warm feelings cooled with the realization of a terrible truth. Jack was immortal. Matt was not. In the scheme of things, Matt’s life was only a brief flash, a momentary spark that flared brightly but would be extinguished all too soon, leaving Jack alone again. Jack’s jaw set in a stubborn, determined line. He would not give Matt up now that he’d finally found him. Not now. Not ever. ***
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 “Little Brother, let me look at you! Still as skinny and as ornery as ever, I see.” “Little? I’m two feet taller than you are, and I’m only eight minutes younger, Kris.” “That still makes me older, and I’ll always be able to whoop your scrawny ass,” Kris retorted, laughing, his bewhiskered jowls jiggling slightly. “You look like a good stiff breeze would blow you over!” He sobered, although a twinkle remained in his bright blue eyes. “It’s good to see you again, Jack. It’s been too long.” Jack swallowed visibly and nodded, not trusting himself to speak. Standing in the middle of Kris’ parlor surrounded by mementos of their past, he’d found himself at a loss. He hadn’t thought that seeing his twin after so many centuries would affect him so strongly, but it had. That Kris had immediately enveloped him in a hug that could’ve crushed the ribcage of a polar bear instead of decking him didn’t help. He’d choked up as a flood of memories from their youth had assaulted him – memories he’d forgotten. “Memories you chose to forget, you mean.” Jack frowned. “Don’t start with the mind-reading stuff, Kris. You know I always hated it when you did that.” “I didn’t have to read your feeble mind to know what you were thinking, Jack. You couldn’t have advertised your feelings more loudly if you’d splashed them across a billboard. Who is she?” “Who?” “C’mon Jack. You didn’t come back because you missed my sugar cookies. There’s only one reason on earth why you’d return here of your own free will, and it’s the big fat one between your legs. Who is she?” Kris snorted, folding his arms across his wide chest and cocking a knowing white, shaggy brow at Jack. “She’s not.” “She’s not…what? Human? By the gods, Jack! Please don’t tell me you’ve fallen for a penguin or something. I don’t think my heart could take it.” Jack mumbled a curse under his breath. “No. She’s not a she. She’s a he. His name is Matt.” “Ahh…I see. Well, that explains why I always used to find you hanging around Pan, admiring his pipes. I have to ask, Jack – how is it that you haven’t managed to freeze his balls off?” “I didn’t manage anything. He’s immune.”
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 “Now that’s interesting! The gods have always had a hard-on for you, but it seems at least one of them has softened,” Kris said thoughtfully, running his snowy beard through his plump fingers. He looked up at Jack and smirked. “Will you please sit down, Jack? You’re going to pace a rut in my floor.” Crooking a finger at Jack, Kris led him over to two enormous, overstuffed armchairs that faced a cheerfully crackling fire in the parlor’s massive stone hearth. Jack sat, staring at the flames, indecisive. He’d just about decided that coming back was a mistake and turned to tell Kris as much, when he noticed the beads of sweat dotting Kris’ forehead, raised by the heat of the fire. The only time Jack had ever felt warm was when he’d been with Matt. Even now, sitting so close to a roaring fire that the flames should be singing his shorthairs, he was still cold. He remembered how it had felt to be wrapped in Matt’s arms and his resolve renewed itself. Looking Kris in the eye, he said, “You’re right. I’m here because of a purely selfish reason. As usual.” “I never said that you were selfish, Jack. Your problem was that you always acted on impulse. Your heart was in the right place, but you seldom took into account the consequences of your actions.” “Yeah, too bad Hades didn’t see that.” “Jack, he thought that you tried to freeze Persephone! Did it never occur to you that Hades might have gotten a bit huffy because you tried to turn his wife into a goddess popsicle? You knew he only got to keep her for half a year at a time. Did you think he’d want to explain to Zeus why Hades was sending his daughter home to Olympus as an ice carving?” Jumping to his feet, a millennia of pent-up anger breaking free, Jack swore a blue streak that could have melted the polar ice caps. “I didn’t try to freeze anyone! If you’d have taken the time to ask me, I would have told you, Kris. But you believed that I was evil incarnate, too. Admit it, you thought I was guilty, and wrote me off just like everyone else!” Kris rose swiftly to his feet, more gracefully than it would appear possible for a man of his girth. “I never believed that! If you hadn’t run away, turned your back on me and ignored my calls, I would have told you so!” They stood in front of the fire, glaring at one another, both struggling to get their anger under control. Kris managed it first. He seemed to deflate, as if his anger were rushing out of him like air through a slashed tire. Sinking back into his armchair, he looked up at Jack, his eyes soft with regret. “I knew what had happened between you and Hades, Jack. I knew you were falsely accused. I wanted to tell you that I understood, that I believed you, but you wouldn’t talk to me.” Jack turned his head, unable to meet Kris’ eyes. What Kris had said was true - he had ignored Kris’ attempts to talk with him after The Incident. He had been too caught up in self-pity, too stubborn to talk to him, too indignant to explain his actions. Jack’s obstinacy had only served to
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 create a breech between himself and his brother that had lasted centuries, growing wider with each passing year. “It wasn’t my fault, Kris. I was only a kid who didn’t know his ass from his elbow. Persephone came on to me, but I didn’t want her. She tried to force the issue and when she touched me, I just…lost it.” “I know, Jack. I’ve always known. Your mind was like an open book. You couldn’t hide anything from me, and you know it,” Kris answered. He shook his head, rubbing his hands over his face. “Everyone wanted to get under Persephone’s skirts because of the power she wielded both in Hades and Olympus. But Hades hated the fact that he had to share her time, and he has a mean streak a mile wide. Banishing you meant one less demi-god he had to worry about trying to slip the godhood to his wife. Plus, I think he was secretly pleased to have a son of Zeus who was as miserable – if not more so – than he was. He was always jealous that Dad got Olympus while he got stuck with the Underworld.” “No, duh.” “I should have stood up for you, Jack. I’m sorry, Little Brother.” Jack shrugged, turning away so that Kris wouldn’t see the tears that froze on his cheeks. “Yeah, well, what’s done is done, I guess. Hades would only have had you banished, too. What’s important is that you don’t turn your back on me now, Kris. I need you.” “What can I do for you, Jack? Say the word and if its within my power, you’ve got it.” “Ambrosia.” “Oh, hell no! C’mon, Jack…you’re killing me here!” Kris sputtered, his fingers tightening on the arms of his chair as the rosy color drained from his cheeks. “You want The Nectar? Are you crazy?” “I need it, Kris. It’s the only way I can keep Matt. Kris, I don’t want to be alone anymore. I’ve never asked you for a blessed thing, but I’m asking you now,” Jack said fervently, pouring every ounce of sincerity that he could dredge from the bottom of his frozen soul. “Please, Kris. Please help me. You know that I can’t go to Olympus to get it myself.” “Shit,” Kris muttered, rubbing his face with his hands. “If Zeus finds out that I’ve dipped into the Ambrosia stock, he’ll shove my sleigh bells so far up my ass my spleen will jingle.” He darted a sideways look at Jack, then slumped resignedly at the hope that shone in Jack’s eyes, a sight he hadn’t seen in more centuries than he could count, and had never expected to see there again. “Then you’ll help me?” “Yeah, of course I’ll help you. Damn it, sometimes I really hate being a saint.”
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 *** Matt sat back against the headboard of his bed, idly flipping through a magazine. He’d tried any number of things to keep himself occupied since Jack had left, but nothing could distract him. His mind insisted on returning to Jack, his skin alive with the memory of Jack’s hands smoothing over it, his tongue sweeping over his lower lip, remembering Jack’s taste. His heart aching at Jack’s sudden disappearance. After their impromptu tabletop love-in, Jack led Matt into his bedroom where they’d repeated the experience – with a few intensely interesting variations - on Matt’s creaky, lumpy mattress. And again on the floor. And again in Matt’s tiny plastic shower stall. And at one point in the vegetable garden that Matt kept tended behind the trailer. Matt had been certain that they’d frightened his next-door neighbor Mrs. Harding’s ancient cat, Oscar, of what little remaining hair the balding feline had left by rolling bare-butt naked in the cabbage and carrots. Suddenly remembering that Jack was invisible to everyone but himself, a brief worry had flashed through Matt’s mind of what the good folks in town would think if anyone had seen their resident ghostbuster naked and rocking back and forth on his hands and knees all by his lonesome in the middle of his cherry tomato plants. If they avoided him now, surely they’d run him out of town on a rail after seeing that. But none of his worries mattered. All that had been important was the ease of the aching loneliness within him that Matt had carried for most of his life, an agony that had grown sharper and more poignant with the passing of his grandfather. It wasn’t the sex – although that had been mind-blowing. It was the knowledge that that Jack simply didn’t care if Matt saw and heard ghosts. The feeling of acceptance that Jack gave him had him grieving for the loss of a man he’d known for less than a day. Unfortunately, it looked as though Matt hadn’t affected Jack the same way. No sooner had Matt climbed wearily into his bed, totally exhausted from their afternoon sexathon, grinning like a fool and fully expecting Jack to crawl into bed with him, that Jack had disappeared. Poof. No “be back soon.” No “catch you later, kid.” Not a single, solitary word. Just…gone. He’d left Matt’s trailer covered in ice, and Matt’s heart in tatters. Angry and hurt, he flipped another page of the magazine. “Sucks, don’t it?”
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 Matt started, banging his head against the headboard of the bed. Leaning lazily against the doorjamb of the bedroom was a tall, skeletally thin man, dressed in an odd, brightly-colored Hawaiian shirt and tan cargo shorts. Long matted black dreads hung about his shoulders, interwoven with small bones and a few white bits that looked suspiciously to Matt like teeth. For all the gaiety of his clothing, his face was solemn, pale and cadaverous, his eyes as black as coal and just as dull. No spark of life flared within them – they were as dead as the eyes of the ghosts Matt was so used to seeing. A shiver of foreboding tickled at Matt’s spine as he tried to scoot back further against the headboard, subconsciously trying to put as much distance between himself and the stranger as possible. “Life, I mean. It sucks. Totally overrated. Luckily for me, I never dabble in it. Leave it strictly for the mortals to wallow through.” “Who are you?” Matt asked, managing to finally find his voice. This day was the strangest he could ever recall experiencing – far more odd than his usual days of sidestepping spirits. And things just kept getting better and better. First Jack, and now this guy. “What do you want?” “Oh, pardon me. Where are my manners? Let me introduce myself – the name is Thanatos.” “Who?” Thanatos rolled his eyes. “Thanatos. You know…the Grim Reaper? Death? Any of these ringing a bell?” Matt’s eyes grew large and round. He’d seen enough weirdness that day to not doubt for a moment that the man was exactly who he said he was. “What do you want?” he asked, his voice squeaking a bit near the end. “Three guesses, and the first two don’t count,” Thanatos answered, grinning. “Time’s up, kiddo. Let’s go.” “No. I’m not going anywhere with you.” Thanatos sighed. “Why do they always give me a hard time? Just once I’d like someone to say, Sure thing, Than! Let’s go party in the afterlife! But no…” He folded his arms across his chest, narrowing his eyes. “You don’t get a vote in this, kid. You’re thread’s been snipped by the Fates.” “I’m not dead. I don’t feel dead.” “Really? And how, pray tell, would you know what being dead feels like? Trust me, kid. I’m the ultimate expert on the subject and you, my hirsute little friend, are as dead as they get.” “Dead? Like in…dead?”
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 “Dead like in deceased. Pushing up daisies. Bit the big one. Assumed room temperature. Taken up residence in Corpse City. Stiff as a board. If we bury you dick-up, we can play horseshoes… “ “I get it!” Matt interrupted, flinging the magazine to the floor. He was finding the Grim Reaper as annoying as Hell – no pun intended. “Getting it is what got you onto my list in the first place. You had sex with Jack Frost! What were you thinking? Sex with Jack doesn’t leave anyone with the warm fuzzies. His dick will freeze you faster than a Frigidaire in Antarctica.” Matt stood up, wrapping the bed sheet around his waist. “You’re wrong, then. I can’t be dead. Jack wouldn’t hurt me. He couldn’t. I never once felt cold with him.” Thanatos shook his sadly. “Freezing to death doesn’t feel cold, Matt. Did you know that some people suffering from profound hypothermia rip their clothes off because they feel hot? It’s called paradoxical undressing.” “You’re lying!” “For what purpose? Do you think I have nothing better to do than hang out with you in this lovely junkyard reject?” Thanatos retorted, gesturing around Matt’s trailer. “Oh, of course! I’d much rather spend my free time here than in Hawaii, slathered in sunscreen, drinking pina coladas.” Matt’s face crumpled, his shoulders sagging as Thanatos’ words sunk in. He was dead. Jack had killed him. He didn’t know what hurt more – that Jack had disappeared, or that Jack had killed him and hadn’t cared enough to even mention the fact. Sitting down on the edge of his bed, he turned his eyes up toward Thanatos. “What happens now?” he asked, his voice no more than a whisper. Thanatos shrugged. “We take a little field trip. Go sailing with Charon, throw some kibble at Cerberus, and chat a bit with Hades. The usual.” “I thought we had something together, you know?” Matt whispered, staring down at his hands. “I thought…” “I know kid. Like I said before, life sucks and then you die.” *** Alpin was waiting for them when Kris and Jack returned from Olympus.
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 Jack had been a bundle of raw nerves, pacing outside the gates while Kris had gone into Olympus Proper to snag the Ambrosia. It had seemed as if forever had passed before Kris had returned, but the sight of the small wineskin clutched in his hand had sent Jack’s heart soaring. Handing the container to Jack, Kris had said, “You owe me big time, Little Brother. I had to play footsies with Aphrodite to get this, and you know how that narcissistic bimbo grates on my last nerve.” Jack had grinned, happily nodding as he slipped the skin into a pocket of his trench coat. “Anything, anytime, anywhere, Kris. Just say the word.” They had descended the mountain only to find Alpin waiting for them, looking like the cat that ate the canary. “What’s going on, Al?” Kris asked, cocking an eyebrow at Alpin. His elves never left the grounds of his house-slash-workshop without Kris’ express permission. That Alpin had done so could only mean that something was terribly wrong. “We got word that Jack’s little butt-buddy Matt is vacationing in Hades. Thought maybe you’d want to know.” “What? You mean my Matt? What are you talking about, imp?” Jack sputtered, taking a threatening step toward Alpin. Only Kris’ hand splayed across his chest kept Jack from picking Alpin up and shaking an answer out of him. “For the last time, I’m an elf, you overgrown snow-blower. And yes, I mean your Matt. While you two were out pilfering Olympus’ pantry, Thanatos sold him a timeshare in beautiful, downtown Hades. He’s on his way there as we speak.” “No… “ Jack groaned, his hands clenching and unclenching, his face growing even more pale than usual. “Why? Why would Hades do this?” “Gee, I don’t know Jack. Let me think…could it be because up until now you were the only Immortal more miserable than he was?” Alpin said, rolling his eyes. “Now you find happiness with someone who can tolerate you for more than five minutes, but Hades is still stuck in the Underworld with a part-time wife and a bad haircut. Worse, the someone you found is related to him! That sure as shit would burn my britches, too. You know the old saying, Jack. Misery loves company, and Misery happens to be Hades’ middle name.” Panic flashed in Jack’s eyes as they flicked to meet Kris’ steady gaze. His brother had always been the calm and collected one of the pair. Beneath Jack’s icy exterior beat a heart that would flashover with impulsiveness when incensed. “You still have a chance, Jack. The Fates haven’t snipped his thread yet – Hades is trying to pull a fast one. I can feel it. But you can’t go off half-cocked. You need a plan.” Kris said. He put his hands on Jack’s shoulders, turning him to meet his eyes, trying to calm him down. “You have the
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 Ambrosia. You’ll need to get Matt to drink it before Hades serves him a Styx cocktail. One sip from the River Styx and he’ll be chained to Hades forever, good and truly dead, and then you’ll never be able to save him.” “Oh, don’t worry, Kris. I have a plan,” Jack said through gritted teeth. “What?” Kris asked, suddenly suspicious and a little fearful of the hard glint in Jack’s icy blue eyes. “Let’s just say that Hell is about to freeze over.” *** Jack stood on the banks of the River Styx, his icy gaze sweeping the black, roiling waterway. Charon, the Ferryman, was poling his barge back from the far side, and was about halfway across the stinking waters. The flat boat was empty, and Jack briefly wondered if Matt had been among his recently disembarked fares. A mere jumble of bones held together with decaying bits of cartilage and sinew, Charon was not known for his compassion. He had none, probably due to the fact that his heart had disintegrated into dust eons before. There was only one thing that Charon appreciated, and that was the glint of gold crossing his skeletal palm. Privately, Jack had always thought that the tightwad might have considered spending a few coins on a new wardrobe – his black robe was as tattered as what little flesh clung to his bones. Not that Charon’s state of dress mattered at the moment. “Charon! Hurry up – I need a lift to the other side,” Jack called out. Charon answered exactly as Jack had anticipated – with his barge bobbing to a halt. Jack swore it would have screeched had it not been in the middle of a river. “No… “ Charon’s ghostly voice carried to Jack on the stench-filled breeze. “Not allowed here. Go.” He wasn’t known for his brilliant conversational skills, either. “Like Hell,” Jack muttered, a lethal grin spreading across his face. He bent down and touched one finger to the murky waters of the river. Moving faster than the eye could follow, a sheet of ice crackled and grew, spreading out from under his finger across the Styx, freezing it solid. Ice crawled over Charon and his barge until both were completely enveloped, a glistening, frozen sculpture trapped in the middle of the iced-over water. His grin widening further, Jack stalked across the ice, resisting the urge to flick Charon and shatter him into a million pieces as he passed. Reaching the other side of the river, he turned right, heading toward the mouth of a cave of immense proportions. Like a huge, yawning black maw in the sheer walls of stone that rose
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 sharply up from the banks of the river, it was the gateway into Hades Proper. Ferocious growls echoed within it, vicious snarls that would freeze the heart of any mortal that might dare to approach. But if there was one thing Jack wasn’t, it was mortal. Standing just within the cavern’s entrance, he paused. Holding out his palm, a bluish-white, sparkling ball took shape in the air over it. Like a pitcher weighing the batter’s weaknesses, bending forward and holding the ice ball behind his back he eyed the gigantic figure that snarled and snapped in the shadows at the back of the cave. Winding up, he threw the ice ball at Cerebus’ three colossal, roaring heads, hitting the lowest head directly between the eyes. The deep, ferocious roars strangled into high-pitched whimpers as Cerebus was flash-frozen, much the same as Charon. As Jack passed the Guardian of Hades by, he smirked at it. “Consider yourself lucky that I don’t neuter you while I’m at it. One flick of my wrist and your rutting days are over, Cujo.” Jack next approached a pair of towering wrought-iron gates that spanned the opening at the back of the cave, just past Cerebus’ glistening form. Pounding his fists against the metal, they froze and shattered, exploding in a storm of ice crystals. Passing through the portal that marked the entrance to Hades, Jack marched purposefully over the barren landscape of Fields of Asphodel, ignoring the souls of the damned that moaned and flitted around him, heading toward Erebus. There in the forecourt of Hades’ Palace, in the shadows of the black towers that rose behind them, sat the three judges of mortal souls, Minos, Rhadamanthys and Aeacus. Without even pausing or looking in their direction, Jack tossed an ice bomb at them. “Court dismissed,” he growled as the three frosted over, their incredulous looks frozen on their faces. Getting angrier with each step he took, his own face twisted into a mask of rage as Jack passed under the great stone archway entrance of the palace. The few demons that attempted to stop him found themselves frozen solid before they could lay one gnarled, clawed finger on him. Jack was in no mood to trifle with any underlings of Hades – he froze whoever and whatever dared stand in his way. “Hades!” Jack bellowed, standing in the middle of the Great Hall, his voice echoing off the black stone walls. “Show yourself, you cowardly corpse!” “I am not a corpse! I am a god, lest you’ve forgotten,” hissed a deep, rumbling voice from behind Jack. Spinning around with murder in his eyes, Jack confronted Hades. “Where’s Matt?” he asked through gritted teeth. “If you’ve harmed one hair on his… “
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 “Head? Chest? Legs? Ass? Back? Be specific, Jack…the boy has more hair than an angora sweater.” Hades chuckled nastily. His golden armor glinted in the flickering firelight cast by the torches that lined the walls. In his right hand he brandished a wicked-looking two-pronged pitchfork. “Unless you’d like to spend the rest of eternity as the universe’s most ugly snowman, I suggest you bring him out, Hades,” Jack growled, flexing his fingers. His eyes were narrowed, his voice heavy with barely controlled fury. Hades laughed, an evil sound that made Jack’s skin crawl. “You’re only a demi-god, whelp! You couldn’t possibly hope to defeat me. Besides, I’ve only made things right, the way they should be. You’re supposed to be alone, Jack. You’re supposed to be miserable. That was the deal I made with Zeus after you tried to freeze my wife. I let you live, and you walk the earth forever, unloved and untouched. But someone, somewhere screwed up. I’ve simply corrected the error.” “Put him back where he belongs and I swear I’ll leave him alone.” “You know better than that. No one who passes into my realm ever leaves it again. Those are the rules, and you know the expression – my house, my rules,” Hades hissed. “Oh, wait – you’re here too, aren’t you? Oh, goody. I’ve a special place in Tartarus for you – the hottest, most putrid little corner I could find. I think I’ll chain you there and let the demons toast marshmallows over your ass for a while…say, for eternity?” “Matt hasn’t done anything! It wasn’t his time, Hades! You can have me, but let him go!” Jack cried, baring his teeth, seething with fury and feeling horribly impotent against Hades’ power. He could feel it like an invisible wall in front of him. No ice bomb would reach Hades’ pompous face, no matter how hard Jack threw it. He felt a well of despair flood his soul as he realized that he’d lost Matt forever. He couldn’t win – not against Hades. He was a fool to have ever thought he could. “I am the Lord of the Underworld! If I decide it is his time to die, then who are you to question it?” Hades roared. He lifted his pitchfork threateningly, his muscles bunching as he prepared to skewer Jack. “Hades… “ A trio of feminine voices interrupted, cooing in harmony. In a swirl of multicolored smoke, three women appeared out of thin air between Hades and Jack. “You’ve overstepped your bounds big time, mister,” one of the women, a pale, silver haired nymph said, her finely arched brows knitting in displeasure. “Since when has anyone had the power to determine when a life’s thread is to be cut but us?” “Lachesis, I… “ Hades stammered, lowering his pitchfork and backing up a step. “Silence! Not only do you dare try to usurp our power, but you chose to hurt one of my sons! And used one of your own descendants to do it! Plus, you took him without his thread being cut! Do you have any idea of how pissed off I am?” she hissed. She nodded to her sister, Clotho, who
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 took a large, tightly rolled piece of fabric from her robes, shaking it open. Narrowing her eyes at Hades for a moment, Lachesis carefully selected a single, thin black thread from the Tapestry, pulling it taut. “No, Lachesis! You can’t do this! I’m an Immortal!” Hades thundered, taking a half step toward the trio. One fiery look from Lachesis stopped him dead in his tracks. “That’s true – you are immortal, but only because we chose to grant you that privilege. We are The Fates – the universe is our house, and you know the expression – our house, our rules,” Lachesis replied, turning and tossing a wink at Jack. Atropos giggled, pulling a large, golden pair of shears from a pocket in her robe. She snipped the air above the thread a few times, obviously delighting in the look of horror that crossed Hades’ features. “Wait! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Hades shrieked, falling to his knees, his pitchfork clattering to the ground beside him. “Anything! Anything you wish from me is yours! Simply speak it!” “Give back the one you stole, Hades, and in the same condition he was in when you took him,” Lachesis ordered. “But… “ Atropos’ scissors snipped precariously close to Hades’ life thread. “All right! You win!” Hades shouted. He snapped his fingers, and a familiar figure popped into view next to Jack. Jack felt his heart swell and the blood rush to his feet as relief washed over him. He threw his arms around Matt, hugging him close. “Matt! Thank Olympus! Are you all right? That bastard didn’t hurt you, did he?” “Huh? Jack? Where are we? What happened? I was sitting on my bed, reading a magazine, and then there was this Death guy, and then the biggest fucking dog I’ve ever seen… “ Matt mumbled, his face pressed tightly against Jack’s chest. “Don’t worry, Matt. It’s over now,” Jack whispered, the strength of his emotions cracking his voice. “I’m sorry you had to wander alone for so long, Jack,” Lachesis said with a soft glimmer in her eye. “But we couldn’t let Matt be born until now – it would have marred the pattern of the Tapestry.” “I have him now. That’s all that matters to me, Mother,” Jack said, burying his face in Matt’s hair. He inhaled deeply, filling his senses with Matt’s scent. He felt the warmth of Matt’s body against his own, and smiled.
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 “Don’t you have something for Matt, Jack?” Lachesis said, eyeing Jack’s pocket. “I don’t think it’s right that I use it, Mother, as much as I want to. I didn’t ask for it – I stole it,” Jack confessed, looking his mother in the eye. If The Fates refused him the right to give Matt the Ambrosia, Jack would beg Atropos to cut his life thread when Matt’s was severed. He’d not walk the earth for the rest of time without him. “We knew you’d steal it, son. It was woven into the Tapestry. We knew it was the only way open to you – your father can be such a selfish dick about the Nectar sometimes,” Lachesis grinned. “Mom!” Jack sputtered, then burst into laughter. “Yeah, he can at that. Thanks, Mom. Thanks, Aunties.” Reaching into his pocket, Jack pulled out the wineskin Kris had taken from Olympus and uncorked it. He tipped it to Matt’s lips, saying, “Drink this, Matt, if you want to be with me. If not, I understand. Because of me, you got dragged through Hell – literally.” Matt looked into Jack’s earnest eyes, and smiled. Without a word, he parted his lips and drank from the wineskin. “Okay, he’s immortal now too. Everybody’s fucking immortal. Can we put the scissors away now?” Hades grumbled, sitting back on his heels. “You hush up,” Lachesis said, pointing a finger at Hades. “We’re not done with you, yet. Not by a long shot, fella.” She turned to Jack, and smiled. “Take him home, Jack. Whether home is on Earth or Olympus, the choice is now yours.” Jack nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He pulled Matt close again then nodded respectfully toward his mother and aunts. “Thank you,” he whispered, and vanished. *** Jack shook Matt’s shoulder, waking him from a deep sleep. “C’mon, Matt, wake up! It’s Christmas!” “Go away. I’m sleeping.” “Matt,” Jack insisted, shaking his shoulder harder. “Hurry up! I have a surprise for you!” He sounded like a little boy, full of excitement and fairly bouncing with enthusiasm. “It’ll still be Christmas in an hour, Jack. Go… “ Jack whipped the covers off Matt, grinning when he started to shiver. “Get up, lazy.” “For god’s sake, Jack…it’s freezing in here! What did you set the air conditioning for? Sub zero?” Matt whined, sitting up, rubbing his arms.
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 “Of course. I had to. You don’t feel it when I make it cold,” he answered. He pulled, Matt to his feet by the arm, hauling him bare butt naked out of the bedroom and into the living area of the lovely villa he’d bought them in Bali. Overlooking the brilliant blue-green waters of ocean, and a broad, private expanse of black volcanic sand, it was both secluded and beautiful, and had been home to Jack and Matt since they’d returned from Hades five months previously. “You said you wanted a traditional Christmas. That means cold to me.” “I meant traditional as in dinner and carols and presents, not an arctic blast,” Matt laughed. Pushing Matt through the sliders that opened onto a deck from which they had a breathtaking view of the ocean, Jack stood back and smiled. “Merry Christmas, Matt,” he chuckled, loving the wide-eyed look of surprise on Matt’s face. The entire beach had been transformed into a wintry work of art. Gigantic ice sculptures sparkled in the sun, a fairyland of ice, sitting upon acres of pure, untouched snow. The air was crisp with cold, and fat white flakes drifted slowly down. “Oh, man, Jack…it’s beautiful. But do you know what you must be doing to the local environment? We’ve talked about this. Remember, Jack? No freezing anything that shouldn’t be frozen? Sound familiar?” “Don’t worry. It’s not hurting anything. Promise. I worked it out with Kris. It’ll be gone in a few minutes. That’s why I had to get you out of bed now,” Jack smiled, walking up behind Matt and slipping his arms around Matt’s waist. He rested his chin on top of Matt’s head, breathing deeply of Matt’s scent. He could never tire of the warmth that tingled through him whenever their skin touched. “Now let’s go inside and open our presents!” Matt laughed at Jack’s infectious eagerness, following him back into the villa. A mountain of gifts, gaily wrapped and beribboned lay under a Christmas tree that could have graced the front window of Tiffany’s in New York. It sparkled like a diamond, simply dazzling with silver and gold ornaments, and hundreds of bright, flashing lights. It took them hours to open them all. Sweaters and shirts, jeans and tees, CDs, DVDs, cologne, jewelry – if it had been for sale, it probably had ended up somewhere under their tree. Finally, Matt sat back, looking exhausted by their gift-unwrapping marathon. “Look at all this stuff! What are we going to do with it all?” he asked Jack, gesturing toward the mounds of clothing and goods that lay spread over the living room, several feet deep in places. “Donate it to charity?” Jack suggested. “The fun is in the giving, Matt. We don’t really have to keep it all.” Matt smiled broadly, leaning over and kissing Jack tenderly. “That’s a terrific idea!” “Wait, there’s one more,” Jack said. He lifted a small box wrapped in red paper, and read the tag. “It’s for you,” he said. “It’s from Kris.”
 
 A Torquere Press Single Shot - 31
 
 Matt laughed. “I actually got a gift from Santa Claus!” He clamped a hand over his mouth, remembering Jack’s warning. “I mean, Kris Kringle,” he corrected, snickering behind his hand. He took the box from Jack and read the tag. To Matt, Welcome to the family, Love, Kris. “Aw, that’s so sweet,” he said, ripping open the paper. Suddenly, he roared with laughter, gripping the small bottle that the box had contained, clutching it to his chest. “What the hell is it?” Jack asked, cocking a brow at Matt. Matt grinned, still giggling, and held the bottle out to Jack. “Kris, that’s not funny!” Jack yelled, taking the bottle of warming lube from Matt’s hand. A disembodied laugh filled the room, a very distinctive ho, ho, ho, that slowly faded away, leaving Matt and Jack to enjoy Kris’ present in privacy. The End
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