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​I watched Toma pace across my living room floor so violently he was probably going to wear a hole in the poor, well-used rug. He had his cell pressed to his ear and he was gesturing wildly with one graceful hand, his motions sharp and angry. 

So...the call with his parents, the hoity-toity sorcerers, was going well.

"No! Fine. I'm coming home. But I'm not staying." He swiped the screen and flung his phone across the room, where it bounced off the couch and slid under the coffee table. 

I walked over to the pretty medium and handed him a cup of coffee, arching a brow in question. "So...nice chat then?"

He snorted and shook his head, sending his long, blue-streaked black hair rippling over his shoulders. He was wearing one of my tank tops and a pair of rainbow batman pajama pants he'd left here on some other occasion. He hadn't even showered or dressed this morning before he flung himself out of bed and called his family. 

Drake had borrowed my new rental car to take Luna into town to get her stuff. She insisted she was staying here until we sorted out the sorcerers, and I didn't have the energy to argue with her this early in the morning. Besides, it was nice knowing the large, scary wolf-monster had my back.

If it wasn't for her help yesterday, when we were under attack by fucking sorcerers, I wouldn’t even be here right now. 

I sipped my coffee and dropped into one of my old wingback chairs. "What did they say?"

Toma huffed. "I talked to my mother. She denied everything at first. But eventually she told me that my brother is away. She told me that now would be a great time for me to come visit, since she knows the only reason I don't come back is because I can't stand him."

He tried his own coffee, closing his bright purple eyes for a minute in appreciation. "Thanks for this." He raised the mug and I nodded.

"So...she thinks you ran away from home because of your brother?" I asked hesitantly. I knew Toma had a pretty hard time of it, growing up in his elitist, straight-laced family with his lack of magical abilities and his rather flamboyant personality. He said his brother was the golden child, the one with all the magic—and their parent's love—but I wasn't sure what Toma's feelings were toward his twin. 

He shook his head. "No. She knows damned well why I left, and that I don't want anything to do with any of them. In fact...." He shrugged. "I might hate that I'm not my brother. But I don't hate him. He was...not always kind, exactly, but...I think he understood me more than anyone else there." He shrugged and gave me a sad look. "He's my twin, after all."

I frowned. "So why did your mom say that, about you coming home while he's away?"

He glared into his coffee mug in thought. "It's always about appearances with them. I think she wants me to come home to talk about it, so nothing unsavory gets out. She wouldn't let me say much. She kept cutting me off. I think she was afraid someone might listen in on our call."

He grinned. "Either that, or it's some elaborate trap. But that's really not their style. They usually just take what they want, as you've seen."

I sighed. Something weird was going on with his family, that was for damned sure. But I didn't know them, so I couldn't even begin to guess what it was. "We'll go, I guess. We need to talk to them anyway." I mean, they had tried to freaking kidnap me. 

The hardwood floor creaked and I glanced over as Jet padded into the room in human form. It was fascinating how his clothing changed every time, but always had the same color scheme. Today, he was wearing a black t-shirt with a white ghost on the chest, right where his little white spot was in cat form. His black sweats were slung low on his narrow hips and he yawned as he scratched his belly, revealing his hip bones and a strip of lean abs.

"Where's my breakfast?" he said, arching his back with his hands overhead as he stretched his long, lean body almost into a backbend, all supple and boneless, like a...cat.

I arched a brow at him. "In the fridge. Waiting for you to learn how to cook."

He narrowed his yellow eyes at me, his tail lashing in displeasure. "What a useless person you are. This is not how you care for a familiar, stupid necromancer."

I shook my head and glanced at Toma. "Do you see the shit I have to put up with? I want you to remember this the next time you even think about getting me a gift."

The medium was staring at my familiar with a strange look on his face. He shook himself and cleared his throat. "In my defense, I didn't know they could turn into people."

Jet crossed his arms and looked down his nose at Toma, his ears twitching. "Your pretty mate is stupid too. All familiars are people. Even if they don't have human forms."

Toma snorted a laugh into his coffee mug. "Oh. Sorry. Of course."

Jet gave the medium a narrow-eyed glare. "I don't believe you. If you were sorry for insinuating that I am not a person, you would make amends for your insult."

I heaved a colossal sigh. I knew what was coming. But I didn't save Toma. Because...I was just glad it wasn't me about to be made into the cat's bitch for another day. 

Toma arched a perfectly manicured brow at the cat-man. "And how would I do that?" 

I pretended I didn't notice how he licked his pretty lips. No. Toma was not lusting after my not-human pet. I couldn't even.... 

Jet dragged his hand over the back of the couch, one claw extended, his head tilted down, yellow-gold eyes slanted up to glance innocently at the medium. "Breakfast?"

I shook my head. 

Toma just laughed and executed a showy bow without spilling a drop of his coffee. "As you wish, your majesty."

Jet tilted his head, his eyes still narrowed as he watched Toma leave the room. "Your smallest mate is strange."

"Yeah. That's the strange thing around here." I laughed and took a drink of coffee, pausing to wipe at a spill on the front of my hard water stained men's sweatshirt. Sure, Toma could bow without spilling his. I couldn't even drink the damned stuff without making a mess. I had no clue why I wasn't still single, what with all this grace and poise and shit.

Jet turned his gaze back to me, crossing his arms and going all asshole again, his ears flicking back against his silky black hair. "Yesterday was embarrassing. You were brain damaged. You need to learn how to use your power, idiot necromancer."

I sighed, but nodded in agreement. "I know."

He raised his black brows in surprise. "You do?"

I waved away his shock. "I need to stop being the victim. I get it. I just...don't know how to do that without losing myself." I met his eyes. Somehow, I thought he might understand better than the others, even if he was a flaming asshole. "Jet, there's this...blackness inside me. The power is greedy. Hungry. How do I know it won't swallow me whole?"

He padded over and sank down in front of me with fluid grace, squatting on the balls of his bare feet. Bracing his hands on my knees, he peered into my eyes, his face serious. "Because you have me now." A slow, wicked smile spread over his face, revealing his short, sharp canines. His slanted eyes, set above his high cheekbones, were full of mischief. "And I'm not your ordinary, run-of-the-mill cat battery."

I huffed a laugh. I was really starting to regret calling him that. He was never going to let it go. "I don't know what I'm doing, Jet. I don't even know what this is." I gestured between us. What was I even supposed to do with him?

He tilted his head, and his tail lashed behind him. "This is whatever you chose to make it. I have been a slave. I have been a tool. I have been a companion. I have been a cherished friend. It all depends on the owner." There was a shadow in his eyes. Most of the time, I just assumed he was shallow and mean. But...I was starting to wonder what his bratty attitude was hiding.

"You talked about your last master dying like it was nothing to you. Is that how you see things going between us?" I'd like to know in advance if he planned to let me freaking blow myself up.

He let out a low growl, and his short claws dug into my knees. "He was...dear to me. My best friend. But he let his greed for power destroy that. Destroy him. And now he is gone, and I am alone again with a new master who never wanted me in the first place. One who doesn't even understand what I am."

I set my coffee aside and put my hands over his to keep him from breaking the skin with his claws. Okay, and also because he was tearing my heart out here. I'd been so caught up in my own drama that I hadn't taken time to think about what Jet must be feeling. Like he'd said, he was a person, not a thing.

"I'm sorry, Jet. I'll do better. I promise." I tried to keep my voice from wavering. "I've been such a coward all my life. I want to do better. But...I just don't know how."

He stared into my eyes, his oblong black pupils dilating and constricting, showing a ring of green around the edges. "I will also...try. I will try not to be angry at you for things that are not your fault, idiot necromancer."

I laughed and reached out a hand to ruffle his silky hair without thinking. 

He glared at me again, and I snatched my hand back. "Am I your pet?"

I shook my head. "I didn't mean to...sorry. I wasn't petting you, I swear."

He sat back, still on the balls of his feet, resting his elbows on his knees in that flexible and fluid way of his. "Then what were you doing?"

I felt a blush creeping up my throat to stain my cheeks. Emotions sucked. "Um...comforting...you?"

He scoffed and stood. "I don't need comforting, stupid necromancer. I'm not some fragile mortal."

I sighed at the return of his usual offended-nobility tone of voice. "No. Of course not. How dumb of me."

He turned to walk away, swishing his tail. 

"Oh," he said, turning back. "You will not be leaving me behind when you go to the little one's family."

I picked up my coffee cup and stood. I was going to need a refill. Or five. "Oh really?"

He glared, in that way only Jet could. "We all go. You are stronger with your murder around you, idiot necromancer."

I blinked at him. Murder? Oh, right. What he insisted a group of necromancers was called. "You mean Drake and Toma?"

He rolled his eyes. "And the dog and the disembodied soul that preys on corpses. Yes, your murder, stupid girl."

Shaking his head at my idiocy, he shifted to crow form and flew off to go harass Toma about food. 
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​We were just finishing up breakfast when the front door opened and Jazz called out a greeting. 

I paused with my last bite of eggs halfway to my mouth, my eyes going to Jet, who was sitting on the counter cross-legged, eating pancakes with his bare hands. He was apparently okay with showing Toma and the others his person form now, but that didn't mean either of us wanted Jazz to see him. 

He pinned his ears to his head and hissed. "I hate that vapid girl."

Toma chuckled. "I agree with you there, Your Majesty."

Jet sniffed haughtily at Toma's nickname and proceeded to lick syrup from his fingers in a way that was absolutely wrong in human form. Toma shifted in his seat and got really focused on his last few bites of food. 

I rolled my eyes. My life was ridiculous. "Are you just going to sit there?" I whispered to Jet. 

He winked at me and melted into crow form. Then he pulled another pancake off the platter where Toma had left them and proceeded to keep eating. 

Jazz breezed into the kitchen carrying a shopping bag. Her gaze took in Toma eating breakfast and then riveted to the bird on the counter. "Uh...when did you get a bird, Esper?"

I shrugged. "A few days ago."

She let out a put-upon sigh, then launched into ramble mode. "That's not even a pet bird. Is that a...crow? You are so weird. What about the kitten? Won't he like...eat it?"

I laughed. "No. That cat is useless. I doubt he could catch a dust bunny, let alone a full-grown crow."

Jet let out an earsplitting croak-caw at that insult. Then he took his pancake in his talons and flew away down the hall. 

Jazz ducked as he flew overhead, looking back at me as if I had lost my mind. "I worry about you," she muttered. 

Toma stood and picked up our plates, going to the sink to rinse them off. "Oh, let her be," he said with a wave of his hand. "Esper and her weirdness are perfect just the way they are."

She narrowed her eyes at him and tossed her perfectly waved blond hair. "Says the fruitcake. You are the weirdness."

"Jazz," I warned. They could snark at each other all they wanted to. But if she started taking shots at Toma's wonderfully fluid gender again...I was going to punch her in the baby box. 

Toma just leaned back against the counter and started braiding his hair into some elaborate thing that fell over one shoulder. His Cupid's bow mouth curled up at the corners in a wicked smirk. Jazz was just jealous he made a prettier girl than her, when he wanted to, and he knew it. 

I watched him walk out of the room with a soft smile on his face and no parting comment. I recognized that look. Jazz was so screwed. 

She shook her head at him, then returned her attention to me. "Okay. We need to make sure the dress fits you for tomorrow."

I ground my teeth together. I had almost forgotten about her stupid family thanksgiving party. "Look, Jazz," I said tiredly. "I don't know if I'm going to be able to make it. Some...stuff has come up with Toma's family and I'm going to be out of town for a while."

She narrowed her eyes at me. "No. Oh, no you don't, Esper! You do not get to wimp out of this one. My parents are expecting you. Whatever it is, it can wait one more damned day."

She planted her hands on her curvy hips and scowled at me. "You can't just ditch me. I don't even have a date of my own."

I rolled my eyes at her. That would be what she worried about. But I did feel guilty. Under all her shallow bluster, I could tell this event really did mean a lot to her, for whatever weird reason. And she hadn't been acting like her usual bubbly self lately. I kind of owed it to my one normal friend to be there when she needed me. Powers knew, she'd been there for me often enough over the years.

"Fine," I sighed. I was such a sucker. 

Toma came breezing back into the kitchen, carrying the stupid, lacy seafoam green dress Jazz had bought me last month draped over one arm. He was wearing an outfit he'd left here at some point, a long white flowy tunic embroidered with gold butterflies around the edges, over a pair of skinny jeans. He had makeup on, and his unnaturally purple eyes stood out from his perfect face even more, framed by black liner and mascara. He wore a long earring in one ear, made of gold chain and sparkling, rainbow-colored gemstones. 

He was the most beautiful, ethereal person I'd ever seen—male or female. 

And that was how he got revenge for Jazz's insults. By silently making the spoiled diva feel like a toad. 

I shook my head and went to kiss him on the forehead. "Very smooth," I muttered. 

He handed me the Powers-be-damned dress. "Is this it?"

Jazz took the stupid thing from me and shook it out. "Yep. Won't it look great on her?" Her eyes glowed with that evil sparkle that meant she was planning an Esper makeover. 

It never worked. She was never able to make me into the Cinderella she hoped for. But that didn't stop her from trying. 

I obediently went and tried the stupid dress on. As expected, it was loose in the waist, and too tight in the ass. It was several inches too short, and the chest just sagged sadly over my tiny breasts, while my wide shoulders stretched the seams. This was why I hated...girling. 

Jazz pinned the places that needed help. Then I went back to my room and shucked the whole thing, putting my plaid pants and baggy sweatshirt back on with relief. 

I returned to the kitchen to find Toma and Jazz once again arguing in that passive-aggressive way of theirs. "I insist," Toma said with a warm smile that was hiding daggers. "My tailor friend is amazing. He can get it fixed up today. Anywhere else won't be able to get it done in time."

Jazz finally gave in. "I've gotta go," she said glancing at her watch and scooping up her stuff. She nodded at the bag she'd left on my counter. "Accessories and makeup." She slanted a glance at Toma's ethereal beauty as he refilled his coffee cup. "I would offer to help you tomorrow, but I'm sure the princess over there can do it. I've got to help my parents get set up."

I shooed her out the door, then slouched against the wooden portal to the outside world. "Fucking hell."

Toma paced toward me, grinning. "She's a pill."

I put my face in my hands. "I hate parties. And I really don't need to be doing this now. We have more important shit to deal with."

He pulled my hands away from my face. "Nothing is more important than your friends. I might not like her, but you do. If she is important to you, then we will go to her party, and I'll be nice."

I looked down at him. "You're so...thanks."

He leaned up to press a soft kiss to my lips. "I’m still going to push all her buttons. But I'll at least be nice about it."

I shook my head. "Are you really going to make me go to a tailor for that stupid dress?"

One corner of his lips lifted in a smirk. "Of course not, sweetheart. What do you take me for?" I could sense a devious plot in the making. And it made me smile. 

I had a feeling I should embrace the opportunity for silliness while I could. I didn't think I'd get many more chances once we went off to pick fights with sorcerers and confront the shit that was waiting for me just around the corner.
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​Chapter 3
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​The next night, I found myself glowering at the idiots who stood around my bedroom. 

"Don't be weird," Jazz had told me on the phone, as she begged me to please, just this once, tone down my creepy weirdo self. 

I was pretty sure none of this was going to pass the "not weird" test. 

"You can't just trot around like a stray dog," I told Luna, crossing my arms over my chest. 

The curvy, statuesque blond mimicked my posture, and I couldn't keep my eyes off the way her massive breasts strained her t-shirt. "I can do whatever the hell I want to," she said calmly. "Up to and including shifting whenever and wherever I want. I'm a big girl, E. I can make my own decisions."

Awan leaned against my doorframe in his borrowed body and smirked. "I agree. Clearly she's...full grown."

I narrowed my eyes at him. Now was so not the time for the corpse to be ogling my packmate. Or...whatever. 

"The dog can wait in the car," Jet said helpfully, tugging at the bottom of his sharp black tux jacket. "Powers know they have no stealth."

I waved a hand at him. "And what the hell is that?" I asked, taking in the full, crisp tails on his jacket, and the over-the-top ruffled white shirt showing behind his tailored vest. "You're not going inside either."

He huffed. "Everyone else is dressing up. I thought I should show you all how it's really done."

I let out a slow breath and tried really hard not to raise any corpses. They were all so fucking annoying. "You're not going," I said calmly. "None of you are going! Me and Toma can go to a Powers-be-damned turkey dinner without bodyguards!"

Drake stood by Luna, and it was almost comical how similar their expressions of possessive protectiveness were. Almost. "Red, I'm not letting you and Spooky out of my sight until this mess with the sorcerers is resolved. It's just not happening," the vampire said, his deep voice full of promise.

Toma brushed past me to pick up the garment bags he had laid on the bed a few minutes earlier. "Oh, just let them hover if they want," he said, coming to press a soft kiss to the corner of my mouth. "We'll just ignore them while we stuff our faces with expensive catering and rub elbows with snobs."

I slumped. He sounded way too smug and happy. "You got the damned dress altered, didn't you?"

He smiled, hot and wicked, and handed me one of the garment bags. "I did. Now get dressed. We need to leave soon."

I took the bag and laid it on the bed, ignoring all the bickering around me as I unzipped the dreaded thing. I stared at the contents for a second in confusion. Then a slow smile spread over my face. I loved Toma so damned much. 

An hour later, I parked my rental car at the end of the big drive. I was kind of glad my poor old station wagon was totaled during the sorcerer attack, because it would have stuck out like a sore thumb among all the sleek new cars around us. Jazz's parents had apparently decided to up and move out of town a couple weeks ago, but they were using a friend's second home to host their annual thanksgiving thing, and it looked like all their usual rich friends had turned out. 

I got out of the car and tugged the cuffs of my jacket, then straightened my tie as I stared up at the big brick house with the white columns. Jazz was going to kill me when she saw that I wasn't wearing the dress she bought me and playing the poor makeover victim. 
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