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​I stared at the dead mouse. It sat on its haunches, staring back at me with unseeing eyes. It was fresh, so at least it was still cute and fuzzy, if a little rumpled. I flicked a finger at it in irritation, and it stood, scurrying around the Christmas candles on the coffee table like it was a car on a Hot Wheels track. I lifted my eyes from the poor mouse to the weird old lady who was perched in one of my faded wingback chairs, sipping her tea. 

She had peacock feathers in her hat today. I wondered if I should remind her what century it was. Crazy old aunt Juanita was actually my few times great aunt, and she was a weird mash-up of Spanish-influenced color, Victorian accessories, and hippie morals. 

"Well?" she said, lifting her head, the motion smoothing the wrinkles on her birdlike neck. 

I groaned. Aunt Juanita didn't have the ability to animate larger creatures the way I did. She didn't have nearly as much magical ability as I did, according to my snooty familiar. But the things she could do were a hell of a lot more useful. She might not have a lot of magic, but what she did have, she'd honed over a couple hundred years, while hiding away from the world to prevent anyone going after her. 

For example, she might not be able to animate this mouse with the same skill that I could. But even without animating a corpse, she could tell things about it. She wasn't able to communicate with souls the way Toma could, but she insisted that a little bit of the essence of the thing remained behind when it died that a necromancer could access...like trapped memories, but purely physical energy. I was trying to learn how to tap into that.

And I was rapidly discovering that while she had some kind of surgical precision with her abilities, I was all brute force and dumb luck. 

"Still nothing," I grumbled. This was dumb. It wasn't getting me anywhere. 

The old bird across from me gave me a look of patient condescension. "You're trying too hard," she said patiently. "Just let the poor little thing rest. This kind of thing takes brains, not muscle."

I huffed. "Did you just call me dumb?"

She arched a gray eyebrow. "If the shoe fits, Esper, dear."

I pulled the black tendrils of my power back from the mouse, letting it collapse onto the table, once again an inert pile of fur. Running a hand through my fuzzy red curls, I forced myself not to gnash my teeth and swear at her. She was trying to help, here. "I just need to learn something I can use. And I need to learn faster. I'm not getting anywhere, and there are people who need me."

"You want to help your creepy flesh-wearing friend, yes?" she said, her voice and her expression conveying her disgust at what Awan was. 

I bristled at her, clenching my hands so hard my knobby knuckles went white. "Awan is an amazing person who is trapped in shitty circumstances! I don't see how learning about this mouse's memories is going to fix that."

She let out a long-suffering sigh. "The solution to that thing's problem is going to need subtlety. I don't know all the answers, Esper, but what you want to attempt is likely to require a lot of control from you. Maintaining some sort of long-term connection will be draining, and you will have to be careful not to expend too much energy. Right now, all you know how to do is lose control and...sledgehammer your way through things. If you hadn't had your pretty lovers by your side this whole time, you'd have been dead the first time you lost control." 

I glared at her, willing myself to keep my mouth shut. She wasn't wrong. But I still wanted to tell her to fuck off. 

She leaned forward, her plethora of beaded bracelets rustling as she reached out a hand. "Jet, be a dear and help us out."

The cat lifted his head from where he lay curled up in the thin winter sun that streamed in through the living room window. Letting out a little feline trill of irritation, he padded over and hopped up on the coffee table beside the dead mouse. Aunt Juanita placed one hand on Jet and the other on the mouse, as she reached out to the dead animal with her power, calling forth memories. "This is what it feels like," she told the cat. "Can you feel how the power flows...how much I'm using?"

Jet swished his tail and padded over to me, where he jumped into my lap and made himself comfortable. 

"Now you try," Juanita said, sitting back and picking up her tea. "Gently. Like fine-point needlework, not swordwork."

I touched on my power, awakening the dark thing that coiled inside me like a sleeping dragon. Jet connected to me, his power and mine mingling where we touched, a silent presence watching me from the shadows on the periphery of my consciousness. I tried to let the power flow in just a trickle, even though it wanted to rush out in an overwhelming flood. I felt the dark, hungry, black hole-like spark that was the mouse. I felt how I could animate it, fill it with a bit of myself, my power, to give it a semblance of life. But was that it. I uncurled more of my power, and the mouse twitched, its little paws preparing to scurry. 

Aunt Juanita made a clucking sound of disapproval.

Jet stood and jumped off my lap, smoothly morphing into a tall, lean guy with cat ears and a tail, dressed in black pajama pants and a long-sleeved black t-shirt. The white patch on his chest was shaped like a mouse this time. I shook my head at him. He could be a smart-ass without even trying. 

"Try again, idiot necromancer," he said, crouching by my side and placing a hand on my thigh. I will guide you when you err."

I took a deep breath and tried again. 

"Too much," Jet whispered near my ear. "Pull back."

I frowned in concentration, trying to pull back just a little bit of energy. 

"Almost," Jet purred. "Now you need more."

I followed his directions, pushing and pulling bits of energy until he said I had it right. I felt like I was trying to balance a set of scales using single grains of sand. 

"There! That is the amount of energy the old wrinkly one was using when she did this little trick," my familiar said happily.

I tried to keep the flow steady. "Now what?"

Aunt Juanita smiled tolerantly. "Now you open yourself up and let yourself feel."

I flicked my eyes up to meet hers, my control over my power wobbling. "What? I don't want to feel anything from a corpse!"

She arched a brow at me. "And yet, you want to permanently embed a soul in one."

I ground my teeth together. "That's different," I muttered, frustration threatening to make me lose control. 

Jet's hand on my thigh tightened, fingers squeezing. "Stupid magic user, the curse has been lifted. It will no longer hurt to feel."

I turned to gape at him, losing my connection to the mouse entirely, my power snapping back into me like an overstretched rubber band. "What the hell are you talking about?"

Jet shrugged, a smooth ripple of movement. His yellow eyes regarded me calmly, the tall pupils dilating and contracting in response to the shifting flow of magic between us. "The pretty mate told me the curse impacted your soul by making it frightening for you to feel love. Since the curse is broken, this should be easy for you now."

This was all news to me, and I was going to have words with Toma about peeking at my soul. But still.... "I don't think it's quite that simple, Jet.” 

"Love is always simple," crazy old aunt weirdo piped up. Her tie-dyed blouse was at odds with her feather-bedecked hat and her ramrod straight posture. "It's just that we are always trying to make it difficult." She lifted one skinny shoulder in a shrug. "I was afraid too, at first. I felt pity for the dead ones. Sadness that they had died. But if you can move past that, you can look at them with compassion and curiosity. The soul of that little mouse has moved on to wherever souls go. What is left now is...a record. Like a melody etched into a music disc...or a little journal where he wrote down evidence of his having lived. Don't you want to see? Don't you wonder what that beautiful little soul saw while it was here?"

I took a deep breath. She was right. I tried to be callous about it all. In my mind, I tried to reduce all the corpses I encountered to their components. It was just dead cells and organic matter. Not an animal or a person. Not a life. Because if I didn't do that, I'd fall apart with sadness and regret, and the terror of my own eventual death. 

But...could I look at things differently? What Juanita said was poetic, kind of beautiful in its way. It was like...a witnessing. I wondered if this was what Toma felt, when he spoke with the souls of the departed. Like he was seeing and acknowledging that they had existed. 

I let out a shuddery sigh. "Okay. I'll try."

With Jet's help, I found the right flow of power again, and then I...stopped resisting. It was like taking down a wall. Which was scary as hell. But Jet held on to me the whole time, his presence a constant reassurance in my mind. 

Then something just clicked, and I felt it. I felt the sensation of loud, crackling leaves under my tiny paws, I got fleeting flashes, impressions of a warm, cozy nest, of the way raindrops splashed around me, the fluttery feeling of my own tiny heart beating when some predator loomed overhead. No emotions colored the physical sensations, but they were beautiful all the same.

I sucked in a breath, pulling back, dropping my connection with a gasp. "I did it!" I said, looking from Jet to Aunt Juanita. "I did it, and...." It was sad, knowing that life had been snuffed out. But it was okay, too. Because...the mouse had been happy, content to be what it was, and its physical body had served its purpose. 

Aunt Juanita smiled at me, fond and a little sad. "See? There is so much we can learn. But with humans, it's not always so enjoyable."

I nodded. I could already see the applications of this. If the soul was gone, or Toma wasn't nearby to use his mediumship, I could pull valuable information from the corpses, with practice. It might come in handy if we were ever in the types of weird situations I'd come to expect these days with vampire hunters, and werewolves, and who knows what the fuck lurking around the corner next. 

"But how will this help me help Awan?" I asked, forcing myself to focus. 

Jet stood, running a hand through my tangled red curls. "I have a theory about that," he said, his yellow eyes intent. "If you can learn control."

I raised an eyebrow at him. "Well? Share with the class."

He shrugged. "I've seen your smallest mate share his powers with you. I think it is possible for you and Toma to work together on this undertaking. You have the ability to animate the dead. He has the ability to connect with the soul. Perhaps combining your abilities, you could anchor a soul into a body." He grinned. "And you have a very powerful and amazing familiar to help amplify your powers."

I breathed in, standing to pace nervously in front of the fireplace. "Do you think we could really do it?"

The prospect was terrifying. And somewhat disturbing, given all that could go wrong. What if we permanently anchored Awan to a rotting corpse? What if he was in constant pain, or his bindings came undone and he just...faded away? But still, it was a chance. An idea. Which was better than what I had before now. 

"I think it might be possible," Aunt Juanita said slowly, her eyes wide. "Though that kind of thing would be far beyond anything I could help you with, dear." Her voice said she wouldn't even try. Because it was disturbing.

Jet nodded, as if becoming more convinced of his own words. "She only needs to learn control, which you are teaching her. But I believe, given how powerful the three of us are—especially the amazing familiar who likes chocolate chip cookies best—we can accomplish this."

I glared at him. "You can't use Awan's situation to bribe cookies out of me, you asshole."

He just smiled indulgently, showing his pointed teeth, his almond-shaped eyes twinkling and his long tail swishing behind him. "Yes, I can, idiot necromancer. I also like walnuts. And those toffee chunks your dog uses in her brownies."

I crossed my arms. "Fine, I'll make you all the damned cookies you want, you amoral piece of work—after we get Awan a permanent body."

My familiar huffed. "After all the things I do for you, you still insist on starving me. The treatment I endure at your hands is atrocious."

I rolled my eyes. "Like you didn't just eat enough breakfast for five people, without lifting a finger to do anything for yourself."

Aunt Juanita let out a bark of laughter as she stood to take her teacup to the kitchen. "That's what you get for choosing a cat familiar, Esper. Best get used to his demanding ways."

I watched her leave, then turned to Jet. "Seriously. You can learn to cook your own food, you know. Luna's been teaching you."

He paced closer to me, slinking like a cat, all boneless grace. "My talents are wasted in the kitchen," he purred. "I have much more important things to do."

I grinned at him when he stepped into my space. "Oh really? So, laying in the sun and taking naps is a talent now?"

He slipped an arm around my waist and tugged me closer, pressing his lean body to mine. Magic flared between us, flowing from me to Jet and back again with a rush of tingling energy. "Among other things, stupid necromancer."

His lips met mine, and the rest of the world disappeared. Jet had this way of eclipsing everything, consuming all the air from the room. 

"You call this learning about magic, Esper?" Toma's silky voice brought me back to reality as the mage wandered into the room. 

I watched him approach, Jet still wrapped around me like a slinky black shadow. Toma was dressed more masculine today, his long hair pulled back in a ponytail, wearing jeans and a navy t-shirt. Sapphire studs glittered in his ears, reminding me of his other piercings, and I suppressed a shiver. 

"Pretty one!" Jet said happily. "Come here and show Esper how you combine your magic with hers."

Toma arched a perfectly shaped brow and suppressed a laugh. "Oh, is that what you two were doing? Sharing magic?"

Jet held out a hand toward the medium and shamelessly ignored his sarcasm. "No. I was trying to get cookies. Or sex. Our necromancer is so difficult."

I rolled my eyes. "Moron."

Toma laughed, but came to join us. "She really doesn't take very good care of you, does she Jet?" He reached up to stroke the familiar's sleek black hair, ruffling a soft cat ear. "Poor thing."

Jet preened. "Yes. Poor me. Please make me feel better now."

Toma grinned and stood on his tiptoes to kiss the annoying cat. Then he turned that beautiful mouth on me, his soft lips making up for all the teasing. I'd never tell them, but my lovers were totally worth all the headaches that came along with their weird demands and personality quirks. More than worth it.

As Toma's hands came to rest on my hips, his cool power twined with mine, touching my aura and...sinking in, filling me. At Jet's urging, I let go of a little of my usual tight control, letting a bit of my own dark power curl out toward Jet and Toma. The familiar purred his approval. "That's it, loves."

Toma breathed in deep, steadying himself. "It's difficult not to completely lose myself," he whispered. 

Jet wrapped a long arm around the mage and held us both. "I've got you both. And when the time comes to really use this gift, your grim will help as well, pretty mate."

Toma nodded. His bright purple eyes met mine, glowing faintly, and he gifted me with a soft, sweet smile. "We can help Awan, can't we?" he said softly. 

I smiled back, glad that someone was as eager as me to help the skinwalker. Awan had been there for us all, and he got nothing in return, just a promise that we'd try to find a way to give him a permanent body and a chance to live his own life. Sometime. Meanwhile he just patiently waited, supporting us from the outskirts, never fully one of us. 

It was good to know I wasn't the only one who really saw him.

Jet leaned in and planted a kiss on my neck, startling me from my thoughts. "Shall we practice getting even closer? To learn to meld your magics, necromancer?"

I huffed a laugh. "Degenerate. I'm not having sex with two guys while my crazy old aunt is out there lurking in the kitchen."

But we all knew Jet would get what he wanted eventually. 
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​In the end, we did practice melding our magic together. And despite how amazing and intimate the experience was, we did not scandalize my aunt by having an orgy in the middle of the day. Jet got his cookies instead.

The damned cat always got what he wanted. 

By the time Jet and Aunt Juanita were satisfied that Toma and I could meld our energies without my losing control of whatever poor unfortunate dead thing I was animating at the time, it was time for Toma to get ready for his medium gig in town. 

I was alone in the kitchen, frosting the holiday cookies I'd just made, when a spooky sensation walked up my spine. My powers perked up, recognizing a hint of foreign energy. Then a soft voice spoke in my head. 

Puppeteer? It whispered. Don't be frightened. It's just me.

I let out a sigh, recognition washing over me. "Awan?" I whispered to the empty room. "What's wrong? Where is your body?"

The skinwalker conveyed something like a tired sigh in my mind. My vessel ran out a bit quicker than I had anticipated. As did the last one. I fear...my ability to maintain them has been impacted, of late. 

I shook my head, putting on a pot for tea. It was bitter fucking cold outside, and I couldn't drink scalding coffee so close to bedtime, so tea it was. "What does that mean?" I said quietly, panic starting to creep into my chest. "Are you okay?"

Awan's voice drifted through my mind. I'm not sure it means anything. I am perhaps using more energy lately to keep the bodies in good repair, what with all the skirmishes we seem to be involved in. 
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