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      Her father worked nights, but that suited her just fine. After all, he took her with him to hang out in the dark corridors of the Arcane Academy. It was a place so few humans had ever gone, and at night she didn’t have to deal with so many of the sour stares of the high elves.

      Instead she could simply wander, admiring the history and architecture of the great buildings.

      But she always went back to one in particular. The Grand Library. It contained more knowledge than she could ever hope or dream of, and the young woman felt truly alive there. She’d spent her childhood poring over heavy tomes of spells and secrets.

      Yet her ambitions were growing with every day.

      No longer was she content to simply read the night away, practicing harmless spells that served so little purpose. The moment she had found the dusty, hidden black book she knew it was calling to her. Begging for her to learn its contents.

      For months she’d studied it in detail, the yearning to know something of true value, beyond the mundanities of her self-taught tricks, driving her to a near-religious fervor. Finally, the evening had come that she would cast her first ritual from it. No one she knew of had been able to handle such a spell, and it was just what she needed to get into the Academy. To make the elvish sorcerers sit up and take notice of a desperate human.

      Her black hair was pulled back in twin pigtails, her bangs swept out of her expressive blue eyes. Her peachy skin felt flush with excitement as she settled in.

      She’d blocked the door of the library’s study room, and had everything prepared to see her through to the end of the casting. Yet as the first word of power passed her lips, she wondered if she could ever be prepared for the high she received.

      It was something she’d never truly experienced to the same intensity. “Fush-nea klixak hlinta,” she continued, and with each word her body trembled.

      This wasn’t the stuff of parlor tricks that she’d toyed with before: simple twists of light and sound to amuse and confound viewers. Each word tapped into some dark plane of existence and the raw magical energies there coursed through her veins and made her skin buzz with electricity.

      The closer she got to conclusion, the more reality seemed to warp before her. It was as if the walls changed shape, angles took on impossible dimensions that were not of her world.

      Gradually, it was as if a lightning storm were brewing at the heart of the room. Crackles of energy stabbing out from black wisps of nothingness that grew to consume the air there. It was terrifying to watch, and a sense of foreboding followed in its wake, but the high… the high of that power coursing through her with each new word was so sweet. Too sweet to give up.

      She wouldn’t. She was so close. She could feel how close she was, and her excitement made her stumble on that final word. “Punummra,” she shouted, praying to be heard over the crackle of power at the heart of the word.

      Her skin was flush and her light, white shirt clung to her slender body. The black skirt felt sticky around her thighs and calves, and she shifted to try to get the fabric off her.

      The tempest before her writhed and swelled with a fury that belied the earlier display. Black tendrils seemed to lunge out at reality itself in random directions! It wasn’t long, though, before they began to take on some form, and as if from through a gateway to hell itself, she witnessed the ruddy-black visage of a man that was not a man, both step through to her side and tear it open.

      He was wrathful. He was monstrous! He was beautiful, even in his fury.

      Sleek muscle, he was bare. Not a stitch of clothing, only the wisps of blackness that still clung to his form gracing his body as he clenched his fists and let loose a cry that beat at her ears. Hooves struck the floorboards, and his mighty, obsidian horns nearly scraped the ceiling.

      “Kral’kron krizzixt varuj!” he exclaimed in his demonic tongue, almond-shaped eyes that burned like cinders darting about the room before he realized there was nobody to turn his rage on… nobody but her.

      His bare chest heaved, his nostrils flared. Tall and mighty, he was broad at the shoulders and dwarfed her in every manner.

      She’d never felt so small and insignificant, physically.

      Yet at the same time, she felt larger than life, powerful beyond belief, and a smile spread across her lips. Fear still coiled in her stomach and she took a step backwards, away from the hellish thing she’d summoned.

      That she had summoned. By herself. Without any aid of elves and their haughty attitudes. He was hers, bound to her alone.

      Her body tingled with such perfect disbelief.

      The look upon the demon’s face said he believed otherwise. Though some strange amusement tickled his fancy.

      From out of his chest his words rumbled forth, dark and ominous, so full of masculine menace. “It was you who summoned me?” he asked, part disbelief in his voice, part amusement. Though she could see the strands of darkness flicker out and fade, they swept away from his body, leaving him more apparent to her. Her eyes able to see his reddish form, the dark hairs of his chest that formed a V-shape on down to a trail across his stony abs, that ended in a tuft above his loins. By the gods! Those monstrous loins of his were enough to snap her in half!

      It struck her dumb for a moment and her voice came out as little more than a squeaked “yes.” It was an odd sensation, of feeling utterly powerful and utterly insignificant, all at once. Yet she controlled him, so shouldn’t she feel unstoppable?

      The small, young woman forced her eyes away from his massive package and looked instead to his face. “You are here because of me.”

      The mighty demon before her snorted with derision and then unfurled his fists. She saw then the long, hooked nails that looked perilously sharp. “Because of you,” he repeated, touching one hand to his chest, letting the dagger-tips of his claws scrape over his own dark flesh, raking across abs as he eyed her with curiosity.

      “Why?” he demanded more than asked, brushing back some of his long, black hair with the other hand. The glossy pitch strands flowing about his neck and shoulders, framing his face.

      “Because I could!” she replied, trying to sound strong and brave but feeling anything but. She should have felt that same high she’d experienced casting the spell, but instead, fear was beginning to turn her blood cold.

      He was too large. Too unwieldy of a weapon. How could she hope to have the mental fortitude to hold him back? Greater mages than her had tried and failed.

      Her eyes narrowed at her negative thoughts and she forced herself to stand straight. No. She summoned him and she would control him.

      The towering beast before her smirked and a low rumble of a chuckle emitted from his chest as he rubbed his hand up and down across it and his hard belly. “Is that it then? You tore me from my realm, my home, simply because you could?” He stepped closer to her, his hoof hitting the ground noisily and as if time meant nothing to him, he was suddenly several steps closer to her, looming barely two inches from her body.

      She couldn’t help but inhale the scent of cinders, sweat, curiously alien aromas and masculinity with him up in her face like that. He pricked beneath her chin with one of his hooked nails, pointing her face up at him slowly. “Nobody summons one of my kind without a reason. Maybe you don’t know it yet,” he mused aloud.

      How was it possible that she felt like her pulse was racing and her heart stopped, all at once? His touch, his nail was so sharp and unpleasant, yet his scent was nearly intoxicating in a strange way. “I have to prove myself. You’re my proof.”

      Something flickered in those fiery eyes of his. Mischief? Perhaps, she couldn’t tell, for he looked full of wickedness no matter what he did.

      He bent down, which was quite a journey. He towered up to nearly seven feet! And was built wider and stronger than any man or elf she’d seen with her own two eyes.

      She saw him up close, the pointed patch of hair on his chin. The hard lines of his jaw. The handsome yet frightening features that made him so alluring and scary all at once.

      It was so bizarre an experience, especially once he shut his eyes and sniffed at her. Actually sniffed at her! Letting his eyes shut as his nose grazed her hair, tasting her own natural human scent off the air. “You’re young,” he said, continuing his investigation. “Too young for such an accomplishment to be believable.”

      That was what she’d always been told. That humans did not have the lifespan to learn magic – true, powerful magic – yet she’d done it, hadn’t she? She’d proved those snooty elves of the Academy wrong, right?

      “Without proof it wouldn’t be believable! But you’re here. I summoned you on my own, and there’s nothing they can say to take that away from me.” She couldn’t believe it. Even he was doubting her abilities, and she’d brought him here!

      His thick lips spread wide across his face in a wickedly handsome mockery of a smile. The pungent aroma of his masculinity so strong still as he tilted her head one way, then the other. He inspected her delicate female form, and though his manhood twitched and swelled before her, he was slow. Methodical.

      Thoughtful.

      “You aspire to be a sorceress then,” he said, taking the prick of his finger from beneath her chin and stroking his hot thumb across her cheek, as if he were a lover or a doting parent. “And you summoned me to prove you are better and more worthy of that title than your years attest.” He nodded slowly. “Daring. Or foolish.”

      “They don’t let humans in here,” she hissed bitterly. “So I either carry on in my family’s footsteps or I do something daring and foolish. And in the end, I get more powerful than any of them are worthy of.”

      “None of them could have summoned and bound me,” he responded with wry amusement on his face, his private joke not shared with her. “Only one other ever succeeded in doing as such, and he was great and powerful by the standards of mortals.” He let his gaze slip down over her full body, and she couldn’t help but notice the frightening creature’s massive girth was stiff and jutted out directly towards her. “You’ve dared big, little conjurer. Dared big and won, perhaps.”

      Her body stiffened and she tried to take a step back, but instead she bumped into a bookshelf, keeping her pinned between it and… it. That wasn’t something any text had prepared her for, and even in her fury and power-drunk sensation, that throbbing phallus was distracting her from her victory.

      “Don’t they have robes where you’re from?”

      He looked down at his own lewdly displayed manhood. “They do. But you summoned me through the void,” he said simply. “I would assume a clever young sorceress like you would know that one doesn’t travel through the void with clothing. Or anything else for that matter.”

      He grinned unevenly at her. “Does it bother you, little human?” He took hold of that massive length, gripped it in his hand and began to stroke it—actually stroke it!—right in front of her. He stared down at her petite form, mouth hanging open, fangs on display as he tongued his lower lip.

      “You’re disgusting,” she breathed. Fear had been replaced by annoyance and anger at his taunting, and she pushed herself away from him. “You’re mine now, and I command you cover that foul thing up!”

      His mouth widened in his amusement, and though he didn’t stop the slow, firm motions of his hand along that thick, bulging cock, he asked, “With what? I have no clothes, sorceress.” He arched his spine back, but kept his fiery eyes glued to her as he pleasured himself so disgustingly. “You must provide me with such things. You’re aware of that, surely.”

      He gave another inhale of the air in her direction, tasting her scent with his tongue even, as that monstrously sized appendage swelled in his grasp visibly.

      Wasn’t he supposed to be under her thrall? Why did he taunt her so?

      “Stop touching yourself and I’ll provide you with something, then!” There had to be something nearby.

      He obeyed, but only gradually. “Yes sorceress,” he said in his gravelly voice, amusement rich on it as he finally took his hand from his shaft. “I’ll be waiting here.”

      She turned her back on him angrily, clearing the entrance and heading deeper into the building.

      It didn’t take her long to find a wardrobe with a spare robe in it, though it was more her size than his. Still, it would be enough to cover up… that. She knew that demons could be disgusting, but she had no idea it would be like that.

      When she returned, however, she didn’t see the massive creature. Which was odd, as he towered even above the bookshelves in the room. Was he hiding? It didn’t seem in his nature to do so; he’d been so haughty and cocky.

      For a moment, terror took her as she feared he had abandoned her somehow, against the power of the spell.

      New fright took hold, however, when the figure of another man—this one significantly shorter than her conjured menace—stepped out from behind the bookshelf, covered in shadows. One of the library mages had caught her!

      Why were they even out at night? She stood still, her hands going behind her back and her head falling demurely to her chest. The young woman seemed every bit a chastised child, and she waited for his punishing words to rain down upon her.

      He approached her quietly from the shadows, no scolding following as she expected and was used to from the elven masters. He stood there in the dark side of the room beside her, until his hand came up beneath her chin. It was bare, and dark. Few of the elves had so dark of skin.

      With a careful touch there he tilted her head up, and her blue-eyed gaze moved across his ruddy-brown flesh—bare, just like the creature she had conjured, but man-sized, not monster-sized—to meet his face.

      Her heart skipped a beat. For unlike the terror created by the thing she had brought forth, he was simply gorgeous. His long silky black hair reflecting a bit of the candle and moonlight, his face smiling as he leaned in and… and kissed her lips. So mysteriously, he held her chin in a moment of confusion and tenderly kissed her.

      She was locked, smitten and unable to even flinch, until he broke the touch and gave her a charming look. “Thank you for the robe,” he said, that voice so reminiscent of earlier, though with much of the hellish edge gone.

      She barely knew what to make of it and felt her head grow light. She’d never spoken to someone so attractive, and she knew full well why. She felt tongue-tied and scared and embarrassed all at once.

      For all her years she’d avoided boys her own age. She got too tongue-tied around them, tripping over her words when she felt they were too attractive to be interested in her. And he definitely was.

      At least like this.

      How was it possible for him to look like this anyway?

      She felt a tremor run through her and she begged herself to speak, to demand answers from him, but nothing would come out.

      With smooth, deft movements, he took the robe from her arms and pulled it around behind him. He was in no rush, and she had time to glimpse at his form. He was still taller than her, but no longer inhumanly so. His chest was smooth now, no longer coated with the dark hairs. And though his manhood was on display—and still erect—it was no longer something so horrific. Especially since he covered it up and it vanished from sight, only to linger in memory.

      “The summoning process takes a lot from me,” he said, tying the robe shut. Though even as he spoke she could see the cloth shifting, the fabric changing shape, becoming something more exotic. Foreign. It hung open at his chest, showing some of his shoulders, the cuffs billowed out around his wrists and on down she could see it slit open up towards his groin, stopping before displaying anything lewd. And his feet… he had feet now too, she noticed. No longer cloven-hoofed.

      She was rendered speechless. Where she had grown so confident and commanding to the demon, she was struck mute in front of the attractive man that had “replaced” him. Her lips hung open and she forced them shut, inhaling deeply.

      What had he said? She knew he’d spoken, but she hadn’t heard a word of it.

      The dashing man pulled his hair from beneath the collar of the robe, and let it fall back down to settle around his neck and shoulders, which were so much more slender now comparatively, that he looked to be about her age. It also drew attention to the fact that he still bore horns, but much smaller, and now swept back instead of spiralling high. They blended with his hair rather well.

      “Would you tell me your name, madam sorceress?” he asked with every pretense of cordiality upon his charming voice. He sounded—and looked—like a foreign prince. A foreign prince in a lavish bath robe, perhaps, but nonetheless.

      For a moment it seemed she’d forgotten her name. It was on the tip of her tongue but she was too flabbergasted to fully recall it.

      Her tongue worked over her lips until finally it came to her.

      “Firia,” she whispered.

      “Firia,” he repeated in that curiously accented voice. He leaned forward and took one of her hands, lifting it as if it were made of delicate porcelain, then bent forward and kissed the back of her knuckles. “It is a pleasure to have been summoned by so beauteous a conjurer, Firia.” He smiled to her, his ruby eyes glinting as they met her gaze. “I am Varuj,” and the name rolled off his tongue so appetizingly, as if—she imagined—it would taste delicious to merely say. “At your service.”

      She actually thought she might faint. She willed herself to remember that he was still the vile demon that was pleasuring himself moments ago, just to make her uncomfortable, but it was so hard to think. He was too handsome for words, and she shifted from foot to foot as his skin touched hers.

      “How did you change? You shouldn’t be able to.”

      “It is no worry,” he said again as if merely a foreigner with an enchanting accent and a curious grasp on her language, rather than a demon from some dimension of damnation. “I know many things. Many tricks. Many spells,” he said with a smile, rubbing his thumb over the back of her hand. “Things that even the wizards of your world do not.”

      “Teach me them.”

      Her blue eyes widened in shock, astounded that she’d been able to speak, and with such a commanding tone. Her need for that power, those magics he knew had even outweighed her nervousness of being around him.

      And that somehow made her more nervous.

      His smile lit up his handsome face, and he kissed the back of her hand again. “I can do that,” he said at last. “In less time than the teachers of your world could instruct you, too.” And that was what mattered most, wasn’t it? For as she was reminded so often, a human’s life was not long enough to learn such power. And she’d already lost so much of it on the outside, looking in.

      Her head nodded, and suddenly she was hit with the more pressing concerns. Where will he stay? Perhaps she hadn’t as much confidence in her skills as she believed, for she certainly hadn’t thought so far ahead. Yet he’d made it easier and harder on her all at once.

      Her father would never let him stay with them.

      She’d envisioned it so differently, her stomping into the Dean’s office and demanding fair treatment.

      Now she wanted something more.

      The beautiful man before her continued to smile and rub her hand. “There is something you must understand first and foremost, madam Firia,” he said in his deep, smooth voice. “You cannot expose my existence to anyone. Not the teachers you wished to impress, not loved ones. No one.”

      “How am I going to explain you? How will I get ahead?” Her voice was so small and meek compared to the accomplished and commanding woman who had summoned him.

      “You can’t explain me,” he said simply, not losing that charm or smile. “Not yet, Firia.” He brought his free hand up to her face, cupped her cheek gently. “You can hide me, if you let me show you how. And when you are able to sneak away, I will teach you. Better than any tutor of your world ever could.”

      It was creeping her out just how much she wanted that. How much she longed for that.

      She hadn’t realized just how lonely and isolated she had let herself become. Her shyness around men her own age had led to her hiding in libraries, and she’d never even seen one so good-looking as him.

      It’s an illusion, she reminded herself, but that only made her remember the sight of him stroking that horrifying organ and her breath hitched.

      He leaned in close, so that their foreheads nearly touched. “I will be your secret,” he said quietly. “Yours and yours alone.” His palm cupped her cheek and his fingers moved through her hair delicately. “And after time training together in our secret moments,” gods, he made that sound so tantalizing, despite knowing his true form, “you shall be an unmatched sorceress. Not even those who have trained and practiced for centuries will rival you, Firia.”

      “Why?”

      The word toppled from her tongue, and she scolded herself. Because she bound him to her. Because he belongs to her.

      Yet someone so gorgeous could never belong to her, could never be so tender with her as he was trying to play at.

      He was a beautiful monster, and it was making her feelings become conflicted. She swallowed and looked at him with those expressive, blue eyes. “You are my thrall.” She answered her own question.

      His beautiful, almond-shaped eyes hardened just a little, then softened in sadness. “That is a cruel thing to say,” he said in a hurt voice.

      In the blink of an eye, things changed.

      He was the same, but he had faded out of reality in his position and now stood at the opposite side of the room, before the window, the moonlight framing his figure.

      “The truth is never cruel,” she managed to sputter out, even in her shock. “It just is.”

      He sat back on the windowsill and curled his legs up with him, wrapping his arms about them. The moon glimmered off his dark hair, and shimmered upon his smooth skin, all the way down to where his robe began at the edge of his shoulders. “Even a bound one does not need to obey all,” he said simply, that tinge of hurt still in his voice. “You could tell a bound one to perform an action like… attack a foe. But you could not command him to betray his secrets. No conjurer is that powerful a master.”

      She knew, logically, what he was. A cunning manipulator, a demon from a hellish place. Yet that wasn’t how he seemed, and it was so hard to argue with what she saw. He looked so hurt, and she was the one who had done it.

      She took a step forward, folding her arms defensively beneath her petite bust, but she didn’t know what to say. She was at a loss for words.

      Varuj looked aside, the silhouette of his handsome face outlined by silvery moonlight. “I would not share my secrets with a master. Only a companion,” he said almost pouty, in defiance of her attempt to cow him.

      “I know what you are,” she said softly, but she tightened her arms to stop her hands from trembling. It was taking so much out of her just to not run to him, apologizing.

      “You’re trying to manipulate me into caring for you.”

      He sighed. “All I ask is that you treat me as equal,” he said so simply. “Is grinding me beneath your boot heel all you can think of? So much so that it blinds you to opportunity?” He rested his head upon his knees. All she could see of him was his glossy black hair rested atop his arms and knees. “Fine,” he said with some resignation. “I will teach you something… but just one thing. And if, after that, you do not care to treat me as something other than a slave… no more.”

      Her throat was so dry and she took another step towards him, taken in by his good looks and sullen exterior. “How can I trust you when you are acting like this?”

      Slowly, he lifted his head and rested his chin upon his arms to gaze back at her. The fire had ebbed from his ruby eyes somewhat. “Like what? I sacrificed my mighty form so that I might be more pleasing and less disconcerting to you. It was no easy feat. Nor a small sacrifice. I am weaker like this,” he explained calmly. “Though it is the only way I could hope to converse with you.”

      “You can’t change back when you feel like it?” That actually surprised her, and though she was smart enough to know he was trying to manipulate her, it didn’t occur to her that he would outright lie. Though she’d always been someone craving power and knowledge, she was always open and honest with others as much as she could be.

      Except when it threatened her quest for things greater than herself.

      “It is not so simple,” he said with a sigh of exasperation. He stood, though, and approached her with slow, languid motions. “Shall I teach you then? Do we have a deal or no? If you only care to expose me to your elvish wizards then spare me the trouble and banish me now. They will only punish you for stealing a tome of dark secrets, and do terrible things to me before expunging me from this plane of existence. Such an outcome would be tedious and painful for us both.”

      “They wouldn’t,” she gasped, but somehow she knew it was more likely than them praising her for her cunning. For her success. Her eyes began to fill with tears and she knew she was in far over her head.

      Her lower lip trembled as she begged herself not to cry in front of the gorgeous demon, but she couldn’t help as the first tear escaped and ran down her peachy cheek.

      “I would prefer to stay in your world,” he said, and he reached out, touching her arms with his hands, “with you.” He was so tender, so careful as he leaned in and spoke to her softly. “I said I will teach you a spell. A secret. And all I ask in return is that you keep me hidden.”

      “Why would you possibly prefer it here? You said I took you away from your home.” It was hard to speak while holding in the sobs, but she managed and swallowed the lump in her throat.

      He slowly slid his hands along her arms towards her back, gradually embracing her. “My realm is cruel and harsh,” he said softly. “Great suffering abounds. But here?” he said, leaning in so that his cheek hovered near to hers. “There is softness and opportunity for things unheard of in my plane of existence.”

      What was he doing to her?

      She gasped, and for a moment wondered if he had her under a spell of some kind. She felt her body soften to his and she wanted nothing more than his embrace. His affection.

      She didn’t want him to go either, and she knew it wasn’t magic. It was loneliness. Longing.

      “Okay.”

      It wasn’t passionate, but he held her tenderly, his arms squeezing her only lightly as their cheeks touched. “Open your heart to me,” he murmured into her ear. “Do not hide behind your defenses.” The light tickle of his smooth voice on her ear was so tantalizing. “I will slip inside you,” he said, his voice as rich as caramel, as soft as satin. “And you will hide me within your heart from the gaze of those who would seek to do us harm.”

      She didn’t know what it meant, but it sounded so sexual.

      Strangely, however, it felt… welcomed. She wanted him to long for her. For so many years she’d thought of herself as someone unlovable, but he was being so affectionate. He felt so warm.

      It was her isolation, her neediness that made her nod against his cheek, her soft skin brushing against his.

      His lips touched just beneath her ear only tentatively, “Thank you,” he said, and his warm body pressed to hers as he squeezed her form. It was such a careful, loving embrace, and it shifted and felt so bizarre. So different.

      Was this what it was like to feel for someone? To have them touch at you physically and emotionally?

      Though as he held her, the intensity of it grew. Without him moving, she could feel something strange, as if he was bleeding over into her very body. Tendrils of his existence—his soul?—trying to find its way inside of her. Not her body so much as her own soul: that hidden, inner beacon of light.

      Where hers was pure and wholesome, however, she could feel his was dark and… different. It wasn’t like hers. But it wanted in. It wanted to mingle with her essence. That much was pure and true. She felt it.

      A tear streamed down her face and her hands clenched.

      This couldn’t be right. He was going to do something wrong, he was going to betray her.

      Yet it didn’t feel wrong. Not really. There was some piece of him that felt so… so like her. So similar to her own soul.

      She wanted to scream but she bit it back, tugging her lower lip into her mouth.

      The walls within her came down, and with a bizarre awareness, she realized he was no longer there. Not physically.

      He no longer held her in his arms, for he no longer existed in a physical sense before her at all. Though at the same time, she felt his presence more than ever, for he lingered within her.

      Like when she cast that summoning, the tingle of power tickled her skin, and warmed her blood. Though it grew gentle with time as he settled into her being.

      His voice travelled to her from within her own being, not needing words anymore. You are not alone, he said.

      She swiped at her eyes as if trying to be strong and hide her tears at his words. He was speaking to the deepest and most hidden part of her and she felt so… exposed. It was horrible and wonderful all at once.

      Yet she missed his physical presence, and that confused and disgusted her. She shouldn’t feel so attracted to him, to a demon that had such a terrifying presence.

      Still, she missed the feeling of his hands around her.

      Instead she got the feeling of warmth that enveloped her very soul. An unnatural heat that filled her in ways she thought impossible. Like moments of her father’s love unrestrained, but more intimate.

      When the time comes, you will let me out and I will teach you, he said, his voice – which was not a voice at all, but a thought in her mind – so rich and soothing.

      There was no need, but she nodded as she looked towards the window. It felt like so much time had passed, but the sun was only beginning to rise, and it cast long shadows on the campus. She had a secret, so large and all encompassing, but she went to clean up the remains of the spell casting.

      It was strange how routine it was, and how new it felt, all at once. It was almost as if she were doing it with an old friend, someone who cared deeply about her.
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      Firia had slept deep the whole morning through. For once in a very long time it was her father that woke her up with a knock on her door. “Honey?” came his deep voice. “Are you okay?”

      For years now, she’d awoken before him, began the day with preparing breakfast before heading off to her classes. Though her classes had all but ended, it wasn’t that which had interfered with her normal routine.

      “Y-yeah dad,” she said groggily, face down upon the bed, her blankets twisted about her form. “I’ll be right out.”

      She could hear her father shuffle off, wearily starting his day after another long night of work. Though her mind lingered on other things.

      Her whole night was filled with vivid dreams. Curious events of her past, sometimes traumatic, often mundane. She saw herself at her desk in school, shoved to the back with the other humans. Instead of feeling so alone and ignored, however, she felt comforted by a presence. Someone always off to the corner of her vision, but whom she was no less aware of.

      She saw herself at her mother’s funeral, when her father couldn’t bring himself to comfort her. It was one of her worst memories, facing that tragedy alone, so young. Just reflecting on it was enough to make her eyes water, though in the dream she was not alone.

      Thick, strong arms wrapped about her, pulled her to a warm chest and cradled her against her misery.

      Then there were moments of joy. The lonely moments of happiness, like when she was in the forest and watched two foxes fight over her cloth-wrapped lunch, thinking it prey, only for their struggle to cause the contents to spill out into the stream below, where one desperate fox – then the next – dove in after it, only to come out with a half of her sandwich each, looking like scrawny rats.

      She’d laughed then, though at the time it was tinged with mournful loneliness. In her dream, the laughter was shared by that presence, and it no longer held the sting.

      For so long she’d pushed all those things aside, hidden under the layers of protection. Even happy memories had been tinged with melancholy and she’d kept herself focused on the future. The bright, wonderful future where people wouldn’t treat her like a mousy reject.

      They’d know she was someone worth paying attention to.

      Yet the past had no such occurrences, and she swiped at the tears she knew were begging to come out. It almost felt like it had all been a dream. Not just the unpleasant drudging up of painful memories, but the demon.

      Self-doubt still lingered in her subconscious that she could do such a thing, and as she got ready for the day, she wondered if she was simply going mad with loneliness.

      As she pulled up her skirt, she felt that slight tingle of a presence again, and when she arose to stand up before her mirror she saw… him. His beautiful black hair, so sleek and shiny in the morning sun, those ruby eyes alight with a soft smile as he stood behind her.

      He lifted his hands and put them upon her shoulders as he kissed the back of her head. She felt it too! It was real! Though when she spun around to see him… nothing. He was gone. Nothing remained to hint it was ever real and more than a delusion.

      She went out into their kitchen to find her father preparing a meal for them both. Her dad was a fairly tall man, dark hair, tousled by sleep, with a thick, groomed beard. He flashed her a warm smile as she approached, despite his own weariness. “Up late reading again?” he asked.

      “Yea,” she agreed as she rubbed her eyes. “Kept having weird dreams.” She sat down, rolling her shoulders and trying to work out a kink in her neck. “How was work last night?”

      Her father wasn’t as good a cook as she was, but he gave it his full attention, which was something she wasn’t always capable of with her thoughts so prone to returning to her books and dreams. The fried dough he served up looked appealing though, and was likely a sign that they were out of other food again.

      “I need to go pick up some food today,” he said sheepishly. That had always been his task, despite how she had more free time than him. She knew he thought it allowed him to hide how tight their finances were, but it didn’t work. She was well aware, despite his best efforts.

      “Looks great,” she rebuffed him, forcing a smile to her face. Her black hair was tousled from sleep and she’d tried to fix it, but the vision of that… demon had distracted her. She pushed some loose strands behind her ear.

      “I’m not feeling great today. I could pick some things up until you get some time.”

      “No, that’s okay,” he said immediately, smiling to her as he set down the modest helping of amber syrup between them. It wasn’t the fancy stuff the elvish families used, but then, few humans could afford that. “I like it,” he said, lying to himself as much as to her, she was sure, “gives me time to think.”

      She didn’t have classes to attend. They had ended for all intents and purposes for the human students. That is, she hoped, all of them but her. The weeks following graduation were spent amongst the top tier students – almost exclusively elvish – competing in displays to earn the attention of the Academy’s professors, or independent wizards, in the hopes of getting a billet at the school, or if not that, then an apprenticeship with someone of some renown.

      The human students mostly went on to apprentice under their own mothers and fathers, carrying on their family’s role from generation to generation. Her father was a night time groundskeeper because his mother was one, and she because both her parents were.

      It was a less auspicious career than Firia had hoped for, scrounging for meals and lying to herself about her life. It was misery. She could see what her future would be just looking into her father’s eyes. So often he tried to look away, but she knew why.

      He was just as lonely as she was.

      “Alright, dad. If you’re sure. I’m just going to rest for as long as I can today.”

      He cut into his fried dough-cake and smiled. “I’m sure sweetie. You make the most of this time,” he urged her with a smile, though she knew the unspoken undertone of that was: Make the most of it, because after this, you’re future is like mine.
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      It’s funny how being utterly alone, being so far away from civilization in the heart of the forest made her feel somehow less alone. It always had, but now it was even more comforting. She sat on a fallen log, her eyes closed as she breathed in the mossy scent of her surroundings.

      Finding peace and silence was a big key to her abilities, her success. Everyone else was so busy with so many thoughts and worries that they never got anywhere. She took time to do nothing so that she was focused when she did work.

      When finally she exhaled and her blue eyes fluttered open, she spoke to no one in particular.

      “Are you real?”

      His charmingly foreign voice came to her so velvety: “As real as you.” She immediately traced it back to him, sitting beside her on the log. She hadn’t noticed how he’d done that; there was no warning as such. He was just… there. Smiling at her handsomely. Still garbed in that luxuriously exotic robe, coloured in burgundy, brown and gold.

      She took in another breath.

      “When I was a kid, I used to make up friends. And that’s really embarrassing to admit to, so I almost hope I made you up too.”

      He screwed up his lips in one corner, looking across at her with a perplexed expression. “That is an odd thing to say,” he remarked, standing up and peering about her reclusive forest glade. She noticed then he wore not only the robe she’d given him, but a set of tall boots that went to his knees, and were capped with metal at the toes. It made him look all the more like some foreign prince out of a storybook.

      “If I didn’t make you up, then I actually summoned you. And it doesn’t even matter because now it just makes me feel crazy to think about.”

      She’d put her hair back in pigtails, and brushed her bangs so they lay flat along her forehead, swept to the side. The sun filtered down through the trees and played against her peach-toned skin.

      Pivoting upon one heel, a thumb hooked in his fancy belt, he gave her a curious smile. “Why do you fear it? What is done, is done. And you still live to tell the tale.” He shrugged his shoulders and moved back to her, dropping to one knee, his robe parting as he reached out and touched her wrist with a gentle, warm hand. “My lovely young summoner, you have grander things to worry about than the past.”

      “Right. Such as the future.” She sighed and her shoulders slumped even as her body warmed to his strange touch. She didn’t know whether to scream and run or roll around in triumph, but she didn’t feel much like celebrating.

      She’d done something so great, yet she knew he was right. No one would give her this accomplishment.

      No one would let her do anything but go to work as a grounds keeper.

      “Do not look so sad,” he said softly, lifting his free hand and delicately brushing her bangs back just a bit, his fingertip grazing her forehead just momentarily. “While I was inside you,” those words felt so significant with how he said them, “I felt your apprehension. Your fear. Not the details, no,” he remarked, looking upon her with a mix of warmth and happiness, “but what drew me most was your ambition.”

      Her button nose crinkled slightly as she looked away. “That sounds weird when you say it like that. Those things are private. Those feelings.”

      He laughed delicately, “I could not read your thoughts,” he said gently. “I felt them, as I can feel them now.” That notion made her worry, though he continued, clarifying. “I can read your emotions through your expressions, sweet dear. They are as plain as day to me.”

      She wasn’t to call him her slave. He told her to see him as an equal, but it was tearing her in two directions. She wanted to revel in her power, at her success, but she was unable to with him… lurking. Being a part of her. She hadn’t understood what she was agreeing to.

      And at the same time, the sense of being… with someone. Of having someone that cared, close at hand, was so nice. It was something she’d longed for since she was a child.

      She swallowed. “Then what am I feeling now?”

      The wry smirk he gave her might’ve been construed as something less wholesome, but for some reason it only felt playful to her as she gazed on that smooth, blemish free face of his. “You are conflicted,” he said, and he rose up from his knee and retreated back a couple of steps, twirling in such a casual way that caused his robes to lift and spin, showing a glimpse of his bare knee and thigh. “You need to impress the masters of your world, no?” he asked with one brow cocked high.

      “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have summoned a demon from some hellish place into our world,” she agreed with some sarcasm.

      “And time is of the essence,” he added as a statement rather than questioning.

      Casually he began to move his fingers in the air, meticulous little gestures like she’d seen wizards sometimes do, though his seemed so much more fluid than theirs. His whole body, with every movement, had a fluid sort of grace to it that was captivating to watch. “Only by showing them powers you were denied the knowledge of, do you stand a chance to rise above your station, hmm?” Conjured from the air before him, she watched wisps of light begin to form, like crackling fire.

      “And something that they couldn’t chastise me for stealing a book containing it,” she added on, remembering what he had said last night. She was captivated by his motions and she felt that lingering power in the air come alive.

      The billowy sleeve of his robe flowed back as the air churned, and she watched as the tendrils of flame took shape before him. He was silent, but she saw as strands of his glossy black hair whipped about his face. It took some force of will to accomplish on his part, but before her eyes the visage of a fiery fox took shape.

      It was orange with the embers of fire, but it was unmistakable. It’s large, triangular ears perked, and when Varuj at last finished, the flames died down, and the creature before her looked like a beautiful rainbow of lights, taken on animal form.

      Her lips parted, and she was rendered speechless. The young woman was blown away by the sight and wasn’t certain what to make of it. He made it seem so easy. So graceful.

      “How?”

      “The how is the hardest part,” he said, brushing back his hair and fixing it after his display. Though as he smiled, the prismatic fox sniffed at the air, then bounded over to her, its large tail swishing in the air as it buried its nose into her lap. “I will teach you the how, but it will take the rest of the day.”

      For the first time since she’d met him, she found it hard to focus on his words, for the beautiful familiar before her licked at her hands, its tongue warm, but pleasant.

      Her eyes watered, and she cursed herself for being so easily moved to tears. She tried so hard to hide it, that sensitive, needy part of her, but it was so much harder around him. She was exposed to him, and even the fox reminded her of that memory he’d dredged up the night before.

      As if in response, the fox lifted its paws up onto her lap and it licked at her face, as if chasing away the tears with its smooth, warming tongue.

      Varuj moved back to her side, sitting upon the log as he leaned in close and pet the creatures head. “He is your familiar now,” he remarked. “I created him, which is not how it is usually done, but he is linked to your soul. A mirror of your essence in magical form. And shall not leave you lest you wish it so.” He smiled warmly at the fox first, then her. “My gift to you.”

      Her entire body trembled as she held back the crashing waves of affection, rubbing behind the fox’s ear. “How can I trust you? Aren’t you… linked to me as well?”

      He pondered her question a while then said, “No. Not as you think.” He turned his ruby-eyed gaze towards her. “I am tethered to you on this plane of existence. Like…” he searched his head for some metaphor appropriate for their cross-dimensional understanding, “like an anchor tying a boat to the seabed.” He nodded, satisfied with his effort.

      She crossed her legs, her hand still petting at her new familiar. “And, what? … This is all in thanks for me bringing you here?”

      Varuj’s hand brushed hers as they both toyed with the chromatic fox, the creature eagerly licking at her face and making soft little yipping noises that sounded so happy. “It is my thanks for your agreeing to my terms,” he said softly. “It is not often one of my kind can meet a mortal who will entreat with us fairly.”

      “Maybe I’m just stupider than most mortals, then.” She looked at him sidelong, trying to read his expression but seeing that gorgeous visage just made her more distracted and uncertain. She’d seen him for what he was. A monstrous demon.

      She cursed him for looking so attractive.

      “No,” he said, sounding so sincere. “You are clever beyond your years. That much is true,” and she could detect none of his deception, none of his charm put to work in that compliment beyond what he exuded naturally.

      “Now I will teach you to command and use your familiar,” he said to her, his eyes moving back to the fox with a smile. “He may be more than a mere pet if you know the proper incantations and methods. He may be a fierce ally. A cunning tool.”

      She pet the fox again, staring at him curiously. “And I’m allowed to call him a tool, even with his cunning?”

      She wished he didn’t choose to look as he did. Her barriers were being chipped away and she had to keep reminding herself of what he was.

      It was so easy to forget.

      “Do not confuse he and I,” said Varuj to her softly. “You summoned me. You did not create me,” he explained. “I existed, thought, lived a life of my own, long before you tore me from my place across the gap between dimensions to aid you. Him?” he looked to the fox. “He did not exist as separate from you. Not even for a second. He is made up of the aether, crafted from the blueprints of your soul.” He shrugged his shoulders casually. “You may call him what you wish. It would be no more insulting than saying your toe is an instrument unto you.”

      She nodded, putting her hands on either side of the log. “Where will he stay?”

      He gave a wry smile, “That is what I shall teach you first.” He reached out and took hold of her wrist, turning her hand palm-up and unfurling her fingers. “He is linked to your soul. Not merely tethered as I am,” he explained, though with his delicate touch upon her palm it was not as easy to focus as it should have been. “A simple magical gesture is enough to dismiss him, so do as I instruct…”

      With gentle care he guided her through the motion, the gentle swish of her hand in the air, from left to right, the light wriggle of two fingers, then curling her hand into a fist as a strong closure. “Memorize that. Then repeat.”

      She was keen with magic and memorized it instantly. How else could she have summoned him if she hadn’t any skill or natural grace with it, after all?

      Yet even though she followed through with the motion with such diligence and interest, she couldn’t stop focusing on him. On his touch, on the way he felt against her. On what he truly was.

      The sparkle in his ruby eyes caught it, and he smiled. “Try once more,” he said, demonstrating for her with that fluid grace.

      It was enough, and she got it on that try. The kaleidoscope of colours that was her fox-familiar, drained into her palm then vanished into her flesh. Though truthfully, similar to Varuj, she felt the thing settle against her very soul. Unlike the dark monster, however, it felt quite… familiar. Nothing was odd about it at all, it felt as if a piece of herself was merely returned.

      It took her breath away and she closed her eyes, letting herself enjoy the sensation. When at last she managed to open them again, she looked to him.

      “Are you using me?”

      His beautiful face did not falter in the face of that question, though he retorted. “A curious question for a woman who unquestionably is using me for her own ends.” He arched a singular brow – the dark hairs so perfectly sculpted – as if challenging her to deny it.

      “I’ve never denied that,” she argued. “But… I’m not a being of… evil.”

      “And I am?” he responded, looking slightly insulted, though he brushed it off quickly. “Why do you presume I am evil, hm? Because I am different? Because I come from a realm that abides by different rules of order than yours does, Firia?” The challenge was delivered smoothly, and he crossed his legs, some of his bare, chocolatey dark thigh showing from beneath his robes.

      “Because you’re a heathen and the first thing you did was start looming over me and touching yourself?” she retorted. “I can feel it.” She touched her chest, overtop of her heart. “In here. You’re not like me.”

      “Precisely,” he said, back arched, shoulders out, that well-shaped chin of his pushed up in the air. “I was born of another realm. Where the laws of the universe were different. Do you expect otherwise any more than you would expect a foreigner to eat the same food as you or dress likewise?”

      “I pretty much expect all strangers not to touch themselves in front of me.”

      “Where I come from it’s simply a display of interest,” he stated, his eyes dipping down over her form for just a moment. “We don’t hide such things as your kind do. I ceased as per your wishes, however.”

      “Interest?” She almost laughed as she thought back to it. “You looked more like you were just trying to scare me.”

      He sighed a bit. “See how pleasant you would be if you were ripped between realities from your home without clothes or items by a powerful summoner. It puts you in a rather sour mood, and leads to you feeling defensive. I got over it,” then added, “with you.”

      “You said you were glad to be rid of that place,” she stated, trying to sound confident but the blush of her cheeks gave her away. She looked aside, hiding her face from him as she stared into the forest depths.

      “I am,” he confessed, “now.” He watched her quietly. “Were it some cruel summoner who intended to only use, abuse and toss me back when done, however, I would not have that sentiment. When I realized how pure of heart you were, however?” He shrugged his shoulders. “I thought I had found someone who might deal with me. And help me to stay. As a free man one day.”

      Her gaze fell to the forest floor and her heart thudded loudly in her chest. She was sure he could hear it, but then, she wasn’t entirely certain what he could sense within her. What he experienced in kind.

      Her tongue pressed from between her lips and dabbed them thoughtfully. She’d let him in so quickly, so eagerly, and she wondered what that said about her. What that said about how lonely she was. How much she desired someone in her life, even if he was a demon.

      “I see.”

      “Your world is softer than mine,” his words delicate. “Existence is not so cruel for those who live here.” He reached over, gently laying his warm hand upon hers. “I wish to help you become a great sorceress. Powerful and respected. That one day you might use that power to free me, and let me live here as one of you.” She could feel the hope on his voice, it was palpable. The gentle touch of his smooth hand against her flesh; it was exquisite.

      Her heart stopped and her breath hitched. She wanted so badly to believe him, to feel close to someone. To know someone.

      Yet there was still that wall of defensiveness, of caution, and she withdrew her hand from his. “We don’t have a lot of time for me to get into the academy.”

      He retracted his hand slowly. “I can teach you some useful skills with your new familiar today,” he remarked matter-of-factly. “Perhaps that shall be enough to get you into the academy. Perhaps not,” he shrugged his shoulders. “I have much more to teach you as well, but we can discuss that later. One step at a time.”

      She nodded, looking at him curiously. He hadn’t tried to betray her or harm her, but then, perhaps he hadn’t the power now. He could be biding his time, waiting for her to let her guard down.

      So she wouldn’t. She’d take his lessons and succeed in her bid to get into the academy. She controlled him, she reminded herself. Not the other way around.
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      She had gotten so wrapped up in her lessons with the demon that she hadn’t noticed the day slip by. When hunger finally began to overcome her excitement at learning how to change her familiar’s shape to better suit it to different tasks, Varuj merely smiled and taught her to send it off to fetch food. The ripe berries it returned with were enough to keep her satisfied and delighted.

      Though all good things had to come to an end, and with night so advanced, she knew she had to get back home, or else her father would finish work and worry at her absence.

      They walked together through the woods, the town still a ways off, her new pet fox prancing at her side.

      She hadn’t felt so… excited for life in such a long time. All her hopes and dreams of actually becoming someone of value, someone of note, were coming true. She knew her father didn’t want his job for her any more than she did, and now she finally felt she knew a way to break the cycle.

      To show those elves up, once and for all.

      “I didn’t even know these things existed. Not like this.”

      “There is much more,” he stated casually, his hand gently touching the base of her spine as they walked. “This thing is relatively simple,” he explained, “though it would take one of your competitors many years of tutelage to learn and do what I have done for you in but a day, Firia. It is a good start. And one they will not be too likely to suspect.”

      She nodded and a smile actually began to creep to her lips. “Well, I hope so. But… thank you. Just knowing these things is a joy, even if it gets me no further ahead with my goals.”
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