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Chapter 1
Az scooted further into the bush, liking the way it scratched against her orange scales. Thorns caught on the edges and pulled, before releasing with a crackle of leaves and twigs, and the dense foliage hid her wings from view. She was safe here in the border woods, nestled deep inside the briars. Safe for now.
She’d barely escaped Paquit this morning. The eldest demon of their sibling group since Leethu had gone off for succubus training, Paquit was her personal nemesis. The bigger demon had made it his mission in life to beat the crap out of her at every opportunity. She tried to stay out of his way, tried to remain unnoticed, but even when she hid, he eventually found her. For centuries he’d been ambushing the little imp, stomping her wings to bloody bits with his hooves while her siblings watched and took bets. They didn’t take bets anymore. No one was fool enough to bet against Paquit.
Crunching a plant pod with her teeth, she looked toward the woods. It was boring here in the woods since that elf boy stopped coming. He’d probably never come again, but she still checked every few days, just in case. For months the elf had been chasing her through the woods in what had become a ritual for them. He’d shoot her with arrows, and shout in triumph as she thrashed on the ground, exaggerating the pain way out of proportion. 
Last week, she’d collapsed on the ground with three arrows in her rear and rolled about like she was mortally wounded, before lying still, tongues extended, eyes open just a crack so she could watch him. Her performance must have been particularly convincing, because the elf actually stood with his foot on top of her shoulder, bragging to the woodland creatures of his prowess. Then he had bent down to run his knife along one of her heads, no doubt planning to take a few scales as a trophy. She had wondered briefly how it would feel. Paquit often ripped scales from her, but never had cut any off with a knife. Overcome with excitement, she’d flipped the elf boy over, pinning him under her scaled bulk. His eyes had widened in fear at the unexpected turn of events. 
This elf, this appealing elf with soft, tender skin, and glorious, golden hair was too much temptation. Az had looked into his frightened green eyes and ran her three forked tongues all over him, tasting every last bit of flesh not covered by the woven plant fibers. Wondering what was under the soft skin, she’d bit down hard and chewed on the tip of one of his ears, tasting a warm, metallic spurt. 
The elf had been squirming around in a tantalizing fashion, making little, fearful, whimpering noises that shredded her control. As she bit his ear, he had responded with a piercing shriek, and she’d jumped off him, startled. It had been the most amazing sound, and Az had wondered what would happen if she bit his other ear, or what he noise he’d make if she bit his ear totally off? Unfortunately, her opportunity had passed. In her moment of astonishment, the elf had jumped out from under her and ran like a flash through the woods. 
So here she sat, hiding in a briar bush, staring into the empty woods, remembering, waiting. Yep, she’d never see that elf again. Coming back with elf blood on her mouth and the taste of him on her tongues had brought her status up significantly, though. She’d earned some temporary respect from her siblings. Except for Paquit. He’d caught her three times that evening, and beat her so hard it had taken her days to repair herself properly. 
“Ni-ni!” a voice shouted from the meadow just a few hundred feet away.
Ni-ni was her baby name, a nickname derived from Niyaz, which meant want. Her new, adult name was Az, which meant pretty much the same as her other one. Az. Insatiable, all consuming, liable to devour everything in a never-ending need. Why couldn’t someone give her a cool name that meant plague bringer, rage of fire, or bolt of destruction? Instead she was labeled as some kind of demonic black hole. 
“Az!” the voice shouted, closer, this time, and with her adult name. 
She scooted further back into the bush. It was her brother, Dar, no doubt sent to retrieve her. He was sniffing loudly with his long slimy snout. Dar had a very good nose. He’d find her soon. He always did. 
She was late for her lesson, this one to learn how to sire and form new demons. All these lessons and classes. She’d be glad when she was declared an adult and able to do whatever she wanted. 
“There you are.” A long wet snout, with strands of sticky goo hanging from it, poked through the briars and against her scales. It left a slime trail, like a slug down her shoulder. Dar. He really did have a good nose.
“You’re late. Pere wants you back for your lesson. Why are you hiding here in the woods, and not in the swamp?”
Az shuffled her way out of the thorn bush. The swamp was amazing, her favorite place. There the mud sucked against her four legs, the reeds rustled on her scales, the air smelled of damp decay. But she kept hoping that fun elf child would return, and elves hated the swamp.
“Ah, you’re looking for elves, aren’t you?” Dar asked. He’d been especially impressed when she’d come back with blood on her mouth from the one she’d bit. Not impressed enough to help her fight off Paquit’s attacks, but still impressed. 
“Did you hear? The kingdom of Cyelle is looking for a demon to do a job for them,” he added in a hushed, secretive voice. “A sorcerer has run off, and they’ll pay nicely to have him brought back, dead or alive. Can you imagine the status if one of us were to catch him?”
Az laughed, shaking the twigs and leaves from her scales and blue tufts of fur. “Right. Like the elves would want an adolescent demon to go after a sorcerer. If he’s that weak, they’d do it themselves.”
Dar assumed his important look, the one he always got when he was privy to some secret bit of information. “Rumor has it the sorcerer went through a gate. That’s why they can’t go themselves.”
Elves never crossed the gates into the realm of the humans, even though the angels had put those big, gorgeous passageways there specifically to tempt them home. Whenever something needed to be done on the other side, elves always sent their human slaves, or paid a demon to do it. Of course, activating the gate was beyond a lot of demons’ skills. And even if one could, chances were great that an angelic gate guardian would be waiting to dole out death on the other side.
“Then we’re still out of luck. Neither one of us is old enough to be able to activate a gate. Forget about it.” Az batted him playfully with a wing as they walked back. “Maybe in a few more decades.”
“Rumor has it that Paquit is taking the job.”
Az frowned. Paquit could activate a gate? Just one more thing the jerk could do that she couldn’t. She glanced nervously over toward the cluster of houses that they’d called home since birth. Hopefully her nemesis wasn’t there, waiting for her, although she doubted he’d interfere with her lesson with the demon instructor. Pere would have something to say about it if he did. Strong as Paquit was, Pere, her Dwarven foster father, was stronger. No one crossed Pere.
“Fine. Let him get killed by a gate guardian. My wings will be grateful for it.” 
“He’s not any better than us, Az.” Dar’s furry chest puffed out with pride.
“Well, he’s definitely better than me,” the imp replied. “That’s why I’m always the one in a bloody heap on the floor while he’s kicking me with his hooves.”
Dar halted, leaning towards her. “I’m got an idea. Something really fun I’m working on. You want to come with me when I go?”
Yes, she would. She always had fun with Dar on his various adventures, even if they usually went painfully awry. 
“Count me in,” she told him, walking through the doorway to her lesson.
Her instructor was furry with a horse body like Paquit’s, except with a massive, bear-like head and neck. Physical form was not involved in these exercises, which was a pity because Az really wanted to pull at his fur with her claws, to explore the horse torso, to know all she could about the flesh he wore. He’d introduced himself with his six names, but Az knew she should never call him anything but his title, Sri.
 “Put your wing or something on my neck or back,” he told her. 
“I thought we didn’t touch?” Az asked, surprised.
Her instructor looked irritated. Really irritated. Like he had something important to do and just wanted to get this over and done with.
“How do you expect to get your spirit, your personal energy, to me? Are you going to launch it through the air? Without a body, you will shred and dissolve. I don’t have any problem at all with you dying, but I’m hardly likely to get paid if you commit suicide right now.”
Asshole. She really wanted to whack him with her tail, maybe bite one of his legs, but he was older and more powerful. He’d kick her ass. Better to just put up with his nastiness and get this lesson over with. She rested a wing across his back. 
“Good. Now reach down into your spirit, your personal energy, and separate a portion. Doesn’t matter what. You’ll need to distance it away from your physical form as you separate it.”
Az hesitated. How was she supposed to do this?
“You’re too rooted into your form, you stupid imp,” the demon complained. “Pull back.”
It felt weird, leaving a part of her empty, unattached as she withdrew. There, a tiny portion. 
“I don’t have all fucking day here. Pass it over to me.”
No. It was hers. Mine. She didn’t want to share. It hovered at the edge of her form, right next to him, but she couldn’t make herself give it over.
“Crazy bitch. I’m not going to keep it. I don’t want anything of yours.”
Fuck this jerk. Resisting the urge to slam a lightning bolt into him, she tried to push her energy further out. An internal battle raged, causing her to tremble slightly. Tired of waiting, he reached out and grabbed it, snatching it right from her. A snarl built up from deep inside. She would fucking kill him. Mine. Mine. But before she could react, the part of her was back, safe and sound.
“TaDa!” His voice was sarcastic. “See? Done? And now you know how to sire.”
The second part of the lesson was in forming. Az readied herself to accept the tiny bit of her instructor, to hold it a brief moment before returning it. Her mind wandered again to the forest, to the taste of the little elf boy. Just get through this and she could leave and go back to the woods. Or maybe the swamp.
 “Well, take it, you imbecile.” The demon was waiting, a portion of himself ready for her at the edge of her wing. 
It was beautiful, this small section of such a horrible demon. Shiny and smooth, golden with a peach tint here and there. Receiving was so much better than contributing. She would get to hold this beautiful bit. Was the rest of him this interesting? As she moved to receive his offering, she extended herself further. 
“Oh no you don’t. Just this part. The rest of me is off limits. Demons don’t merge together, that’s disgusting. Get back where you belong, you gutter slut.”
His voice faded into the background. Want. Pretty. Shiny. Want. The instructor pushed against her, trying to force her back. He was thousands of years older than her, much stronger, more powerful, but it didn’t matter. Az pulled, shredded, devoured.  Mine. The word roared through her with the power of the ancients, power she was far too young to possess.
 “What are you doing?” he screamed.
What was she doing? Az was perplexed. She was only doing as he’d instructed. Why was he panicked? It was just a little bit more than he’d offered, he shouldn’t begrudge her that. She’d give it right back. She couldn’t, though. In an instant she pulled his entire spirit self into her, converting some to raw energy, taking portions and modifying them, integrating until there was no him anymore, only her. The hunger she always felt deep inside her abated, changed.
 Before she could contemplate what she’d done, the door burst open and Mere and Pere both rushed her. Within seconds, the dwarves had her across the room and on the floor. The other demon was also on the floor, his hooves sprawled at an awkward angle, his tongue dangling from the bear mouth. It was kind of funny, but Az knew better than to laugh. She was in big trouble. 
Pere looked grim as he went to the demon. He didn’t have to tell her. She’d killed him. What had she done? She hadn’t killed him by destroying his physical form. She hadn’t done anything to his physical form. What had she done? It had felt almost like Owning him, separating his spirit from his physical self and taking it, but she hadn’t Owned him. He wasn’t existing separately inside her, he was gone. Somehow he’d ceased to exist as she gobbled him up. At least she hadn’t Owned him. That was a terrible no-no. Owning another demon made a being insane. 
“What did you do?” Pere roared at the imp, his beard shaking with anger.
“It wasn’t me,” Az lied. “It was him. We were going along marvelously, and he just imploded or something.” Always blame the dead guy.
“His physical form is fine. He’s dead. What. Did. You. Do?” Pere moved a step toward her, clenching his fists. 
“Nothing,” she squeaked. “We were doing the breeding practice. He’s really old, maybe the excitement was too much for him and he died.” She was a terrible liar. 
“Breeding is not exciting, it’s boring.” Mere held a hand out to Pere, trying to hold him back. “Tell us the truth. Tell us what you did, Ni-ni.”
It felt like something knotted up inside her when Mere called her by her baby nickname. Mere. The one who helped her hide when Paquit tormented her, the one who comforted her when she felt empty, hungry. But she couldn’t tell the truth, she’d get in trouble. Big trouble.
“He attacked me. Overpowered me. I tried to fend him off and accidently killed him.” Third time a charm?
Mere and Pere both glared at her, furious and grim. No one ever believed her when she lied. All the others were good at it, but not her. One more thing she sucked at.
“I don’t know what I did,” she confessed. “The sire thing went okay, but when I went to form, I took too much of him and he died.”
They exchanged a glance, and looked at her in confusion. “How could he give you too much?” Mere asked. “He was three thousand years old. He has sired almost two thousand beings. He knows how to do it. It’s not possible to give over too much.”
Az contemplated the floor with her three heads, and scraped the edge of a wing along the ground. “He didn’t give it. I took it. I didn’t mean to, but he was pretty inside and I wanted him. I just reached in and took him. All of him.”
They were silent, incredulous. 
Pere broke the silence. “How? He should have been able to easily fight you off. You’re just a little demon. And you’re an imp, not exactly powerful. Are you lying again?”
Az shook her head. “I don’t know. It just happened.”
They exchanged another glance. “There, there,” Mere said, an edge of soothing blue in her voice. “We’ll say the lesson was successful and that he was attacked and killed on the way home by one of the older demons.”
Fuck that. They were going to let some other demon get the credit, but she’d end up with the bill. There was a price. This would be her first weregeld. They’d need to compensate this demon’s household from her trust fund, probably reducing it significantly. 
 “If I’m paying the weregeld, I’m getting the credit for the kill,” Az said with a confidence she was far from feeling. 
The blue from Mere vanished. “You are far too young to have credit for killing this demon,” she said sternly. “You are just a little imp. I know you’re greedy, but don’t be foolish. Taking credit will give you a status you can’t defend. You’ll be dead within a week.”
“That’s so unfair! I killed him,” Az insisted. “I want the credit.” Maybe she would finally see respect in her siblings’ eyes. Maybe they’d finally think of her as more than an inept little imp with stubby legs and three heads. Maybe Paquit would stop tearing her wings off, and leave her alone.
“Don’t be stupid,” Pere told her. “You were lucky. There is no way you should have been able to kill a demon of this level under normal circumstances. It was luck.”
She glared at them with all three heads and sat down, stubborn and immovable on the floor.
“You always seem to have luck on your side,” Mere said gently, the hint of blue back. “But luck is a fickle mistress. You can’t rely on her to always be with you. If she’s all you’ve got, one day she’ll fail you, And you’ll be dead.”
Az wavered. Perhaps it would be better if no one knew she did it. That respect would be very short lived if the next demon she encountered beat the crap out of her with one hand tied behind his back. She wasn’t very strong, didn’t have any notable skills or abilities. She was only an imp, practically a Low.
“Okay,” she choked out. It was so unfair.
Pere went over and picked up the demon. Grabbed him by his hind hooves with one hand, and his front hooves with the other, and slung him over his shoulder. Dwarves were strong but short, so the demon’s bear head smacked on the ground, and the extended tongue trailed on the floor.
“Az, you cannot do this again,” Mere told her as Pere dragged the demon out the door. The fact that she called her Az was significant. It was her grown-up name, not her childhood one, not her baby nickname. This was to be a serious, stern, conversation. 
“His weregeld will be huge. Your makers had the foresight to put up a sizable trust fund for you, but you won’t have any left if you keep doing this.”
Az pouted. The female dwarf was short and round with an equally round face and heavy limbs. Her braided hair almost touched the floor, and the light fuzz on her chin was the same silver blond. Az’s brothers and sisters cursed at Mere, tried to bite and scratch her, arrogantly walked out when she was talking to them. The dwarf never got mad. She’d restrain them, punish them, patiently maneuver them where she wanted them, always with a calm, placid air. 
“Yes, ma’am.” Az gave in, scratching the floor with a back claw. 
Mere’s eyes narrowed. “Az, you are not paying attention here. You cannot Own another demon. It would drive you insane. You’re lucky you failed with this one and just killed him.”
“I didn’t try to Own him,” she insisted. “Yuck.”
Mere didn’t believe her. “I know you don’t Own much at this point. You’re the youngest and you’re just an imp. You’ll have plenty of time to Own all sorts of creatures, and if you manage to stay alive, you may even be able to Own a human or two. But not another demon. Never another demon.”
“I wasn’t trying to Own him.”
“Especially one that strong. He’d fight you for control, probably win. He’d assume your form and eject you into oblivion.”
“I consumed him, shredded him. I didn’t Own him.”
“And you’re lucky you didn’t or you’d be dead. Even a Low will drive you insane if you Own him.”
Az shook one of her heads. Might as well just shut up. Mere wasn’t going to believe her and the sooner this lecture was over the sooner she could go look for that elf boy in the woods. Or maybe go relax in the swamp. She fixed one head on Mere, to look attentive, and daydreamed about reeds and rushes. About mud so deep she sank in up to her shoulders. About those bitey little fish that tasted sour and rancid when she ate them. It was her favorite place. Well, It had been her favorite place until that elf started playing with her. Now that he was gone, she might as well go back to the swamp.
“You’ve always been so greedy, Az. At this rate you’ll run through your trust fund before you’ve reached maturity.”
There was silence and Az realized the lecture was over. “Yes, ma’am,” she said and headed for the door.
She didn’t make it far. Dar was waiting a discrete distance from the house, ready to pounce the moment she walked out.
“What happened? Why was Pere carrying him out like that?”
Az kept walking. Her legs weren’t long, so it wasn’t hard for Dar to keep up. “It went fine. No issues at all.”
“But why was Pere carrying him? Was there a fight? Did he get knocked out?”
“Nope,” she lied. “Everything was fine. Pere was just assisting him to leave.”
Dar didn’t believe her. “He was carrying him, Az. His head was banging along the ground, his tongue dragging through the dirt. It was a fight. I know a beaten-up demon when I see one.”
Evidently Dar didn’t know a dead demon when he saw one. If she didn’t tell him something, he’d never leave her alone, though.
“Yes. There was a fight over the payment or something. Pere had to subdue him.”
She swiveled a head around and saw Dar, staring intently at her with his little red eyes, like glowing dots in his furry face. She was a terrible liar, but for some weird reason, Dar often believed her. This time he did.
“Why would they fight over payment? It’s pre-set by level. And it’s not like you don’t have enough money. I’ve heard your trust fund is huge.”
She’d need every coin too, if she kept on this path. “He thought they’d misrepresented my level, that I was lower in status.” 
Payment was greater the lower the demon. There was no glory in giving service or instruction to scum. Dar nodded knowingly. It was a convincing lie. Her status was based on her formation, on her potential skills and abilities per her makers. Siblings weren’t supposed to know each other’s status until the age of maturity, but information had a way of leaking out. No one believed it when Az’s status had been whispered. She was unimpressive so far, a little imp. There was no way an imp would ever have a potential status that high. Not that it mattered. Come their age of maturity, they’d be on their own, to fight they way up from ground zero. What their makers planned, what their potential status had been would be of no account at that point.
“How bad did Pere whack him?” Dar asked gleefully. Dwarves had special skills, and Pere was legendary.
“Just stunned. He’s going to put him somewhere until he comes to, then send him on his way.” And then, he’d mysteriously be killed by one of her older, bigger, stronger siblings. Az wondered who would get the credit for the kill. Probably Paquit. He was the golden boy of their group, the one everyone would consider smart and tough enough to take down an older demon. He was also the meanest, the cruelest. It wouldn’t be beyond belief for him to have killed at such a young age.
“I’m going to the swamp,” she told Dar, flapping her wings to show him she was leaving. 
Dar couldn’t fly in his current form, and hadn’t been able to assume a form with wings yet, so he always was left behind when she flew. This time, Az was purposely avoiding him to gain some much needed alone time. Dar was a pain in the ass, and would probably track her. At least she’d have a couple of hours alone until he showed up to pester her.
Three hours later she heard him, crashing through the rushes and cursing loudly as the sharp edges cut into his legs. She’d eaten a dozen of those bitey fish, and was napping, half submerged in the mud, when he almost stepped on one of her heads.
“Watch out, Dar, you clumsy fuck. I don’t need your paw up my nose.”
Dar jumped a foot out of the water and landed on his rump with a splash. He swished his tail in irritation, splashing her with the murky water.
“You scared the crap out of me. I don’t know why you like it here, there are all kind of nasty plants that make me itch for days.”
Az lifted a head and took a bite from one of the plants in question. “Tastes great,” she teased. 
“Never mind. You won’t believe what I just heard,” he gossiped. “That demon who taught you to breed? Paquit killed him!” 
Dar sat back in triumph, awaiting her amazed response. Paquit. Just what she’d thought.
“Really?” She was unable to put any enthusiasm in her voice whatsoever. “Wow. How about that.”
“Evidently he saw Pere with him, and after the demon left, Paquit jumped him. I don’t understand why he killed him though. Why didn’t he just beat him up? It’s going to drain his trust fund dry to pay that weregeld.”
Az felt pissed off all over again. No, it was going to drain her trust fund dry.
“He had to kill him,” she told Dar. “It’s not like that demon was going to put up with a juvenile smacking him around. It would have destroyed his reputation. His whole household would have deserted him.”
Demons didn’t normally kill each other, accidents and long standing feuds aside. But if a demon lower in status got the upper hand, it was worth it to go all the way. Death was preferable to a huge drop in level.
“Really? How far would his level have dropped?”
“Not to Low or anything,” Az assured him. “Remember the calculation? Use Paquit’s potential status, which is pretty high, then subtract the age modifier, add the household size, which is zero for Paquit, and adjust by the constant. That gives you the group.”
Group was pretty vague, but it was the best evaluation at any given time. Within a group, individual status levels could fluctuate daily, even hourly depending on who did what. There was a lot of subjectivity, too. Position in the hierarchy depended quite a bit on bravado and other’s opinions, no matter if they were true or not.
The facts were that one demon was dead, Az’s trust fund was significantly smaller, and there was a household seeking new affiliation. Paquit was going to start his adult demon life with a huge jump in status. He’d probably start farther up in the hierarchy than any demon had in centuries. He’d also have a huge target on his back. Of course, everyone in his peer group would be eager to affiliate themselves with such a powerful young demon. As if his ego weren’t big enough now.
That evening everyone was congratulating Paquit. Three times he recounted the tale of how he surprised the demon and took him down. The details of the fight, how he’d finally been forced to kill the demon had them all riveted to their seats. Paquit was an amazing liar. 
“You met him for your breeding lesson, right Az?” Dilg asked her. She had stork-like legs, a long furry body with a huge tail, and long talons at the end of her four arms. Az eyed her carefully, in case she hooked one of those talons under a scale and ripped it off. She’d done it before. Many times before.
“Yeah. It was pretty straight forward. Didn’t take long.”
Dilg edged closer. Az scooted away. “What was he like? Was he really powerful? How strong was he?”
Az scooted a few more inches. “It was a breeding lesson. We didn’t duke it out. I have no idea how strong he is. Was.”
“But Dar said he and Pere fought, that Pere carried him out,” Dilg insisted. “You must have seen it. What happened?” 
 “He and Pere argued over the fee and Pere escorted him out. No big deal.”
Dilg looked her over with a critical eye. She didn’t think much of Az’s status, didn’t think she’d amount to much of anything. It was insulting, but it’s not like she was the only one who had these thoughts.
“Paquit is amazing. To have killed a demon thousands of years older, to surprise him by ambush, then be strong enough to overpower him? Amazing.” Dilg did a jerky, bobbing series of movements with her beak. “When I reach the age of maturity, I’m going to petition him.”
Az stifled a laugh. “You’ll be dead before then. Fuck, Paquit will probably be dead before then.”
Dilg’s dark eyes narrowed to slits. “No one will petition you, Az. Even the Low won’t want you.”
It didn’t even sting anymore; she’d heard it so many times. She’d endure it. Then she’d go back to the swamp. She’d spend her life rolling in the mud, swimming through the green slime, munching bitey fish. She’d fly when she felt like it. Maybe she’d go look for an elf to play with. Hide from all the other demons. It would be a good life.



Chapter 2
Az sat in the room and fidgeted as she waited for the class to begin. It had been a week since she’d killed the breeding instructor. A week of listening to Paquit brag. A week of hearing her siblings gush over his prowess. A week of Paquit smirking as he stomped her and ripped her wings to ribbons.
Even here in Dis, where she and her sibling group had been sent for special lessons, demons were all buzzing with the news of the young one who’d made a remarkable kill. Initially they were impressed when they learned she knew Paquit, was in his sibling group, but then they shunned her once they discovered that she was a lowly imp and his favorite punching bag. 
A few weeks of lessons to get through, then they would all go home to wait for their day of maturity. The thought scared her a bit. She was still so young. Too young, really, but there was nothing to be done about that. Survive or die. 
She shifted in her chair. Everyone had to be bipedal upon entering the room. No wings allowed either. It felt awkward, but there was punishment if a demon was caught on four legs or winged inside.
“The imp isn’t in a box today,” a whispered voice behind her mocked. “Yesterday she was three times.”
Az sat very still and pretended she didn’t hear. She’d defied the rules and ended up being stuffed in a box. Three times. By the end of the day, her wings had been bent backward. She’d had to fix them while everyone watched and laughed. 
The instructor walked in with a stack of bound parchment in his hands. Az breathed a sigh of relief, feeling the attention in the room turn from her to him. He was very pretty with sharply angled ankles and long toes attached to fleshy legs. His torso was short and square and amazing wings and a bird head rose high above the rest, disproportionately large to his body. The beak alone was longer than his legs. Az stared at the intermittent feathers decorating his membrane wings. The other demons had always scorned feathers, but they looked very attractive on this demon. It took great confidence to use feathers in a physical form since they were considered a weak affectation, too close to those the angels’ supposedly had.
The instructor introduced himself, reciting eight names and titles that indicated his status. He told the demon young that they were to call him Aaeupho Sri. Sri was the polite reference to his level in the hierarchy. None of the demons in the class would ever call him anything but Sri. To do otherwise would be disrespectful.
“Here is your first test,” he said to the classroom as he passed out the booklets. “I will be back in fifteen minutes to collect them. Good luck.”
Az looked at the booklet before her as the professor left the room. All around her were the sounds of other students breaking the seals and turning pages of parchment. Taking a deep breath, she looked at the cover with its flowing red script. Probably blood. She didn’t dare to reach out with her energy and check it though. Last time she’d done it, the text had sprang to life, biting clear though her scales and hanging on while she flailed about.
Around her she heard small explosions and squeals of pain. Ignoring them, she gritted her teeth and fingered the seal on the booklet. The demon next to her shrieked as his booklet shocked him. He smacked it on the table and bit it in retaliation. This was stupid. Fuck this test. Pushing the booklet aside, its seal still intact, she sat and watched the show.
About halfway through the allotted time, she heard a much larger explosion and turned to see one of her classmates on fire. He banged his leathery body frantically on the metal floor trying to put the fire out that was spreading from his test booklet to his sparse hair. The neighboring students helpfully peed on him to help extinguish the fire. Az turned back to her test, tensing for the explosion she figured would come at any moment. It probably didn’t matter whether she opened it or not. Eventually it was going to blow, igniting her in the process. Hopefully someone would be kind enough to pee on her, too.
Amazingly the time lapsed without explosion. She looked down at the booklet with dread. She’d survived without damage, but once the instructor saw she hadn’t even opened the thing, he would no doubt do worse to her. Every single classmate around her had smut and soot on them from little and big explosions. A few had blistering burns that oozed. She’d had those before, and they were not pleasant. Hopefully those demons had the ability to heal quickly.
The instructor came back into the room and looked about with a superior air in his beady black bird eyes. As he surveyed the room , he walked among the seated students, scorn in his little eyes. “I am pleased to see that none of you are dead yet.”
He paused in front of Az and frowned at her with a brief flash of bewilderment then a steely assessment. She respectfully kept her gaze just below his eyes, in the region of his long feathered throat. Without a word he picked up her test booklet and examined the intact seal. 
“Why did you not do the test?”
Az could feel the excitement of the other demons, waiting for the instructor to grab her and tear a limb off, or stomp one of her heads onto the floor.
She was tired of it all. Tired of being burned, stabbed, clawed, bit, and ripped apart. Tired of avoiding everyone and worrying about what they’d do to her. Fuck them. Fuck them and their rules and their stupid box and their stupid test. If she was going to live with constant pain and punishment, then she might as well go into it with a decent attitude.
“And burst into flames? Fuck that.”
The answer was disrespectful. He’d tear her to little bits of flesh for this. Az tensed, ready for the blow and, she felt the waves of anger cascading off him.
Glancing around with her left and right head, she noticed that she was the only student without burns or smut marks. Ah well. Fuck it. Not like she was good at anything anyway. Just living down to her potential here. She sat up straight to take her punishment like the young adult she was.
“Leave the room,” the professor snarled, an odd clicking noise behind his words that demons often used when they were hunting prey. “I will see you in private after the class. Do not return until then.”
Az nodded without meeting the professor’s eyes and rose to leave, well aware that every gaze in the classroom was upon her. She’d be in for it later. Time to go find a swamp, or a rock to hide under until this instructor forgot about her, or until another demon did something stupid enough to divert his attention.
Once outside, she quickly resumed her usual form, with four legs and wings, and flew to a pond just a short mile off. Punishment was something she could contemplate later. Right now the sun was warm, and the grass smelled lush and green beneath her feet. She’d spent yesterday in a box, gotten kicked out of her lecture today, it was time to put it all behind her and relax, soaking up the sunshine. She was just drifting off into a nap when a shadow fell across her. She heard snuffling and felt wet against her scales. Dar. She knew before he even spoke.
“Aren’t you supposed to be at a class?” he asked. 
“Got thrown out.”
Duh. She was a mile away with four legs and wings. Clearly, she wasn’t where she was supposed to be. And why did Dar persist in tracking her down every time she tried to get a private moment? He was such a pest.
“Already?”
She opened one eye on one head, wondering what she could say to make him go away and stop blocking her sunshine.
“Wanna ditch the rest of today and do something really cool?” he asked. “Remember I told you I was working on something? Well, I’m ready and it’s time for an adventure.”
Now that sounded even better than napping in the sun. And it certainly sounded better than returning in a few hours and having an instructor beat her to a pulp. “Like what?”
Dar peered around furtively. “I know how to open a gate.”
She sat up quickly, knocking him aside with one of her heads in her haste. “No way. You’re fucking joking.”
There was an angel gate nearby. Few demons had the skill to open them, and even then, they seldom developed the ability before three hundred years. Dar had gone up a few notches in her book.
“I haven’t actually gone through yet, but I was able to activate it.”
“So what do you have in mind?” Az tried to act casual, but she was thrilled. A gate! Maybe she would be the first of her group to walk among the humans, to Own one, to get killed by an angel. Well, hopefully not that last one.
“They always have a guardian, and I’m not sure where this gate comes out, so we’ll need to assume a nondescript form to sneak through. After we get through, we can look for something else to Own.”
“A human,” Az bounced in her excitement. “I want to Own a human.”
“Maybe. If we can find one and catch it. And if we don’t get killed by the angels first.”
Getting killed was a good possibility. The angels guarded the gates and routinely took out demons who passed through. Each time they changed form, used energy, or Owned, there was a chance an angel would sense them and come running. Or flying. And then they’d be dead. Returning to Hel through the gate was equally hazardous.
“Are you game?” Dar asked.
“Oh hell yes!” Az began to gather in the energy that surrounded them and convert it into raw energy to store inside her. The other side was dry as a desert, with no energy at all. A demon could convert it directly, but it would take a huge amount of matter and a lot of time to get any decent supply. It was easier to store up before attempting the trip. Not that she needed much for such a short stay. Just enough to heal some small wounds, and maybe do a couple form conversions.
By the time they stood before the gate, Az had stored a decent amount of energy. She wasn’t really sure that she’d need this much; they were only going to be there for a few hours. It was better to be on the safe side, though.
“Do you see it?” Dar whispered, as though the angel could hear him from the other side.
“Yeah,” she whispered back.
A lot of demons couldn’t see the gates. This one was a faint shimmer in the air, like a rectangle of prismatic light dancing before her. So pretty. She put out a hand, and Dar batted it down.
“Don’t. If you activate it before we’re ready, the angel will have enough time to prepare and grab us.”
She nodded. Not that it mattered. She was sure she couldn’t activate the gate. She was just an imp, practically a Low.
Dar changed his form and became a small furry animal with a naked tail and little clawed feet. His eyes were still beady, but black instead of red. She was amused to see his snout looked exactly the same. Just smaller than the one he normally wore.
She changed her form with a flash, and scuttled over to the gate. She was tiny, and not particularly fast. She’d want to be as close as possible to dart through when Dar activated it. Dar stood on his two hind legs and put his hands over his eyes in disbelief. She didn’t care what he thought. This insect shape was cool. Very sturdy and hard to kill, and actually kind of smart in a sneaky, sly way. And they were everywhere, easily overlooked, common and unremarkable. 
Dar activated the gate with his paw, and Az went through first, as they had planned. The gate was very shallow and in an instant she found herself scooting through hard dirt with a dusty surface. Looking for something to shelter her from view, she made her way over to a tall, rock-like structure and crawled along the edge. There was some kind of folded lump ahead. Fabric? It was hard to tell when she was this size. Looking up as she crawled, she saw a being in the fabric. Was it a human? Humans were supposed to look like ugly elves, without the pointed ears. They were slower, and easier to catch. It looked like a human, but something seemed wrong. Something about its skin, the way it was structured, the faint glow. A hand reached down inches from her and she scuttled into a crack in the wall to hide. Safe.
From her little crack, she looked back at the gate. The shimmer was there, but she couldn’t see Dar’s rodent form at all. Had he made it though? Where had he gone? She did see lots of what had to have been humans walking around. Some were pushing carts, one was walking alongside a four-legged furry animal. They were almost entirely covered in fabric. The humans fascinated her, and she longed to Own one, but held back, cautious. This strange creature just outside the wall scared her. 
Opting to get away from the scary being, she wiggled through the crack in the wall and found herself inside a building. Hugging the edges of the rooms, she made her way out the back, across a roadway and into yet another building, safely away from the scary human. Looking around, she realized that this building was occupied. 
A human sat at a table, with less fabric on than the ones in the street. He had sparse, yellowish hair around his ears and at the back of his head, but the top was only freckled flesh. His skin folded up on his face, and his eyes looked at a book on the table. He seemed elsewhere, as if only his body was here in the room.
Crossing the open expanse of the floor and pausing next to a table leg, she watched the man. He looked rather easy to catch, right here at a table. She could Own him. Her first human Own. The thought filled her with excitement. His leg was right there, just a few feet from her. She could scuttle right over and take him, hopefully before he stepped on her.
She took a few steps and paused. It seemed kind of weird to Own while in the form of an insect. With the lower life forms she Owned, she had just grabbed them and it was over in a flash. This was a human though. There should be some ceremony about the process. Maybe she should scare him first? Or talk to him? If she changed form to scare him, though, she’d need to Own him fast and get out, before an angel sensed her.
In a flash, she’d converted into the bipedal, wingless shape she used at classes. She could dash out from under the table and jump on him. Or perhaps make a frightening noise and chase him down. Or sneak around behind him and bite his head. Whatever she decided, it needed to be quick because it was very cramped hunched up under this piece of furniture.
Rising dramatically, she smacked her head on the underside of the table. The man turned his head toward her as she crawled from under before extending to her full height. He didn’t look very frightened. In fact, he gestured to a chair beside him and made some noises in a language she didn’t understand. Why wasn’t he afraid? Perplexed, she sat in the chair.
The man continued to speak to her. Az just watched him, unsure what to do. Should she just Own him? Leave? She probably couldn’t walk out looking like she did. What a mess. She’d expected him to run around screaming while she chased him and tortured him, before devouring his life essence and Owning his soul. She hadn’t expected him to invite her to sit and have a very one-sided conversation with her.
The man stopped talking. He reached out a hand toward her, and laid it on the table, palm up. His hand was pink underneath, the skin tighter against the muscles and bone than the skin on his face. His nails were short and clean. 
Az put her hand on top, engulfing the human one in her scaled one. Smooth and soft. Slowly she sent tendrils of her energy into the hand, snaking it up along his arm and throughout his body. He smiled as she took him, ripping him right from each cell and pulling him within. Her first human Own. It was surreal. Were all humans this easy to Own? Durfts were more difficult than this.
With a pop, she’d assumed his form, grabbing from her store of raw energy and using the man’s genetic signature to create an exact duplicate of him. It was cold; every draft hit the tender, sensitive skin causing it to extend upward in strange little bumps. No wonder the humans she saw had worn so much fabric. She stripped the corpse, putting the clothing over her wrinkled, sagging skin. Still cold. Luckily she found more fabric in a wooden box. After a few more layers, her skin felt a reasonable temperature. Finally warm, she stuffed the man’s body into the box. There. Now time to get out before an angel showed up.
Outside was different on two legs. Less dusty, and it seemed smaller. The humans ignored her as she wandered down the street. Where was Dar? Was he still as a rodent? Would he recognize her? A man paused and put a hand on her arm. Oh shit. What was she supposed to do? 
“Guten Tag, Herr Schmidt. Es ist wirklich schön heute, nict wahr?”
Az felt panicked. What were these people saying? The man said another phrase, and Az felt something click within her. The Owned man. She had access to his memories. 
“It’s so good to see you. I’m glad you’re feeling better. Would you like a drink? I know everyone will be glad to see you.”
She understood the words he was saying, but none of it made sense. Drink? Were they going to wander down to a stream for some water? Did he mean wine, like what the elves supposedly had? 
“Yes. A drink. Better,” she croaked out, hoping that adequately answered his question.
The man took her arm and led her toward a door, slowing his steps to time with hers. It was then that she realized that her legs weren’t moving properly. They were stiff, and hurt when she tried to force them more than a short distance. Well, this sucked. The other male human didn’t seem to be designed this way. Hers must be broken in some fashion.
“Look who’s come to join us,” the man announced. The other humans in the room turned around and made cheerful comments of welcome. There was a chair, and she sank gratefully into it. Yes, this human was definitely broken. Figures. Her first time here, her first human Own, and she’d managed to grab one that could barely move.
The table felt strange as she ran her hands over it. Every little grain in the wood, each nick and gouge. Human skin was thin, delicate, with nerve endings everywhere. Such detailed sensation. Az sent her personal energy deep into each cell, extending herself as far as she could into the flesh until she was as deep as an actual human. Wow, the table was amazing. Both hands, every finger caressed it. This guy might not be the fastest human ever, but he was still the most amazing being she’d ever Owned.
“Herr Schmidt, it’s so good to see you out.” 
The words came from a soft, higher pitched voice that belonged to a rounded body. Female? Az reached out a hand and placed it against the narrowest portion of the human, feeling the roughness of the cloth and the soft give of flesh underneath. Slowly she moved her hand downward, feeling the firmness of bone beneath the fabric and flesh. The woman took Az’s hand in her own, removing it from her body and placing it back on the table. Gently she squeezed, and Az squeezed back.
“I’ll get you a drink.” The woman’s voice quavered, full of sympathy and sorrow. Az saw the sadness in her eyes as the woman squeezed her hand once more, before letting go and walking away.
Suddenly it all hit. The Owned man’s memories, triggered by the woman’s hand and kind words, came flooding out to her. 
Blond hair, shaken free from braids, cascading around a laughing, round face. So soft in his hands, like silk. That laughing face ,suddenly intent as it turned to him, raising soft lips to his for a kiss. 
His finger tracing her sleeping face, soft and smooth. Crinkles around the eyes and an upturned lip. His finger sliding down her neck, and lower to where the sunshine from the window spilled in a stripe across a rounded bosom. 
Exhausted, triumphant smile, and a crying baby, wrinkled and red. So happy. So very happy. 
A tiny box of wood and black draped everywhere. No more smiles. Tears. So much pain. 
Flowers in a vase. Sunlight across the table. Tired lines in a face. Loving. Concerned. 
A figure in a bed with labored breath. Hands clutching the sheets, afraid. So afraid. Eyes with pain and fear. Blood and gasping. Then peace. Peace for her. Pain for him. Tracing a finger across a wrinkled face to the lips that will never smile again. 
Stinging wet flowed down Az’s face, blurring her vision. Fuck, these memories hurt. This human was broken, and not just physically. She felt like she was dying. The pain was worse than being boiled in oil, worse than having limbs torn off. 
“I’m dying. It hurts. It’s killing me,” she told the young woman who sat a drink on the table.
“Oh, oh,” the woman said, running her hand across Az’s shoulder as she slumped back over the table. “I know it hurts. We all miss her. But she was sick for so long. She’s in peace now, with no more pain.”
Az forced down the man’s sorrow. His wife had died. People died. Everyone died. Why did this human have such agony over it? She had to get a grip here, or this man’s memories, his emotions, would overwhelm her.
Quickly Az drank down the beverage, and bolted from the building. Tried to bolt. The human’s body didn’t move very fast. At the door, she nearly bumped into that scary woman she’d seen on the street. Az froze for a second, afraid. Here she was, with every speck of her personal energy, her spirit self, driven deeply into this human flesh. So vulnerable. The scary woman paused, frowning slightly as she looked at the old man. Az shuffled as quickly as the broken, aching legs could go, out the door, out of town and into the woods. If only she could find a swamp, she could hide from the scary woman and find Dar. There was no swamp, but she found a nice grove of pine trees where she could rest the stiff body on the soft ground. The pine needles were soft, somewhat sticky with sap, but a comfort to the human’s aching joints. Az dozed off, dreaming of soft blond hair and the touch of skin. So beautiful, so happy. It was a strange dream, full of unfamiliar emotions. Would it always be this way after Owning a human? Would she ever get used to the intensity of their lives? Halfway between sleep and wake, she heard a crack of a broken branch, the crunch of leaves. It had to be Dar. No one else made that much noise.
“Az?” a voice whispered. 
“Here,” she whispered back.
Crawling from the trees, she sat painfully, and saw a strong, dark haired man.
“Wow, where’d you find him? He looks pretty sturdy.” She motioned to herself. “The one I got seems to be broken.”
“Fuck Az, could you find any human more ancient and crippled to Own? What a lousy choice. We’ve got to get you a better human.”
The thought of a second human Own was very appealing.
“This guy was right there. I didn’t have to chase him or anything, and he didn’t scream or put up a fight. I couldn’t exactly pass up the opportunity, you know?”
“Greedy Az.” Dar shook his head. “Are you going to Own each and every human you can put your hands on? You’ll have every sick, crazy, deformed human ever born if you go about it like that. For once in your life, be a bit more discerning, will you?”
Jerk. He did have a point though. “Fine. I’ll get a healthy one next time.”
“Come on. It’s a couple of miles to the next town. It’s bigger, and you can probably find a decent human there.”
Az looked up at the sky. The sun seemed lower. “Shouldn’t we get back? I can get another human next time.”
“I’m not going back to brag about our first trip through the gate, our first human Owns, only to have you break out that monstrosity. We’ll get laughed at. Az, you have a hard enough time getting anyone to respect you. Don’t go back without a reasonable human Own. Trust me.”
He was right. And she was a little nervous about going back with that scary woman hanging around the gate.
“Dar, how are we going to get back? Sneaking in is one thing. How can we activate the gate and get through without being noticed?”
He looked at her intently, examined her human form. “That is the worst human I’ve ever seen, but you are perfect in your form,” he said grudgingly. “You were perfect as the bug too. You practically crawled right up that guardian’s leg and she didn’t recognize you. I think this might be the one thing you’re actually good at, Az. Beyond eating stuff, that is.”
Az caught her breath. She knew something was funny about that woman, but a guardian? A chill ran through her as she remembered walking right past it at the doorway, how it had looked at her and walked on. Luck was still a willing mistress if she’d managed to dodge that one.
“Having a convincing human form isn’t going to help me the minute one of us activates the gate,” she told him. “And how are you going to get through?”
She examined him carefully. He didn’t quite look human. Something about the eyes, and the way he moved his limbs. And especially the way he kept twitching his nose around. It must drive him nuts not to have his former sense of smell. Humans had horrible noses.
Dar looked guilty. It was kind of funny. Demons didn’t do guilt normally.
“Since your form is better, you would need to distract the gate guardian, lure her away from the gate. Then I can activate it and go through, and hold it for you while you get there.”
“You brought me along as bait, didn’t you?” Az wasn’t mad. This was actually a very clever idea. She’d need to remember it for the future.
Dar nodded, kicking a foot at the ground. “Not just bait. I really wanted you along, Az. You’re. . . you’re kinda fun, actually.”
Awkward. Az shook her head and rose stiffly to her feet. “Come on, let’s get moving.”
It took forever to go those “couple of miles”. The sun sank down over the horizon, coloring the sky a brilliant orange that reminded Az of her scales. The light faded to gray, then black. They walked side by side in the dark, their path barely illuminated by a sliver of a moon. Human eyesight sucked at night, and they both stumbled on the dirt road.
“Where the fuck is this town?” she complained. “We should have gotten there by now.”
“We would have been there by now if you could do more than hobble at a snail’s pace,” Dar snapped back. “That human is so fucking old he can barely move.”
“I hate walking places. I wish we could just fly there.”
“Humans don’t fly, you idiot. They walk. Or ride horses.”
“Then I wish I had a horse to ride.”
Dar snorted. “Horses hate demons. You wouldn’t be able to get anywhere near one. If you want to ride a horse, you’ll need to make a deal with the elves for one of theirs.”
Elves. They looked so amazing, riding their horses through the forest. One more reason to hang out with them.
“Of course, after you chewed up that elf boy, they’re probably not going to let you ride their horses.”
“Hush.” She halted him with an outstretched arm. “There’s someone up ahead.”
They crept forward, Dar sounding like a dozen dragons in a pit of firecrackers, and saw a human male, standing where another road joined. He was busy, sprinkling a powdery substance on the road and muttering something under his breath. Off to the side sat a dark bulging pack, and a small crate with a feathered animal in it. Curious, Az hunched over and moved forward, keeping to the side of the road and the shelter of the trees. Dar encouraged her on, no doubt eager for her to Own a reasonably fit human.
The man began to draw something in the dirt and Az scrutinized the feathered animal in the cage. Chicken.  It was a black chicken with a string tied around its beak. Female. Humans ate the eggs and the birds for food, and sometimes used the feathers. Had this man brought along a snack? 
She watched him walk in a circle, holding out a stick. How could she grab him? This old man she’d Owned wasn’t fast enough to race over and jump on him. Behind her she heard a noise. Dar. Frantically waving his hands at her.
“Sorrier. Sorrier,” he seemed to be whispering. 
Sorrier? How could this man be any sorrier than the one she already Owned? He looked like a decently built human to her. 
The man walked over to the chicken, and Az shrank back into the shadows of a tree. He took a heavy knife out of the bag and the chicken from the cage, then he walked back into the crossroads and began chanting something. Placing the chicken on the ground, he said an incantation and with a firm stroke cut the bird in half. Blood fountained up briefly, then spread in a huge puddle across the ground. Dipping his hands in the blood, the man turned to the east and knelt. 
“Here I stand, seeking you. Appear to me and do my bidding,” the human shouted.
Suddenly Dar was a few feet away from the human. Az was amazed. How did he get there so fast? Then she was pissed. Dar was going to Own her human, snatch him right out from under her nose. Fucker. And he called her greedy.
“Reveal to me your true form,” the human told Dar. 
He seemed very bossy for a human. Dar surprisingly complied, popping out of his human form and into the furry, snouted one he favored back home. Az stepped forward, curious.
“What are you doing?”
She was talking to Dar, but the human responded.
“Go home, old man. It’s not safe for you to be here.”
She ignored him and shuffled closer. “He’s mine. I saw him first.” She wasn’t about to let her brother grab this human. 
Dar actually turned his back on her. The human frowned at her in confusion. “Old man, this is a demon and he is very dangerous. You should leave.”
He faced Dar again. “I have summoned you and you must do my bidding. You will protect me from all that seek to harm me. You can never do harm to me yourself, or be an agent thereof.”
Az laughed. “Who is he supposed to protect you from?” Dar. A bodyguard. That was funny.
“The elves and other demons, humans who might wish me dead or imprisoned.”
Dar looked grim. He flicked a paw at Az, urging her to go away. No doubt so he could grab this agile, healthy human for himself. Then he’d have two and Az would only have this sickly old man. No way.
“That’s a lot of people who want you dead. I don’t think a demon who hasn’t reached the age of maturity is going to be able to fulfill your request.” 
The human looked at her strangely. “Are you a mage, old man? Perhaps an escaped sorcerer?”
“Nope, although I’ve had some experience with elves,” Az said cheerfully. Dar’s waving was growing more emphatic. 
“An escaped slave,” the human said knowingly. “The elves won’t cross the gates, but I know they’ll hire a demon to retrieve me. I won’t go back. I won’t return to enslavement.” 
Az shrugged. “I don’t blame you. How is he supposed to protect you? Does he follow you around for the rest of your life? Wait by your bed to guard your sleep?”
The sorcerer frowned, as if he hadn’t really thought out the details. 
“Wouldn’t it be easier to find out what demon was coming after you and just kill him first?”
He considered her words.
“You could do some kind of divination. And send Dar to go kill him.”
Dar waved his hands frantically, and then beat himself on the head.
“That’s an excellent idea,” the sorcerer said slowly. “But won’t they just keep sending demons to kill me?”
“That depends on how valuable you are,” Az told him. “It’s really dangerous to cross the gates and spend much time over here. There would need to be intelligence gathering from humans relayed to the elves, then on to the hitman-demon so he didn’t have to be here for months looking for you. You could just do periodic divinations for intent, or to reveal nearby demons.”
“Old man, you are so wise,” the sorcerer said. He turned to Dar who was pacing furiously in a tight circle.
“Demon, reveal to me your name.”
Dar obediently recited his two names. The sorcerer frowned. “That’s it? You only have two names?”
“Of course he only has two names,” Az shook her head in disbelief. This human was an idiot. “He’s not even an adult yet.”
“Oh.” The human waved his stick. “Demon, you will appear to me when summoned, and kill whoever I command of you. Go now from this realm and do not return until I call you.”
Az stared at the ground where Dar had previously been standing. He was gone. Vanished. 
“Hey. Where did he go?” she asked.
“Back to Hel. I couldn’t very well release him here and have him stalking around after me, causing trouble.”
Shit. Dar got a free pass back, without having to risk going through the angel gate. And here she was. Alone. Fucked.
The human wiped his knife off on a rag, and put it and the stick back in his bag. 
“Aren’t you going to eat the chicken?” Az asked.
“I can’t. Not after it’s been used in a summoning ritual. It’s unclean now.”
Seemed a terrible waste. She wondered if he would mind if she ate it. The old man’s belly was beginning to clench up and make noises.
“Old man, can I escort you to your home?”
She jerked out of her thoughts and looked at him hopefully. “That would be wonderful.”
The stood, silent, looking expectantly at each other.
“Well, where do you live?” the human prompted. “Which way?”
“I thought maybe you could just wave your stick at me and send me home that way,” Az said. “Like you did with Dar.”
“I don’t have the appropriate ingredients, and it would take me hours to set up the ritual. It would be quicker to walk.”
“Not for me,” Az complained, rubbing a hip. “You suck. Send the other guy right home, and make me walk all the way there.”
The human shouldered his bag and gave her an odd salute. “Go in peace, old man. May luck always be with you.”
It took Az hours to hobble back to the previous town. She’d gotten lost twice and had to back track. By the time she walked in, dawn was beginning to creep over the horizon, turning the other side of the sky as orange as the evening one had been.
The scary woman was there, looking like she was asleep next to the gate. Az could tell she was wide awake and alert. This better work. She’d have only seconds to get through the gate and if something went wrong, if she lacked the ability to open it, she’d be dead. 
Az hovered a few buildings down and watched the woman. What would lure her away from the gate? She threw a few rocks against a cart, but the woman ignored them. Okay, it had to be something specific to demons. Owning, converting, energy usage. She walked around behind one of the buildings and combusted a pile of wood, then ran like crazy around the other side. Well, tried to run. The old man’s legs didn’t move very fast. 
Around the other side, the gate was unattended. Az hobbled up to the blurred prism of air against the wall and placed her hand on it. Her hand hit the wall. No. No, no, no. This can’t be happening. Az placed both hands against the shimmer, threw her entire body against it, and bounced off the wall.
“What are you doing?” A voice behind her asked.
She turned, and felt the old man’s heart freeze momentarily in her chest. 
The scary woman eyed her with curiosity, inching a few steps closer. 
“Home,” Az stuttered. “I just want to go home.” She wanted to run, but she knew the old man’s legs wouldn’t be able to outrun the gate guardian. She wasn’t going home. This creature was going to kill her.
“It’s the next street over.” The gate guardian peered at her. “Why are you so afraid?”
“Die. I’m going to die.” 
The scary woman took another step close to her, and Az willed her arthritic legs to move.
“Yes. You’re very old. And sick. You don’t have much longer.”
Az hobbled backwards and ducked around the corner of a building. She couldn’t open the gate. She was trapped here. Her only hope was that sorcerer human. By the time she’d made her way back to the crossroads it was past noon. Her human body was barely functional, needing both sleep and food. It would be too risky to change forms and catch an animal to eat, and this old man wasn’t fast or agile enough to hunt prey. The chicken from the night before was just a smear of blood on the road, no doubt taken away and eaten by animal predators. She gnawed on leaves, berries and bark and looked about, trying to determine which way the human had gone. If only Dar were here. He could sniff down that sorcerer with his amazing nose. Of course, if Dar were here, she wouldn’t need to find the sorcerer. She could just go home through the gate.
Three paths. Three different directions. Picking up a leaf, Az threw it into the air. The leaf began to float down, but a breeze picked it up, spiraling it in a crazy dance. Then just as abruptly as it began, the breeze was gone, and the leaf settled slowly down on the road to the left. 
A few hours later, Az slowly hobbled her way into a town, barely more than a cluster of houses. Amazingly, there was the sorcerer, rounding a corner and heading up the street just in front of her.
“Wait. Wait,” Az called after the man. Shit. His stride was longer, his legs more flexible then the ones she had. 
He turned and looked startled to see her. “Go home, old man.”
“I can’t. I need you to help me. Please. I can grant you a favor. Knowledge, perhaps. Or I can perform a service for you.”
She hurried her legs as fast as she could and finally caught up with the man. “I can’t stay here. I want to go back, but I can’t get through the gate.”
With an exasperated sigh he took her arm in a gentle grasp and led her into a small house. Az sat in the chair he indicated and watched him bustle around the room.
“When was the last time you ate?” he asked, pulling a loaf of bread out of a box.
Az tried to access the human’s memoires, but they were hazy. He didn’t even remember the last time he’d eaten.
“Not since I got here,” she replied, truthfully.
He cut off a few slices of bread and handed them to her. “It’s hard, coming from slavery with the elves to freedom here. There’s no work for old people, and you don’t have anyone to care for you. You may need to take up begging.”
“I just want to go back,” Az said between mouthfuls of bread. 
The man shook his head and eyed her in pity. “The elves will kill you for running away.”
“No,” her words were muffled with food. “I want to go back to the demons.” 
“The demons will torture you and kill you, or worse.” He shuddered. “They Own. Do you know what that means? The rip your soul out and deliver an eternity of torment. There is no blessed release in death, no salvation, only never-ending agony.”
“I will die here,” Az insisted. Now she was thirsty. And so tired. “I’ll assist you, do something for you. Just send me back like you did last night.”
 “I can’t,” he confessed, handing her a mug of cold water. 
“But you did last night. I saw it. Just do the same thing with me.”
“It doesn’t work with humans, only demons. And even if it did, I couldn’t do it.” He shifted awkwardly, not meeting her eyes. “I’m not really a sorcerer.” 
“What do you mean? I saw you do it. The magic that elves train their humans to do.”
“I’m not even a mage. I’m a clerk, actually. I run errands, copy spells and incantations for charging, weigh and assemble herbs and supplies. I assist, but I can’t do magic.”
“I saw you. If that wasn’t magic, what did you do last night?”
“I stole a scroll before I left. I knew they’d come after me, and wanted to be able to bind the nearest demon to protect me. I only had one summon demon scroll with me.”
“Wait,” Az said, her exhaustion forgotten. “You’re a nobody. A lousy clerk. Why would they bother to come after you? There’s no way the elves are going to spend a lot of money and bother bringing back a clerk.”
He hesitated, unsure. “The scroll isn’t the only thing I stole.”
Az sat for a moment, silent. “Well then, you are truly fucked.”
“Yes,” he agreed grimly. “I am. Unless that demon can protect me.”
She chuckled. “Dar? You really are fucked. He’s not even an adult. Unless the elves send a pack of durfts after you, he won’t be of much help.”
The clerk collapsed into a chair. “Really? I thought he didn’t look very powerful. I haven’t seen a lot of demons though. I don’t get much chance, copying scrolls all day.”
“Have you been able to divine what demon is coming after you?” she asked.
He shook his head. “I have the ingredients together, and the scroll ready. I need to wait until tonight to do it though.”
Az sighed. “Okay. Let’s see what you stole so we have an idea of what level demon the elves are going to bother to hire.”
He eyed her nervously.
“Oh for fuck sake. Look at me. I’m an old man, I can’t remember the last time I’ve slept, and all I’ve eaten in days is the bread you just gave me. You could beat the crap out of me with your hat. I’m not likely to steal your stuff.”
Still, he hesitated.
“And I’ll stay here, with you. That way I won’t rat out your secrets to someone bigger and stronger. Besides, why would I betray you? You’re my only hope to get back home, and you’re the only one likely to feed me.”
He nodded, and stood up. Walking over to a chest, he began carefully removing clothing from it. Az walked over and picked a random piece, holding it up. It looked like it would cover a human’s upper torso and arms. Shirt.
“Are the clothes magical?” she wondered out loud.
The human shot her an annoyed glance, then carefully lifted a fitted wooden piece out of the bottom of the trunk. Az eagerly looked over his shoulder. Papers. The bottom of the trunk was filled with papers.
“That’s it? No globes or rings or wands?”
“I’m a scribe, a clerk. I don’t have access to those things.”
“Well I can’t imagine they’d send someone after you for a bunch of paper. I think you’re just being paranoid.”
He picked up the sheets one by one. “Divination. Finding gold and silver. Extinguishing a fire. Invisibility.”
“Oooo. Let me see that one.” Az reached for the paper, and he moved it just out of her grasp.
“Alchemy. Curse an enemy. Summoning a devouring spirit.”
“What’s a devouring spirit?” Az asked, trying to read the scroll over his shoulder.
“It’s some kind of demon that eats everything. I don’t think there are too many of them. Which is a good thing because they supposedly are really hard to control. Normal stuff doesn’t always work on them. It’s a pretty straight forward scroll. I’m hoping to copy it, maybe to sell. I have absolutely no intention of summoning one, but the scroll also banishes. I grabbed it just in case the elves sent one of these things after me.”
“Oh.” That didn’t sound interesting after all. 
“This one is to cure sickness. And one for compelling a woman to dance in the nude.”
“No fucking way! Let me see that. Seriously?” Az hopped, arm outstretched, trying to grab the scroll. The human held it temptingly out of reach.
“Right. Like you could do anything with a naked woman at your age. Get away. You’ll tear it and this is my favorite scroll.”
“Well at least tell me what it says. How do you compel that?”
He held the sheet for her to see, but far enough away that she couldn’t grab it. “It’s written in bat blood and charged. You put it in the woman’s doorway, and when she crosses over the threshold, she’ll throw off her clothes in a frenzy, and dance naked.”
“What if she notices that there is a paper in her doorway and picks it up? How likely is she really to go walking past some piece of paper lying in her path?”
He frowned at the scroll. “I don’t know. It doesn’t say. I don’t remember any of the sorcerers discussing the effects of this spell.”
“And it says that she’ll dance until she dies. How do you get her to stop? I mean, it would be kind of interesting watching a woman dance to death, but it might take an awfully long time. I think I’d get bored. I’d want to hurry it up a bit, but it would be hard to grab her, fuck her, and kill her if she’s dancing uncontrollably around the room.”
“I think if you take the scroll out of the doorway, she stops dancing,” he said, tracing a line of red characters with his finger. 
“Let’s try it tonight,” Az said eagerly. “I’ll take a nap, and at sunset we’ll go stick this on some woman’s doorway. I wonder if it works with multiple people? We could have a whole house full of dancing naked women. And men too. Like an orgy.”
“No. Tonight I need to do the divination, so I can find out what demon is after me. You seem to know a lot about them. I’m hoping you can tell me about his level and skills, and if that young one I bound will be able to fight him off or not. In return, I’ll feed you and let you sleep here.”
Sleep did sound good, but so did an orgy. “Let’s do the dancing spell first, and the boring divination one tomorrow.” Suddenly she wasn’t as eager to go home. This could be fun.
“No. Divination first. I want to save this scroll for a woman I really want to see naked.”
Az made a noise of disgust. Picky humans. Any naked, dancing person sounded fun to her. More fun than stupid divination. She could certainly wait a day though.
“Okay. Where can I sleep?”
The human handed her a blanket and pointed to a lumpy mattress on the floor. “I’m Alibeck.”
“I’m Jan Schmidt.” Az couldn’t exactly give him her demon names. The old man’s would have to do.
She curled up on the mattress and wrapped herself in the blanket. This was very comfortable. And there were bugs in the mattress so she could have as a snack when she woke up. Maybe she shouldn’t be in such a hurry to go home. Humans were interesting, and this Alibeck and his scrolls were worth spending time with. 



Chapter 3
“You guys use a lot of chickens,” Az commented. 
 They were on the roof of the house and she was worried the old man’s weak legs wouldn’t be able to keep her balanced. It would hurt like fuck if she fell off onto the cobblestones below. She glanced over the edge of the roof. It was about twenty feet down. Too bad it was nighttime and everyone was locked into their houses for the night. It would be wonderful to urinate down on a passerby. Or rip off bits of the clay roof and try and hit them in the head.
“Are you going to cut this one in half too? Can we at least eat it when we’re done? That bread didn’t do much for me.”
“No, the rooster is to scratch out the name of the demon that is coming after me.”
Az eyed the bird with newfound respect. She hadn’t realized they were capable of written communication, let alone divination.
Alibeck spread the parchment on a marked tile of the roof, and began stacking roots, herbs, and flowers in layers on top of the scroll. 
“Does the rooster eat those?”
“Be quiet! I can’t concentrate. Just sit there and watch without saying anything.”
Carefully, the human drew a circle on the roof around them. It was fairly round , considering they were on a roof and the tiles were little half circles. Az was amazed he didn’t fall off.
“Stay inside the circle,” he instructed.
Picking up the rooster, he began to chant, facing each direction and ending with east. The scroll burst into flames and burned everything, paper and plants to ash in a flash of fire. With a final incantation, he sat the rooster among the ashes and watched as it pecked and scratched on the only flat tile on the roof. Finally, the rooster finished and flew down to the street below.
“There goes our dinner,” Az complained.
“Hush. Let’s read what it says.”
Az walked over to see. She didn’t recognize the script, and the human she Owned was unable to read.
“Do you read rooster? Because it would really suck if we went to all this trouble and you couldn’t even understand the language of the divination.”
“It’s not rooster. It’s elven. And yes I read it. How do you think I did my job for so many years?”
“Well then read away, mighty sorcerer. I’m hungry. And I want to get off this roof before I slide over the edge and break a hip.”
Alibeck knelt down and looked closely at the chicken scratching. “Paquit,” he announced.
“What? No fucking way. It can’t be Paquit.”
Why would the elves have contracted Paquit? He wasn’t even an adult yet. This human must be a real hack, not worth the money and effort to send a real demon after. Yes, Paquit had some status with that demon kill he’d took credit for, but it was still presumed status until his age of maturity. She looked at the human, reassessing him. Perhaps she should just Own him. He was probably unable to do anything once his scrolls ran out. He probably hadn’t even been much of a clerk. 
“Why?” Alibeck looked nervous. “Is he powerful? High up in the demon society?”
Az laughed. “No. He’s a juvenile. A bully. He’s got a bit of a reputation, but trust me, it’s undeserved.”
Alibeck sighed in relief. “Thank the stars. Then that little demon I bound can defeat him.”
“Uh, no. There is no way Dar can take down Paquit. Not even if Paquit was half dead in a ditch, and Dar surprised him. You really need to summon a level three or higher demon. The higher, the better, because overkill is always a good policy.”
“I can’t summon another demon. I used the only scroll I had and that little one is the demon I got. I’ll just have to make do with that one.”
Az shook her head. “He’s not going to do it. Dar won’t go head to head with Paquit. That’s suicide.”
“He’ll have to. I’ve summoned him into a circle and bound him. He is compelled to do as I command.”
“You’re joking. That really works? Well, Dar will be dead. Then you will be dead. Better put your affairs in order, or whatever. Can I have your scrolls when he kills you?”
Alibeck looked grim. “I’m going to call that little demon back. When this guy comes for me, I’ll send him in to battle, then try and get away while they fight it out. Hopefully the little guy can survive long enough to give me time to get away.”
“Very clever,” Az commented. “Hope you run fast, because that fight is going to be over before you’re halfway down the block.”
“Got a better idea?” he asked. The clerk was getting angry.
“Nope. Let’s get off this roof and find something to eat.”
They made it safely to the ground, then dined on bread and cheese. Az was still hungry, but there was clearly nothing else to eat. Stupid scribe shouldn’t have let that rooster get away. It looked tasty.
“When did the rooster say that Paquit is going to appear?”
“He didn’t.”
“So you have no idea when this demon is coming to get you? Did the rooster say if he was coming through the angel gate or if he’s using one of the elf gates?”
“The divination didn’t include that. There is an elf gate a couple of miles away. That’s the one I used. I bribed someone to let me through.”
“He’s probably using the elf gate then. That way he won’t have to deal with the gate guardian. Plus he’s not even an adult. There’s a good chance he won’t be able to activate the gate on his own.”
“Do you think we should watch the gate? How do you think he’ll be tracking me?”
“Well, Paquit doesn’t have a human form, so that’s going to be his first order of business. Any odd human deaths should give us a head’s up. He’s really not that clever, and he’s very arrogant, so he isn’t likely to cover up the human death at all.”
“That should help. I didn’t take any artifacts, or anything that is really traceable. Scrolls don’t give off a specific magic signature, so it may be hard for him to find me.”
“He may Own an animal with a good nose. If the elves provided him with something of yours to sniff, he might be able to track you that way.”
“Yeah. And the elves also have locator spells. They may have provided him with one of them.”
“If this is the closest human settlement to the elf gate, he’s liable to head this way. He’ll grab a human, and probably be on you within a few hours. We’ll have a tight time window.”
“Guess I better summon that little demon back. Just in case.”
Az was thrilled. If this man could bring Dar back, maybe she could help him escape. Then he could activate the gate and they could both go back home. Although this was shaping up to be a fun and interesting adventure. Seeing Dar get reduced to a bloody, very dead, smear by Paquit would be entertaining, but he was looking to be her only ticket back.
Alibeck got up. “If we hurry, we can be at the crossroads by midnight.”
“Well I don’t hurry,” Az commented. “Not on these legs anyway. I’ll stay here and wait.”
Alibeck headed out the door, grabbing his bag on the way out, and Az went and curled up on the mattress, pulling the scratchy blanket over her. This was actually quite nice. Yes, it sucked having an old, tired body that hurt when you tried to make it go fast. She was missing half her teeth. Thankfully humans didn’t seem to need teeth to eat bread and cheese, though. It would be nice to Own a younger human. Maybe once this interesting little adventure with the scribe was over she’d Own him. Or find a dancing naked woman and Own her. But for now, this old man was not terrible. It felt good to rest on the mattress, to doze off and dream of a smiling woman with golden hair. A woman who picked flowers and had creamy, soft skin. When she dreamed of the woman, the old man’s body didn’t feel so ancient. It didn’t hurt. It felt strong, and so alive. Humans were more fun than insects. Much more.
She couldn’t have slept for more than an hour or two when she heard a noise, like someone bumping against a table. Without stirring, she opened an eye and saw a human shape stumbling slightly, as though it wasn’t used to walking on two legs. It wasn’t Alibeck. Grinning, Az sent a flame across the room to light a candle on the table. The figure yelped, and dove to the side, knocking over a chair and rolling in an awkward heap on the ground.
Paquit. It had to be him. The light had revealed a young human male. Az accessed her human’s memories and realized he seemed to be about twelve years old. But even she, with her limited experience, knew this wasn’t really a human. Paquit sucked. He leaked energy. And his movements were completely wrong, as if a stag were stuffed into a human body. She laughed.
“Sorcerer, you are mine.” His voice was squeaky, probably not the level of intimidation he wanted to project. Az laughed again.
“Paquit, you worthless fuck. What are you doing here?”
“Az?” he asked in amazement. “What are you doing here? And why, of all creatures, did you Own some decrepit man on the edge of death?”
“So speaks the demon who Owned a child. Paquit, that’s disgusting. Children have no life experience at all. You’re worse than a fucking Low.”
Paquit bristled at the insult. “At least I can move more than ten feet in an hour. Where did you get that bag of bones? Did you dig him up in the graveyard?”
“At least my form is decent. As always you look like a pile of shit. Even a blind man wouldn’t mistake you for a human. The gate guardian is going to recognize you a mile away.”
“Why are you here, Az?” he sneered. “Are the demons too much for you? Decided you’d rather slum it out as a beggar among the humans than face being a Low back home?”
“I’m here to collect a bounty. The elves want some escaped human dead, and I’m just the demon to do the job.”
Paquit turned an interesting shade of red. “That’s my job. You spied on me, and now you’re here, trying to cut me out. Bitch. Killing you just moved up to the top of my to-do list.”
Az scoffed. “Right. This human I Owned is older than ten, so I doubt you could kill me. There are some babies down the street. Why don’t you go kill them instead. Be careful. They may put up a fight.”
Paquit launched himself at her, miscalculating the distance and landing half on the mattress and half on the floor behind it. Az jumped onto his back, wrapping his head in her blanket, trying to smother him as he flailed about with arms and legs. Her old body was not very strong, and Paquit managed to fling her off into the table as he rose to his feet.
Ow. Her back hurt terribly, and the one arm didn’t seem to function right. Stupid humans were so fragile. Paquit flung a small fireball at her, catching the edge of her shirt and setting the table ablaze. It took her a few seconds to realize that humans were not impervious to fire. The flames from the burning shirt licked at her skin, sending agonizing jolts of pain through her body and stealing her breath away. Gasping, Az ran into the street and rolled in the dirt, avoiding two more balls of fire that lit up a crate and a small pile of wood. Grabbing a log, she lobbed it at him, burning her hand in the process. Fuck, this skin was no protection at all.
“Fire! Fire!” she shouted. 
 The old man she Owned knew that nobody would leave the safety of their homes at night to stop an assault, but fire was a danger to the whole town. She threw more logs at Paquit as he tried to grab her, shouting and screaming as loud as her aged voice could. Just as Paquit reached her, knocking the log out of her hand and straddling her on the ground, people began to race from their houses.
Paquit beat her head on the ground. He was such an idiot. He should have done this from the beginning, instead it was likely his fireballs would draw that guardian just a few miles down the road. Or an angel. With any luck, an angel would kill him before she had to.
“Hans,” a female voice screeched. The woman was only a few feet away, but Az’s vision was rapidly blurring with the repeated blows to her head.
“Hans, you leave that poor old man alone! Does your mother know you are out here this late?”
Az felt Paquit’s weight leave her and saw him squirming, held by a stout woman who was slapping him on the head. 
“You are the devil’s own child. I’ll bet you started this fire. You just wait until your mother gets her hands on you.”
The woman dragged Paquit off down the street, and Az pulled herself to a seated position to see humans frantically beating the fires with blankets and splashing liquid on the flames. She could easily put the blaze out, but it was very entertaining to watch the humans scurrying around, trying to save the wood and the building.
“My house,” Alibeck cried, running toward the building. Dar was behind him, in the human form he’d taken last time. 
The fire was nearly out. Just a few smoldering areas remained. The wood pile and box were charred, the house reeked of smoke. Az struggled to her feet and hobbled over to look through the door. Her ribs hurt, her back hurt, her head ached, her one arm hung useless at her side. She’d need to fix this human before Paquit managed to get away from his captors and return. Otherwise he’d easily kill her. Not that she was a match for him in her demon form either. Old man, imp, Paquit always won. She needed to get away, free Dar from his compulsion so they could both escape. Then she could hide in the swamp forever.
Alibeck had gone into the house. Az made her way over to the doorway to watch him, Dar hovering a discrete distance behind. Inside, the house wasn’t terribly damaged. The table and a couple chairs were probably no longer usable. The townspeople had pulled the little rug out into the street where it lay in the dirt, burned in half. Alibeck ran to his chest and examined it carefully, relieved to find it hadn’t been touched by the fire. Az wondered if he’d protected it by magic, or if he’d just gotten lucky. Reluctant to check his scrolls in front of a crowd of people, he moved the chest aside and began to clean out the burned items.
“What happened?” he asked, seeing Az in the doorway. “Did you drop a candle or something?”
“It was that horrible child, Hans,” one of the men said angrily. “I saw him. And he was beating up this old man.”
Alibeck spoke with the man. Az figured she’d clue him in later that the boy Hans was no longer human. Right now she wanted to talk to Dar.
Dar was standing outside, shuffling around nervously. “Az. What are you doing here?”
“Everyone keeps asking me that question,” she complained. “I’m stuck here. That sorcerer wannabe sent you back and I can’t activate the gate. I came to him hoping he’d send me back like he did you, but he’s a hack and evidently can’t do it again.”
“You’ve got to get out of here, Az,” Dar said. “That guy told me Paquit is coming to kill him, that the elves sent him as some kind of hit man. I’m supposed to kill Paquit when he shows up. He’ll make you fight him too.”
Az shook her head. “No, he doesn’t think I’m a demon. For some reason everyone thinks I’m a human. Maybe they figure a demon would never assume the form of some ancient man who can barely walk. He’s been feeding me and putting me up at his house.”
Dar looked at her strangely. “I don’t know how you’re going to get home, Az. Paquit will kill me, and nobody will come here to get you. Just stay away from Paquit and live here. You’ll eventually be able to activate the gates. I know it. You’re not Low, Az. Just different. Give it time.”
“There’s an elf gate, Dar. Paquit came in that way, and so did this human runaway. The elves are really harsh on trespassers and might kill me. If I’m trapped it’s an option. But I’m not leaving without you.”
Dar looked grateful. “The only way I can be released from this human’s binding is if I complete the service requested. I can’t kill Paquit. I’m not even an adult yet, and he’s so strong. He jumped that demon that taught you to breed and killed him. That guy was three thousand years old, and I’m not even three hundred. I don’t stand a chance against him.”
“Paquit didn’t kill that demon, I did,” Az confessed. 
“You’re getting better at lying,” Dar said in admiration. “That was very convincing.”
“Seriously Dar. I’m not lying. I killed him during our breeding lesson, and Pere covered it up. He didn’t think I could defend the level of status I’d get, but that Paquit could. So Paquit got the credit.”
Dar stared at her in amazement, not quite sure whether to believe her or not.
“He’s not as good as you think, Dar. He’s strong and he’s got power, but he’s really an idiot. And his pride gets in the way of his brains most of the time. We can take him. Together.”
“Maybe you should try to breed with him,” Dar said. Even scared, his sense of humor hadn’t deserted him. “It killed that other demon, it would probably kill Paquit.”
Az laughed. “I’ll get my petition ready right now. With any luck he’ll accept and be dead before the sun comes up.”
The both laughed. Az doubled over as the pain in her chest was nearly unbearable.
“You better fix your human form before you need to fight again,” Dar suggested.
With a pop, she’d repaired all the injuries. If only she could make the old man younger and faster, she might have a better chance of taking on Paquit.
The townspeople were beginning to leave, eyeing Dar suspiciously as they walked by him. He was a stranger in a small town. 
“My nephew,” Az told them. “Come to help an old man.”
The townspeople made approving comments. Clearly human relatives were expected to take care of their elderly. Alibeck appeared in the doorway and motioned them both in.
“Some child set the fire,” he told him, obviously relieved. “Are you ok, Herr Schmidt? That man said the boy assaulted you?”
“It wasn’t a human boy, at least not anymore,” Az warned him. “It was Paquit. He’s here. A woman dragged him away for punishment. His form sucks, but it’s dark out, and she was convinced he was a naughty child. He’ll be back as soon as he’s gotten over the shock of human women beating the shit out of him.”
Alibeck panicked. “I don’t know what to do! I’m a clerk, a scribe. I don’t fight. I don’t know anything about planning or protecting myself. Should we stay here? Run away?”
Humans were idiots.
“It’s night,” Az told him. “we won’t get far and we’ll be out in the open trying to fight him. He’ll have the advantage. He’s really not that smart, and he’ll come right back here. Let’s set up some kind of ambush, a trap for when he does.”
“Like what? What can trap a demon?” Alibeck looked doubtful.
“Well, he knows I’m here, but he doesn’t think I’m much threat. He isn’t really sure what you’ve got in terms of power and abilities though, and he has no idea that Dar is here.”
“I can hide and jump him,” Dar interjected. “I’d have the element of surprise, but I’m really not much of a match against Paquit.”
“Not solo,” Az told him. “But together I think the three of us can take him.”
“Oh no, oh no,” Alibeck said, backing away. “The plan was for the demon to fight him while I get away. I think that’s still our best plan. And you’re just an old man. You’re lucky he didn’t kill you last time.”
“Are you going to spend your life running and hiding?” Az asked scornfully. “You might as well have stayed with the elves. At least then you wouldn’t be spending every moment looking over your shoulder, wondering whether each human you meet is really a demon out to get you.”
“It’s better than being torn apart,” he retorted. “At least if I run, I’ll have a chance.”
“No, you won’t have a chance. Demons live far longer than humans. It would be a pleasant diversion for Paquit to spend the next fifty years chasing you down and making your life miserable. He’ll never give up, because that sort of thing is fun. You need to face him now, or spend the rest of your days, and I do mean days, in fear.”
“So what kills a demon?” Alibeck asked, wavering.
“Destroy his physical form. When the form dies, the spirit being no longer has anything to hold it together. He’ll die.”
“Sounds easy. It’s got to be harder than that.”
“Normally it’s not easy to destroy a form,” Dar chimed in. “Demons create very sturdy, hardy bodies, and we actually enjoy a pretty high level of pain.”
“Human bodies are weak though,” Az said, remembering the injury she’d suffered from just crashing into a table. “He’ll be surprised by how much damage little things cause. Things that back home wouldn’t even bruise his skin.”
“Okay. So hit fast and hard. Destroy him quickly, before he realizes what’s going on.”
Az nodded. “Got any of your spells that will help? We could make him dance naked until he dies.”
“That only works on human women, and I’m saving that spell.”
Dar gaped. “You have a spell that makes women dance naked until they die? Where did you get that? Can I buy one? That has got to be the most amazing thing I’ve ever heard.”
Alibeck ignored him. “Maybe the curse enemy one, but I really wanted to hold onto it for an emergency.”
“This may qualify as an emergency,” Az assured him.
Alibeck went to his chest, and pulled out the clothing, removing the scroll from under the false bottom and examining it.
“I have the oils, and the dove’s blood ink. Looks like you write the enemy’s name in dove’s blood on parchment, put it on top of the scroll, with ingredients on top, and then burn it while reciting the incantation. Oh. I need hair and fingernails. I doubt I could get those and survive to do the spell.”
“Plus they’d be the human’s fingernails and hair. How would that work with a demon? Would it curse him, or the dead human?”
“Actually it says on the bottom here that this curse only works on humans. So it’s of no help to us.”
“Just humans?” Az was curious. “Does it work on elves too?”
Alibeck shook his head. “I don’t really know. Lots of magic doesn’t work on them. The sorcerers often have to do specific charms or use an artifact if a High Lord wants something to cast against another elf.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Dar interrupted. “We don’t have elves coming after us, just Paquit. Let’s set some kind of physical trap to surprise him, and try to chop him to bits before he recovers enough to kill us.”
“After we’re done setting the trap, I’ll go get him and lure him here,” Az offered.
Alibeck looked at her in surprise. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Herr Schmidt. You don’t move very fast. He’ll catch you and kill you before you’ve made it more than a few yards.”
Az exchanged a quick glance with Dar. “Well then, I’ll just have to figure out a way to run faster.”



Chapter 4
Az looked in the window and covered her mouth to keep from laughing. Paquit was inside, getting the shit beat out of him by a human woman. She had him by the ear, and was whaling away on him with some sort of stick. Paquit was screaming and thrashing around, unable to control the young human body enough to defend himself. Finally coming to his senses, he threw out a burst of energy, missing the woman and blowing out the top of the door. The woman’s beating increased.
“Hans, you worthless child. What are you doing sneaking out at midnight? Have you been in the woods meeting with those witches again? Are you pledging yourself to the devil? Setting a house afire, beating an old man. And now you use evil magic to smash my door? They will hang you for this, burn you alive. Have you no shame? No sense of duty? If your father were alive to see you now, he’d weep.”
Az snickered, and with a pop, changed her form from the old human to the shape she normally used back home. Leaning in through the newly created hole in the door, she scratched a claw down the doorjamb and waved at Paquit. The woman screamed, flinging her son toward the door and kicking him.
“See? Satan has come for you. Take him away, you foul beast. He’s your servant now.”
Paquit was furious. His despised little sister had seen him hauled away and beaten by a human, and now this woman had referred to him as Az’s servant. He dove through the doorway, on top of the imp, shooting a stream of energy. But he was in the form of a weak human, and Az was now an orange, three headed, scaled lizard with wings. The energy hurt, but wasn’t lethal in her lizard form. Pain lanced through Paquit as he smacked against scales, impaling himself on a spike. Poison that normally wouldn’t harm him, spread through his veins and seized his heart. Ripping himself off the spike, he shed his human form, also assuming the shape he wore when in Hel.
The two demons ran through the streets, Az leading Paquit, in his stag form, to the house. Her legs were short and he’d catch her before they got there if she didn’t do something fast.
“You’re too late,” she called back to Paquit. “I already killed him. Ate him, every last morsel. What will the elves think of you now? You’ll return empty handed. Maybe I’ll get the status for the kill.”
By now, people were beginning to stare at them through doors and windows, a few brave enough to venture outside and gawk at a three headed, winged lizard and a massive, male deer with a human torso and head, an elongated snout and horns.
“Bitch,” Paquit shouted. “You’ll be dead. Strung up in little pieces among the rafters of these buildings. No one will mourn your loss, you worthless imp. And there will be no one to say I didn’t kill him myself.”
“Taking credit for a kill you didn’t make? Becoming a habit, isn’t it Paquit.”
He stopped in shock, allowing Az a few seconds to gain some much needed distance between them. She unfurled her wings and beat the air, just to piss him off further. He’d always hated her wings.
“I know you didn’t kill that demon back home. That one that came for the breeding lessons. You’re nobody. A weakling claiming status you didn’t earn.”
Paquit roared, his head lifted to the sky. The humans squeaked in terror, like little mice, and hid back in their houses.
“I killed him. I surprised him on his journey home and fought him. My strength and cunning were greater, and I ripped him to shreds.”
Az laughed and increased the distance between them. “You didn’t kill him. I did.”
She edged slowly backward. Almost to the house. “I pulled his personal energy right out of his body and into my own. I consumed him, shredded his spirit and converted it.”
He looked disgusted. “You Owned another demon? That’s sick. That’s just wrong. You’re lying. You’d have gone insane if you did that. He was three thousand years old, he would have overcome you.”
“I didn’t Own him. I devoured him. I made him mine, and I’ll do the same to you, Paquit.”
He paused, uncertain for a moment, then chose not to believe her. She was Az. A little imp. Almost a Low. She couldn’t have killed an adult demon. With another roar, he launched himself at her. 
Az used her wings for added speed and sprinted the distance to the house, wedging herself painfully through the doorway just as he grabbed for her. It was a tight fit, and she scraped scales off one side as she pushed herself through. Paquit took advantage of her dilemma and grabbed one of her wings, tearing it in half.
“This will be the last time you ever touch my wings,” she shouted.
Dar and Alibeck had done a great job. Along with the charred remains of the table and chairs, the room was now decorated with blood and bits of flesh. It was chicken, but she doubted that Paquit could tell the difference. Actually, he was so angry, she doubted he even noticed their efforts.
He charged in the house, and reared, coming down with all his weight on Az’s damaged wing. It snapped at the shoulder, and he reached down with a surge of energy and ripped it off. Az howled.
“One wing down, one to go. I’m going to miss tearing these things off when you’re dead.”
He shot two more bolts of energy into her, and Az forced herself to hold back. 
“That all you got?” She winced, feeling important parts inside her smoldering and leaking. Much more and she’d have to fix herself. 
Change back to human, change back to human, she pleaded silently. But he didn’t. He stayed in his demon form and proceeded to launch a stream of energy into her. Scales burned away, muscle burned away. Az held herself together, fixing only what she had in order to survive.
“You are fucking impossible to kill,” Paquit complained. Again, he poured a stream of energy into Az, but this time it was weak, sputtering.
“Now!” Dar shouted.
Both Dar and Alibeck launched themselves on top of Paquit, knives flashing as they sliced away at him. It wasn’t enough. If he’d change into a human form, they would have killed him, but in his demon form, he was practically impervious to their attacks.
Paquit roared in pain from the ineffectual slices and bucked, launching Alibeck head first into the wall. Dar held on valiantly, but he was in a human form, and unable to maintain a solid grip. He too flew across the room, cracking his head and back on the stone fireplace. With the two dislodged, Paquit again turned his attention to Az. Bending at the knees to better reach her, he drove his horns into her damaged abdomen. 
Their plan had failed, but Paquit was clearly out of energy, drained to nothing. He might not have changed into a more vulnerable human form, but he wouldn’t be able to fix any wounds. Az had nearly her entire store of raw energy remaining. Repairing herself, she reached up with one head and bit down hard on Paquit’s shoulder. Another head slashed at the back of his neck, and the third bit deep into a foreleg. He screamed, and rooted into her with his horns, ripping apart what she’d just fixed.
Dar and Alibeck were both slumped on the floor. She needed to take Paquit out herself, and she wasn’t sure she could, even with his lack of stored energy. Knowing he’d surely kill her this time gave her resolve, and Az shot a bolt of energy into him, chewing and tearing with all three of her heads. He stumbled back from her, and she raced for the door. If she could get him out in the open, she could re-create her wings and launch an aerial attack, safely from above.
Unfortunately, there was that damned little door, and without her former forward momentum, she found herself unable to do more than get her three heads through it. Paquit attacked her from the rear, gouging with horns and kicking with powerful hooves. She was stuck, wedged in the doorway, unable to go forward, and assaulted from behind.
 With a flash, she converted into her Owned human, and fell out the door. She was out, but she was also naked, and in a vulnerable form. Before she could transform herself back, Az felt an impact from behind and felt her ribs crack painfully. Face down in the mud, blows from Paquit’s hooves rained down on her. It was all she could do to fix the damage before she was killed. There was no time for her to change to her demon form. At this rate, she’d use up all her stored energy repairing herself, and be in the same spot as Paquit. Worse actually, since she was a weak old man and he was a powerful demon. 
As she struggled to escape, the weight on her suddenly lifted. Had Dar regained consciousness, fixed his wounds and come to help her? She rolled over, her vision blurred by mud and the head injuries she hadn’t yet fixed, and saw a shape, one that glowed with all the intensity of the noonday sun. The glowing person was tearing Paquit to bits with what seemed to be a flurry of teeth. She blinked in amazement as Paquit disappeared before her eyes, becoming no more than a pile of sand. The bright figure turned toward her, blinding her mud filled eyes with its intense light.
She was terrified she’d be next, that the being of light would turn her to dust too. The figure paused for a few agonizing moments, and then turned away, vanishing into the night. Az lay in the street, unable to move, unable to do more than tremble and gasp. She felt a hand on her, and panicking, swatted at it.
“Az. It’s me,” Dar said. “Do you have any energy left? Can you fix yourself? I don’t think I can carry you through the gate like this.”
Az struggled to compose herself. It was just Dar. The figure of light was gone. Had she imagined it?
“Paquit.” she croaked, slowly repairing her wounds.
“He’s gone. I don’t know what happened to him. I ran out here as soon as I regained consciousness and saw you on the ground, all bloody and broken. I thought you might have killed him, but I don’t see his body anywhere. Did he run off, injured? What happened?”
Az shook her head as Dar helped her to her feet. There was a pile of sandy dirt a few feet in front of her. Maybe she hadn’t imagined it after all.
“He’s dead,” she said. “There’s nothing left.”
“Fuck Az,” Dar exclaimed. “You ate his body too? You’re scaring the crap out of me, here.”
Whatever. There was no way she could explain this to Dar. She couldn’t figure it out herself.
“Is Alibeck dead?” she asked.
“I don’t know. He’s lying on the floor in the house. I didn’t bother to check him, I just ran right out here to help you.”
Az looked at Dar strangely. He ran right out to help her? What was that about?
“Where are all the people?” she wondered as they headed toward the house.
Dar snorted. “Inside. Hiding. Demons battling in the streets? They won’t stick a nose outside until dawn.”
Alibeck was still sprawled on the floor when they went in. 
“You can cut his head off and give it to the elves,” Az generously offered. “There’s a bounty. Might as well get some money and status out of the deal.”
“I can’t,” Dar said mournfully. “He summoned me into a circle and I’m forbidden to harm him.”
“He’s probably dead anyway,” Az reasoned. “And isn’t your tie to him broken? Paquit is dead, and that was the service he requested.”
“I still can’t kill him. And I’m not sure if I still owe him a service or not. I didn’t kill Paquit, you did.”
Az went over and nudged the scribe with her foot. “Guess you’ll find out if he summons you again.”
“Why don’t you kill him and claim the bounty,” Dar offered. “With Paquit’s kill and this, you’ll probably be up two levels.”
“No one would believe it.” She nudged the human again.
“I’ll vouch for you,” Dar offered.
Az shot him a surprised look. What was up with him? “Nah. I really don’t want the pressure I’d get for killing Paquit, and I’m kind of fond of this guy here. If he lives, I may come back in a decade or so and Own him. He’s fun.”
“I wish you’d kill him,” Dar said sullenly. “I hate that this stupid human is jerking me around, making me do things.”
“He’s a hack,” Az scoffed. “He’s got a handful of scrolls and he doesn’t know how to do anything beyond that. The idiot escaped the elves, and before the year is out he’ll be doing the same drudgery for the humans just to put bread on his table. He won’t summon you again, even if he can.”
Alibeck stirred, raising a hand to his head.
“Oh look. He’s not dead after all.”
“Great.” Dar walked over and sat on the trunk. 
The scribe’s eyes opened. He looked up at Az, agitated.
 “Did you see? There were two of them fighting. I couldn’t tell which was which. Did the elves send them both to get me? Did the little demon kill them?”
He squinted at Az. “And why are you naked, old man?”
Dar growled to be referred to as �the little demon’. “Hurry up and fix yourself, human. We want to leave.”
“He can’t,” Az told Dar. “He heals very slowly. It will take days. Or even weeks.”
Dar got up and paced. “I’m not waiting that long. Let’s go. He can take care of himself. Nursing an injured human wasn’t part of my service.”
“Paquit is dead. This demon killed him, so his service to you is over. He’s going to leave now.”
Alibeck nodded. The fight must have addled his senses, because Az was a terrible liar. 
“I’ll banish you back home,” he said, trying unsuccessfully to rise to his feet.
“No, no,” Az and Dar both shouted simultaneously. 
“It’s a nice evening. I think I’ll walk,” Dar said. He was a better liar than Az.
“I’m going to borrow some of your clothing, and I’ll be on my way too,” Az said, as she headed toward the trunk. 
The human nodded, and leaned back against the wall. Az dug through the chest, and tossed on a shirt and pants. There were no shoes, so she wrapped a cloth around each foot. Before leaving, she tossed a blanket over Alibeck.
“I hope you don’t die,” she told him. “I’m planning on visiting you later.”
He nodded and closed his eyes as Az and Dar walked out the door and down the long road to the gate home.



Chapter 5
Dar and Az loitered in the woods beside the road just outside the small town. Dawn had broken as they slowly walked back, and Dar spent the entire journey complaining about Az’s pitiful old man legs.
“If you’d Owned that sorcerer, we could have gotten here faster,” he scolded. It was the third time he’d said this in less than an hour.
Az ignored him. “Go see if the gate guardian is there. I’ll wait here.”
“She’s there. She’s always there. And I’m not risking my ass to go check. You go.”
“No way. The old man is from this town, and I’m sure they’ve found his dead body already. I stuck it in a trunk, but it had to have started smelling by now.”
“Humans have terrible noses. And you said the old man was a recluse, living alone. He’s probably still in the trunk.”
“Well, I’m not taking the chance. Besides, I can hardly walk down the street, look at the gate, then run back here. People are going to notice. I’ll draw attention to us.”
“Okay, here’s the plan then. We’ll walk in together. If anyone asks, you can tell them I’m your nephew come to take care of you. We’ll glance down the street to see if the guardian is there, then go to the old man’s house.”
It was a stupid plan, but it was better than hanging out in the woods all day. Az took the lead, and they slowly made their way into the town. She looked at the little inn as they approached, remembering how they greeted the old man, and the taste of the drink. A woman stepped out into the street, and glanced over at them. Her face lit up and she smiled.
“Herr Schmidt. I’m so glad to see you out again. Will you come in for a drink? Or perhaps some food?”
Well, that answered the question on whether anyone had found the old man’s body yet.
“Later,” Az nodded at her and she hustled away. 
“The guardian is there,” Dar whispered, pointing around the side of the building. “Do you think we can make it past without being seen.”
Az looked down the street at the woman from the inn. She was exchanging something with another human, speaking, her body half turned to come back.
“Wait,” she told Dar. “Cover for me just a moment.”
They need a distraction. Something to draw the guardian away from the gate. As quickly as she could, Az limped over to the doorway to the inn and dropped something, hurriedly brushing dust and pebbles over it with her foot.
“She’s coming,” Dar hissed.
Az stood up and moved to the side, motioning Dar to keep walking with her. The woman passed them, smiling again at Az and walked over the threshold.
“Keep walking,” she whispered to Dar. “To that stack of straw over there. When you see the guardian come past, go activate the gate and wait for me.”
There was a scream and a series of shouts from inside the inn. Az risked a quick look in the window. Wow, it really worked. The woman was completely naked, dancing in an absolute frenzy around the room as others chased after her, holding discarded bits of clothing. Az wanted to stay and see if she really would dance until she died, but this was her only chance to get home. Regretfully, she popped out of her human shape, then back into it again. There, a big flash of demon energy to attract the gate guardian, and an intriguing magical incident to occupy the scary woman for a few moments. Now naked, Az hustled as fast as she could around the corner to the gate, wishing once again that she’d Owned a human whose legs moved a little faster. Or one with fur. Human skin didn’t do much to ward off the cold. Just as she rounded the corner, she smacked into something solid, something in a cloak, something scary. It knocked her to the ground.
The gate guardian looked down at her and saw an old man. Naked. She couldn’t believe he was still alive. Not that he would live long, running around naked in this weather. She had no time for him though. There was a demon nearby. Stepping over the old man, she raced around the corner.
Az scrambled to her feet. The old man’s legs moved even slower now. They’d been hurt in the fall, and the cold was making them stiff. She didn’t dare use any energy to fix herself, not with the gate guardian so close by. It was a miracle she hadn’t been recognized. The guardian had ran right into her, why hadn’t she been discovered? She should be dead. But she had no more time to ponder the mystery. There was Dar, holding open the gate with a look of anxiety on his face. He reached out, grabbed her bony arm, and shoved her through.



Chapter 6
Az glanced over at the elves guarding her. They seemed bored. An adult demon was one thing, but she was young. Not likely to cause much trouble, and anything she did start could most like be quickly and easily halted. There were three of them, after all. They were bored, she was bored. When was that stupid sorcerer going to arrive? It was really rude to be kept waiting like this.
The woman hadn’t wanted to meet with her at all. It had taken some serious mischief to convince her that Az really did have something of value. She wouldn’t be surprised if the sorcerer sent a minion to deal with her instead, or backed out entirely.
There was a dramatic flash that blinded everyone and pressurized Az’s ears. One of her guards discretely flexed his jaw, and another palmed the slide of his head. When her eyesight returned to normal, she saw a woman before her, flanked by two humans. Her gray hair was in a simple knot, her white robe tastefully embroidered with decorative swirls of the palest blue. She appeared irritated, tired, ready to get this whole fiasco over and done with.
“I don’t usually meet with demons,” the sorcerer announced. “And you’re just a child. I’ve been told that you’ve killed Alibeck, my former clerk?”
“He was alive when I left, but he may be dead now. From what I’ve seen, the humans don’t tolerate those who deal with demons. There is a good chance they caught him and burned him up.”
“I’m assuming he used the summoning scroll he stole to call you?”
“Yep,” Az lied. “Couldn’t kill him. That was a condition on the summoning. He didn’t say I couldn’t steal from him though.”
She shrugged. “I don’t really care what happens to him as long as I have the scrolls he stole. It’s not like I want him back. I’d never be able to trust any of his work from this point forward anyway.”
“I have the scrolls,” Az assured her. “He used a couple of them, but I have the rest.”
The sorcerer looked at her suspiciously. “Which ones do you have?”
“Find gold and silver, extinguish fire, alchemy, invisibility, curse an enemy, cure sickness. He used the demon summoning one and the divination one.”
“He used divination?” The woman frowned. “What was he divining?”
“He wanted to know which demon you’d hired to kill him, so I would be able to protect him. It worked great. I had no idea that roosters knew Elven script. Smart birds.”
“So you killed that young demon then?” she asked.
Az shook her head. “No. He met with an unfortunate accident. Good thing too. I’m far too young and small to take out a demon of his status.” 
The sorcerer nodded knowingly. “What about the devouring spirit one?”
“I didn’t see that one when I stole the others.” It was the truth. Alibeck must have hidden it elsewhere.
 The sorcerer appeared to be counting in her head.
“Umm. There was one more scroll, I think. Were there any other ones? Did he perhaps use another?”
Az let the silence drag on, a small, knowing smile on all three of her mouths. The woman broke her gaze and shifted, embarrassed.
“One more scroll? I’d really like to get that one back,” the sorcerer said. She would too. How mortifying that Alibeck had taken that particular scroll. It was one she’d had made for her personal use. One she hadn’t intended anyone else to know about.
“Nope,” Az said, drawing the word out with a hard sound at the end. “No other scrolls at all. None whatsoever.”
The sorcerer shot her a resentful look. Blackmail? Or did this little demon intend to keep that one for her own use? No that she blamed her. 
“So what do you want in return for the scrolls? A favor perhaps?”
An owed favor was the usual trade, but sorcerers were human, and humans didn’t live very long. It really sucked when they died in a couple of years with the favor unclaimed. It was better to think of something right away.
“I want use of Cyelle’s elf gate for the next three decades, and safe passage through your lands to and from it. Also I want an invitation to an elf party for myself and a friend.” Dar needed some entertainment after the humiliation of being summoned. “Oh, and I want a horse.” 
The woman had been ready to protest, but halted with her mouth open, looking at Az in surprise. “A horse? To eat? To Own? What, in all of creation, would you want with a horse?”
“I want to ride it,” Az confessed.
The woman chuckled. “No on the elf gates. No of the safe passage. I can do the party invitation and I’ll get you a box of rats. How about that?”
The elf gate was a long shot, but it was best to start negotiations with an extravagant request, to get the �no’ out of the way. 
“A Horse. And instruction on how to ride it. And an invitation to ride on a hunt with the elves.”
The sorcerer was clutching her sides, holding back her laughter. “You’d never be able to get on it. Horses hate demons. No instruction in the world is going to keep you on a horse for more than five seconds. Party invitation and two boxes of rats. They’ll be hours of fun. Lots more fun than a bunch of boring old scrolls.”
“I don’t know. There are some demons that would pay through the nose for invisibility. Alchemy sounds like a lot of fun. Oh, and that cursing enemy scroll could be very entertaining.”
“That only works on humans,” she shot back angrily.
Az looked carefully at the woman, from her toes to the top of her gray head. “Sorcerers are humans,” she commented casually.
The sorcerer paled. “A party, three boxes of rats and a really big spider.”
The big spider was tempting. How big? Az shook her head. “Party. A horse. Lessons. Join in a hunt.”
The sound of grinding teeth reached her ears. 
“Do you dance much?” Az asked, grinning. “I’d love to see you dance sometime.”
She’d used that scroll, but this woman didn’t know that. The threat made for good blackmail.
The sorcerer shot a horrified look at Az, then glanced nervously at her two companions. “All right. The party invitation. We’ll supply you with a horse and lessons, and allow you to go on one hunt. I get the scrolls, and no one dances ever. Am I clear? There will be no dancing women in Hel.”
“Deal.” Az handed over the scrolls and the woman vanished with the two mages. 
Maybe there was more to this life than getting beaten up and having her wings torn off. Hiding in the swamp and eating bitey fish suddenly seemed farther down on her list of interesting things to do. Horses, humans, sorcerers, elves, gate guardians. Life as an imp might be very interesting.
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