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      It was a no moon night. Neither Seliene nor her daughter lit the night sky, only a myriad of stars. From where Cathren stood, it seemed as if the sky was stars upon stars, a mere lace of black against the light beyond.

      Yet, spreading darkness came from the west and she shivered a little. Reason told her it was simply storm clouds, but she had been so on edge lately. As if some internal darkness shaded her.

      A storm would only fit her mood. A natural storm, her mage-sight told her. Good. One could never be sure, not here. Not with all the mages in Losana.

      There always seemed to be too many and too few, all at the same time. Cathren turned and walked back into the academy.

      She felt so confined. So...trapped. She had her shop, she had her journeyman status...but she was not going on any journeying.

      That was it. She needed to go somewhere. She needed to move, to keep moving, to fly until the moons set and the sun rose, casting summer's heat across the land. Laran, though...

      He had told her exactly what would happen if she left Losana. In as many words. If she ever left Losana.

      She would like as not outlive him. He would like as not find somebody else to be her jailer. The one person who truly understood was out of town.

      She knew she was fortunate to even have been permitted to live, to be permitted what she had. A livelihood, a lover...that was more than so many had.

      Tolerance and acceptance? Too much to ask, and she knew it. Even if she slipped away, followed the trade routes north, she would be no more welcome there than here.

      She needed to fly. She dared not. Beria was occupied, so even that substitution was denied her. For what it was worth; they both knew the other was a mere distraction, nothing more.

      Once Laran was out of town, she could at least go far enough to fly, without him 'shooting her from the sky'.

      It was bad enough that he hated her. Worse that he seemed to have enough power, enough support, to treat her like...a child.

      She abruptly knew exactly where she would go. It was the middle of the night, but that would not matter. Pulling on a cloak, she walked out from the academy gates.

      The guards did not stop her...curfew was for students and Cathren had graduated. Had the ring, even. She had feared they would deny her that.

      It was a warm night, and she regretted the cloak, but it would serve as a stave against recognition. Yet another reason to want to leave Losana. For the largest city on Yirath, it was small indeed.

      Along the street, there were more people out than one would expect for the middle of the night. Beggars who had no place to go mingled with drunks returning from the taverns. A man groped a woman in the garb of a prostitute right in the street. She ignored them, even as the woman giggled.

      Normal people, ordinary people, going about their lives...although not decent, hardworking folk. Even at this time of year, such would likely be in bed.

      She kept walking. Her eyes flicked from side to side, wary of thieves and footpads. Any who tried anything with her would regret it, of course...she firmly held the words of a paralysis spell in her mind, in case she needed it. Normal practice. She was a woman alone, apparently easy prey for those who were neither decent nor hardworking.

      Perhaps she should let the ring be visible. It might deter at least some of those inclined to attack. Others might take it as a challenge.

      Instead, she shifted her cloak a little, so that the fact that she carried blades was visible. Whether from that or chance, none harassed her on a quick walk through town.

      The tavern was closing its doors as she arrived, but the young woman doing so opened them again swiftly when she saw Cat's face.

      "Cat!"

      "Can I come in?"

      The door opened the rest of the way so Cat could step into the common room. The drunks had been expelled, but the place not yet cleaned. It smelled of mead and wine.

      The woman who was in the process of pulling a broom out from behind the bar stopped. She dropped it with a clank as she moved to hug Cathren. Not swiftly, for she was not a young woman and had clearly indulged much in her own good cooking.

      Cat hugged back, carefully. "Mother."

      The most casual of glances could have told that this was not, in truth, her mother, but the affection between them was clear. She released the much shorter form after a moment.

      "Something...let me guess. Is Brother Laran being an ass again?"

      "Mother!" came the voice of the younger woman, moving to clean mugs.

      "Pheh! When you get to my age, you can use whatever language you like."

      "There is no again about it. Laran is Laran. He is never going to change."

      "He is not your father."

      "He might as well be," Cat said, finally, moving to sit on one of the tavern's chairs. "He is my keeper, at any rate."

      "He has been threatening you again."

      "Yes." If Laran had his way, she would have been slain as an infant. She could not help but hate him, a little.

      "Somebody should talk to him." Mother Liesa sat down as well, her eyes on Cat.

      "It's been tried. This is his compromise." It was as far as Laran would bend. To confine her to Losana, where the academy mages could keep an eye on her.

      "He still thinks you're going to wake up one day and summon Arok."

      "What if he's right?"

      "Cathren!"

      "What if there's a geas on me that might cause me to one day do just that? We don't think so, but there are gods involved. We can't be sure." She looked down at her hands. "I suppose the reason I don't outright defy him is because I wouldn't trust me either."

      "I trust you."

      She looked up at the woman who had been her mother. "You're biased."

      "So is Laran."

      "Laran is worried about the big picture. Somebody has to be. He's still an..." She tailed off. She was not using the language, even if Liesa was.

      "Ass," Liesa supplied, gaining another shocked look from her daughter. "He's a narrow-minded fool. Besides. He should know he can't keep you confined forever."

      "Just because I'm miserable..."

      Liesa cut her off. "What was it R'vor said?"

      "Wanderlust. But there's nothing to be done about it. He'll track me down and kill me if I leave. And while I could take him...he wouldn't come alone."

      "No, he wouldn't. Maybe if R'vor was here...no, it wouldn't change his mind. Apparently, he'd rather have you go stir crazy."

      "And then when I acted on those feelings, he'd have a reason to take me out." Her shoulders rose then fell. "More likely, he simply does not understand." Did not understand that she needed to fly, to escape, to see something other than the city and the academy and the shop. To travel.

      "Most likely. Does any human really understand a demon?"

      "If there's anyone capable of understanding both races, it's me." Cat brushed back her dark hair. She looked completely human, but for a moment, it seemed that her eyes shaded to red.

      "And even you have problems." Liesa paused. "I have just the medicine for you." She ducked behind the bar, coming out eventually with a small cup. "Here."

      Mead. Good mead...expensive, the best Liesa had. Cat sipped it slowly, savoring the flavor. It was too strong for even her to want a tankard of, too strong and too sweet. It was, though, exactly what she needed. "Can I stay here tonight?"

      "Always, Cat."

      A promise that, for some reason, sent another chill over her, and this one was not the wind coming from the threat of stormThe canik got right under Cat's feet as she headed for the store. "Out of the way," she growled at it. She was almost in a bad enough mood to kick it. Almost.

      Kicking a canik would get her bitten for sure. The creature hopped up and ducked out of the way, forelimbs tucked against itself and tail lashing behind it. It was clearly worried somebody would step on said appendage.

      At least it had a collar on, like they were supposed to.

      She opened the door and then the shutters, but the wanderlust was still with her. A vague dissatisfaction. This was not the life she was supposed to be living. Even if it could make her rich.

      She did not care for money. Laran was right...she was more demon than human in mind, if more human in physiology. She felt the summer heat...although not as much as some. She felt the wind, though, could almost see it.

      A cage was a cage, no matter how large or gilded. She shook her head, setting up for the day. The worst part was that she would get used to it, that she would become just another citizen of Losana. Just another merchant. Her only chance of freedom was Laran's death, and she was sure he had deputized a successor. Watch the halfbreed. Be sure she never does anything significant or important.

      She might have killed him herself had she not had the fear that he was right. Visiting her foster mother had helped a little. A little. She needed R'vor. She needed Ylsa's arms around her.

      She needed the wind. Tonight, she promised herself. He could not completely deny her, they had tried that. She had gotten the worst imaginable case of cabin fever.

      Tonight, when the light faded, when people would be less likely to observe her and make the signs of various deities in fear. Not that those same people would not come to her store if they needed to. There were few good alchemists in Losana.

      Despite that, her only customer of the morning was a bustling housewife who sought a preparation efficacious against tela fly.

      All she could do was mix powder in her mortar and think. Thinking was the last thing she needed to do.

      She had no choice, her mind would not quiet. Female demons came into heat. Perhaps what she was feeling was some vestige of that cycle. Yet it could just as easily be Arok trying to influence her. Or simply the first thing that had come into her head.

      Demons were wanderers. Demons did not stay in one place. Humans did that, settling in their villages and towns, spreading across a world that had been given them by the gods.

      A world the demons claimed the humans had no place in. The worst part was, the demons were right.
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      The bell behind the door rang and a tall, thin man came in. She tensed instantly. "Laran. Checking on me."

      "It's my job." His voice was always quiet, and there was never any emotion in it other than contempt.

      "Be careful." He was dangerously close to one of her displays.

      He snorted, but stepped away from it. "Alchemy. Useful, but you wouldn't catch me trying it."

      At least he freely admitted some of his failings. His failings of skill, but never of personality or...no. It was not a failing of courage, it was over-caution. The two were different things. "Afraid you might spill something nasty on yourself?"

      "Knowing my luck with magic, I'd turn myself into a toad."

      Not far to go, she bit back. What she actually said was, "No. That's very advanced magic. You'd just give yourself warts."

      He laughed, as if they were friends not enemies. Or...whatever they were. Then he sobered. "You look tired."

      "I'm fine." Saying anything about how she actually felt would come over as begging or whining or acting like a child. Maybe she was acting like one, but she could not shake the strong desire to get out of here.

      "You shouldn't let yourself get tired. You might mix the wrong things and blow yourself up."

      Like he cared. There was nothing, no hint of genuine concern in his voice. Faking it, acting it. Not even for her benefit so much as that of anyone who might walk in.

      "Worst thing I'm going to do with this stuff is make an aphrodisiac when I wanted a poison."

      He laughed. "So, you'd make more vermin instead of less."

      "Good point. You're right, I need to stay sharp." How could she, when the city itself closed in around her? They probably had a tracking spell on her ring. So they would know.

      She did not trust herself. Ylsa trusted her...but she suspected there were limits even on that. Limits, that flowed around her, walls of suspicion and hatred. Walls, too, in her own mind.

      There were few people with whom she could be herself; Beria was one, but she knew their relationship would not last. She knew that, sensed it. She was not the one, not Cathren's mate. Perhaps she would have none.

      She was very human in that regard. Laran watched her with a smirk. "Look. You're out of it and I don't see any customers. Why not take the rest of the day off?"

      "Because I don't have anything better to do," she snapped back, regretting it instantly...although not that much. It was, after all, only Laran.

      "Cathren..." He studied her for a moment, then he turned and stalked out of the store.

      She watched him go. She did have nothing better to do, and if she set the mortar and pestle aside, she would go insane from boredom. Her wings literally itched with the desire, the need to fly.

      Get me out of here, she thought, then worried about who might have heard that thought.
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      "I'm not helping you avoid Laran."

      Cathren sighed. "I'm not asking you to. He may not be my father, but he is yours." They had been close as sisters for a while, then hated each other, and now sisters again. Not lovers; Cat had had a number of those, but none of those women touched her heart the way Ylsa did.

      Perhaps they would be lovers if Ylsa did not prefer men.

      "I wish he wasn't."

      "You help."

      "Do I?" Ylsa turned to face her.

      "As much as anything does. I'm sorry."

      "It has occurred to you this could be...him."

      The name was not spoken between them. A simple agreement. "It has. I think it's more likely that I am just not meant to stay in one place like this. But I know. I have to be where they can keep an eye on me."

      The reason remained unspoken.

      "You should go find Beria."

      Cat smiled a little. "I should." Sex would make her forget for a while, yet only for a while and then it always, always came rushing back to her. But she had yet to find a woman who could be her partner, her leri...her wife, in all but name.

      Tava thought Neir had intervened to make her female. Maybe she had done this, too, so she would be less likely to breed...out of fear that a son of hers could be the vessel Arok needed.

      Arok was picky, she thought with amusement. She would have thought the god desperate enough to take the form of a woman, but apparently not.

      She shook her head, feeling tears prick in her eyes.

      "You are going to leave. Maybe not now, but in the future." Ylsa's words, breaking through her thoughts.

      "I..."

      "I know you even if you do not know yourself. Same as Beria does. We all know. Why do you think Beria won't commit to you?"

      "I know why Beria won't commit to me. She wants a husband. Children. I can't give her that."

      Ylsa shook her head. She brushed back her curly hair. "Children could be adopted. She knows you'll leave. And I know you'll leave, and I'll miss you, but children grow up. I have. You have."

      "I can't leave. I'm trapped here."

      "R'Vor will come back." Firm notes, a reminder.

      "Laran will not let me leave. The only thing that will free me from his vigilance is his death, and I don't wish him ill. Well, not that level of ill." Cat had to admit she was tempted to spike his drink with something interesting on occasion.

      "You'd very much like to turn his hair pink, though."

      Cat tilted her head. "Purple. He'd look far worse in purple."

      Ylsa giggled, the serious moment having passed. "Father is just..."

      "Laran is doing what he believes is right. He is a follower of Tyrn, he will always do what he believes is right. The fact that he's causing me pain is unimportant."

      "He wants you dead." The source of the old quarrel. Still between them.

      "I don't know about that any more. I think part of him would prefer it, but at the same time...sometimes I detect a hint of concern for me." You couldn't watch somebody for twenty years and not become concerned for them. Nobody could. Nobody sane, anyway.

      Ylsa shifted away from her, looking at the sky. "Maybe. I don't trust him."

      "He's your father," Cathren pointed out.

      "That doesn't mean I trust him. I don't think he would help you if you were in the lurch."

      "Depends on what help I needed." Cathren stretched her wings as if to catch the last of the evening sun. "Would he stop Arok from getting me, yes. Would he save my life if it needed saving? I doubt it. But that's why I have blades and magic."

      "You have fire."

      "Which I would rather not use, but I have the right to defend myself." She'd rather use her swords if it came to it, give her enemies a clean death.

      It had never come to it, not yet. She had enemies, but they tended to use other weapons. Usually their tongues. Words could hurt, though. Words could do lasting, real damage to a woman.

      Words about how she could not be trusted, about how they had to be ready to kill her if they needed to. She had fire. She had magic in her blood.

      "Sooner or later, somebody is going to try and solve the problem you present."

      "And with R'vor out of town, I'm down an ally." Of course, she hoped her relationship with the demon gem trader was discreet. It would prove too many people right if it became known.

      "R'vor might not be much help. He is an odd one. But then, he is a renegade from his own culture."

      "He is proof that demons don't have to all be evil followers of Arok who burn everything in sight." Cat knew she sounded defensive for a moment.

      "You know that, I know that. Those people, the ordinary ones? They don't. Don't and never will."

      Cat wished her friend was wrong. "Don't say never." But it might well be never. It might well be that humans and demons would manage, at best, an uneasy truce...and that would fade with time.

      Humans bred so quickly.

      "Never. It would take...I don't know what it would take to earn peace. I mean, you can't even find peace with yourself."

      She was so accurate that Cat laughed, short and harsh. "No, I can't. But then, people won't let me properly look. Laran expects me to be entirely human, Liesa does not know what she expects and as far as Beria's concerned I'm just a good lay."

      Ylsa laughed. "Aren't there worse things to be called than that?"

      "Far worse. I should know, I've been called most of them." It had been easier at the academy than as a child at the tavern, when they had whispered behind her back. At least the other kids had insulted her to her face, openly.

      "Children are pretty cruel."

      "Not just children, but yes." Cat stood. "I need to find Beria." And she spread her wings and launched into the air. Laran was not there to see.
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      The academy's salle was not often used. The majority of human mages elected to learn only basic weapon skills. Most never intended to fight, the rest did not have time. For Cat, with magic in her blood, things were different. It took her a fraction of the time to learn spells...unless, of course, they were ice spells. Those were worse than a headache.

      She trained, for now, alone...and she trained with live steel. The demon-forged blades formed a wall around her. She was not as good as a true warrior. But she was good, very good. Her feet were light on the ground. Had she been working outside, she would have used her wings. As it was, there was not space for that in the salle.

      She had to train in confined spaces. That was where she would most likely be if called on to defend herself...and she dared not use her skill any other way. Even in tourney, who would face her.

      The salle door opened. The man who stepped in, as she turned, was a stranger. Her wings snapped out to their full extent instantly, no magic to conceal them now. She knew everyone who had a right to be in here by sight, if not by name. He was not overly large, shorter than Cathren herself and slight.

      He was not a mage, but had some of the strongest protection spells she had seen cast on him, and he was drawing a longsword.

      Combat sharp. So were hers. He could be a visitor from another city. He could be a mage's bodyguard, bent on getting some practice while his employer talked shop. That was the most logical explanation.

      Except that, without a word, he was closing on her, the blade held expertly. His stance was that of a master swordsman.

      He was here to kill her. She knew that with sharp instinct. Demon instinct, and that same instinct wanted to call fire.

      The floor of the salle was wooden. The fire would not harm her...even more than were she purebred. Yet, she could not get away with burning down the salle, even in self-defense. Not without any other choice.

      The blades crossed, meeting his. He still said nothing. He'd never heard the stories in which the bad guy lost the fight by bantering. Or, more likely, he had.

      She forced his blade aside with hers. Lighter they might be, but his was not demon-forged, only of human make. Hers were shorter, but she definitely had reach.

      Skill would decide this. Or cunning. She did not ask him why he attacked her. She knew.

      Right into the academy. Somebody had let him in, somebody who wished her ill. She wished the list were shorter even as she stepped back, her left blade darting under his as the right spun in a blocking pattern. It did not hit hard enough, skidding off the mail he wore.

      And her only in a leather training jerkin. Still, she had not needed armor in the past. She went up, leaping over him...even in the tight quarters, she could manage that much. Now she was the one closest to the door.

      An advantage, a small one, and she would take it. She backed towards the door. If she could get him outside, then this would be seen...

      ...but whose side would the students take? She could not trust them. She could not trust anyone except herself and maybe Ylsa. Maybe not even herself.

      She let him drive her back, back into the corridor...which was short. If she could get into the open, she could fly.

      He realized his mistake too late, eyes widening, and he pressed the attack. His blade moved faster, but not as fast as hers. It was simply too heavy.

      Then...it happened. Her blade struck his at an angle...and his sword shattered into pieces.

      His eyes widened, the expression of somebody who knew he was a dead man. She stepped forward, pressed a point to his throat.

      "Yield."

      The eyes widened further. Clearly, he had not expected to survive.

      "Who hired you?" She pulled the point back enough that he could talk, but kept it there, her eyes on him.

      "I serve the true gods."

      A religious fanatic, then. Pheh. Arok was as much a true god as any of the others. He was a bastard, but that did not make him less of a god. An odd thought, that. "As do I. I understand your fears. I even share them."

      He stepped back, lifting his hands, then...lowering them, his face changing. "You do not trust yourself?"

      "I don't trust Arok." She regarded him. "Go."

      "You're letting me go?" His eyes showed a slight smile. "Perhaps you should trust Him."

      "If I kill you, then what do I prove? Go. Before security finds you."

      He picked up what was left of his weapon. Then he fled towards the academy gates as if an entire horde of demons pursued him, not merely one halfbreed.

      She sheathed her blades as he ran. Not even a worthy opponent, part of her thought. No, he had been. It had been the blade that failed, not the man.

      She would have to keep her eyes open. He might try again. He or whoever he was working for. She had no doubt but that there was an organization behind him.

      A moment, then she stepped out into the air. A moment later, with a sweep of her wings, she was airborne. She knew who to check on first.

      Beria's home was outside the city. Cathren did not often approach by air, but the thought of the organization, the thought of an assassin bold enough to enter the academy and who knew her schedule...

      R'Vor was out of town. Laran could look after himself. Ylsa could...look after herself most of the time. Most of the time. She did not have nearly the competence of the older man. None of his experience. The weak link....

      So, why was she worried? Because it was in her nature, she supposed, dipping a wing to spiral downwards. Magic flowed around her, buoying her up. For a moment, she allowed herself to be demon in truth. She could not afford to stay that way.

      She touched down outside Beria's cottage.

      "Beria?" she called softly.

      Her lover stepped outside, and for a moment she wanted to rush to her, wrap her wings around her. It must have showed in her eyes.

      "Cat..."

      Cathren shook her head. "Somebody just tried to kill me. I wanted to make sure they hadn't targeted you."

      A slow nod. "I'm fine."

      "No, you're not. Something is wrong."

      "Cat..." Beria took a deep breath. "Garon's back."

      Cat let out a breath. "And now you have to choose. And I know how you will choose."

      Never her leri, but a man's wife. Somebody who would give her the children she desired.

      "Cat..."

      "No. If you choose me it will always be this, furtive, never quite the future we want. If you choose Garon, then I will gladly attend the naming of any children you raise."

      Beria let out a breath. "I love both of you."

      "And I would be as happy with that. But Garon won't."

      She had known this was coming. She had sensed something wrong. She looked at the other woman. At her lover. Wishing Beria would share. Knowing she wouldn't. "I'm sorry, Beria," she added.

      "Don't wait for me," Beria said, quietly.

      "I won't. But I won't stop loving you either." Which she knew was true. "Stay safe. Get Garon here, he's good with a blade. I'm going to deal with this."

      A promise to herself, that. If anything happened to Beria, she would not forgive herself. But she also had the feeling, strong within her, that she would never see the darker-skinned woman again.

      Never wrap her wings around her.

      Never love her.

      It was over, but it could have been so much worse. Then a horrible thought hit her. She had come to Beria first, but Beria was not the one in the most danger.

      "Mother Liesa!" she called as she leapt upwards once again, feeling a burn in the muscles that attached her wings. She might fly, in part, by magic, but it was still work.
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      The tavern was below her. The windows had been smashed, furniture spilled out into the street. Anger and fear rose within her, burning like the brilliance of fire, threatening to burst from her.

      It took all the will she had, all the strength within her to quench the flames before she stepped into the tavern...and nearly tripped over a body.

      It was not a man she knew. "Liesa?" Now her voice was querulous, hesitant, the fear of what she might not hear audible within it.

      There was a second body. This one was face down. She turned it over, and the floodgates almost broke, very human tears flowing to the surface. It was Laran.

      How had she defeated her opponent so easily and the better fighters fallen? The answer was obvious. They had not intended to slay her. And the second body, her hair a poof around her, her blade on the ground next to her, she didn't even need to turn over. She knew. Ylsa.

      They had intended to hurt her, and she moved into the back room, blades drawn. They glowed a little, channeling the heat of her rage through them, as demon-forged swords were wont to do.

      Liesa was there, curled with her daughter Mari. Alive, thank Seliene. Alive.

      Laran had sacrificed himself to save them. He had never been the target. Perhaps Ylsa had been. They were both gone.

      Liesa stood up, releasing Mari, who tearfully launched herself at Cathren.

      Her blood still felt like it was on fire. She had come so close to losing it, so close to surrendering to the magic. She still was.

      When and if she found them, they would die, all of them. For Laran, for all that she hated him. For all that he drove her crazy. Crazy. She might be crazy, but she was...

      A servant of the true gods. He had not meant everyone except Arok and Birrur. He had meant Arok and Birrur.

      Liesa moved over to retrieve the child. "I am not harmed."

      A reminder, that, "No, but they killed Laran. They attacked me, in the salle."

      "Gods. Who are these people?"

      "Dead people."

      "Cathren..."

      At some point, she had grabbed a heavy tankard. She detached her hand from it, lifted it with fingers spread. "I am not out of control, Mother. I am angry, I am upset and I am not going to take this lying down. But neither will I let them turn me into some kind of servant of Arok. I promise."

      "Yet, you commit to no god."

      She stared at the tankard. It had mead in it. She did not drink any. "I feel no need to. I know it might make me safer, but..."

      But it felt wrong. Which was part of why she feared her own self almost more than any other entity.

      "Cathren. Do not lose yourself."

      "I won't. That's what they wanted. That does not mean I am going to pretend this did not happen. You don't have to be me to need some payback." She should have killed him. She should have. She had thought him to be some fool, trying to take down the half-demon.

      A distraction, to present a threat to her. To ensure she could not save Liesa and Mari. They had not gone after Beria.

      Because they had known. She might have missed Garon's return, but her enemies had not. They already knew she was going to lose Beria. Had she known, perhaps she would have predicted this. She might have come here in time to save Laran and Ylsa, and guilt flowed through her. Along with rage.

      "No, but you don't have to be you to poison yourself with vengeance either."

      "They'll come back. For you."

      "That's an excuse." Liesa's tone was flat, but she pulled Mari into her arms.

      "Liesa. I have to do this."

      "And if Arok himself is behind it, and he uses this to claim you?"

      "Do you trust me?" A stupid question, even as she said it she knew the answer.

      Liesa did trust her, Ylsa had trusted her. Laran had not, but it had... Something broke, and she dropped onto a surviving bench, dropped her head into her hands and wept.

      She could feel a hand on her shoulder, she knew it was Liesa's, but it barely existed for her. If she did not let the grief out, now, then it would turn back into anger. Anger that would get her killed or worse.

      Anger that would let the beast out. She would become what they feared if she let it rule her. Laran was dead. Ylsa was gone.

      There was a hole within her now, one that might never be filled. Or which might be partially filled, allowing her to move forward. She had loved, she had lost. She had known she would lose Ylsa, though. She had always known. She had let herself love too much, had given Ylsa far too much power over her. Had let herself dream and imagine, with Ylsa tucked under her wing, that their love could freeze in this moment. Would never fade.

      Yet, it would also never grow. Laran. She would never make up with him, not this time. Their last words between each other had been the same words so often spoken, the painful ones. The anger. The mistrust. The love that had twisted into something else.

      "Better?"

      "Somewhat. We need to get these bodies out of here."
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      Neir's temple was swathed in black. It was not birth they honored, after all, but death. Cathren could not leave...out of some respect...before Laran was given to the goddess.

      As she turned to walk out, though, she knew it was all meaningless. He was already gone. Funerals were for the living. The goddess had already taken him by the hand and led him to her realm, to rest.

      Too soon. She was calmer, though. The fire was locked away, where it belonged, stored deep within her. She might not be above using it on the murderers...those who lived. Laran had killed his opponent, both falling together. It was oddly typical of him.

      Gods, she would miss him...even if there had been days when she wanted to kill him herself. His acerbic voice echoed in her mind for a moment, reminding her of Liesa's words, 'Don't lose yourself'.

      She was losing herself, and she exerted all of her will to force the heat down, the flames back to that little core within her.

      She would not, of course, risk damage in Neir's temple. She owed the goddess too much, perhaps her very existence. Had she been born male...

      She thrust the thought to one side. She was who she was, and there was never a sense in might have beens. She thought of too many of those, it was time to deal with what was.

      What did she need to take with her? A caba might be a good idea...she could fly all day, but it might be best to travel with greater discretion. No, two cabas...one for herself, one as a spare. She knew where she could purchase them.

      Her blades, a portable alchemy kit, the two most useful of her spellbooks. Tava would go with her, but Tava was out of town.

      The question was where did she go? Then she knew. East. If Arok had sent those men, then they had come, ultimately, from Arok-Kor. She would corner the demons and cultists in their own den...but then, what would that achieve? Her death? That would be a good thing for the world, if Laran had been right.

      Her capture? That would be a bad thing. They might force her...rape her, or try to turn her. What was she doing?

      She had to go. She had to get vengeance, but that would not bring anyone back. Don't lose yourself.

      Yet, she had to go somewhere. Laran was dead, and nobody had approached her, nobody had warned her to stay in Losana. He had not had the chance to find a new watcher to take over. She had to go somewhere.

      The wanderlust would not leave her alone now. She had no escape from it.

      The decision was made. She would follow her feelings where they led her. She would not seek revenge for Laran and Ylsa, but if it happened to cross her path...she would not let any of the cultists live.

      Balance. It was important to find herself again, and she had lost it. A little. Not a lot, not as much as Liesa feared. But a little.

      Two cabas, then. although she feared her own motivation in doing so. Arok-Kor was east...many days ride east and then more north. Yet, it lay in this direction. If she went there, she put herself in their hands.

      She could not go to Arok-Kor. She should have gone west, not east, but she did not seem able to make that choice.

      She rode slowly. She had never gone more than a day's ride out of Losana, but she knew enough to know she should spare the cabas. There was no sense tiring them...and herself...out.

      She knew about saddle sores too. At least, once she was out of the city, she would only be an unusually tall woman. She could hide her wings. Nobody would know what she was, as long as she did not fly.

      Hoof falls on the road were silence. She had never been alone this long. She had never been permitted to be. She was alert to the sound of a galloping caba, coming up behind her, then ahead, stopping. Forcing her back.

      Back into her gilded cage. A human woman would have been content within those bounds, most of them anyway. A half-demon?

      A magical being, who should never have been conceived. The world would have been better off, but she wondered. Would the soul that occupied this body have been demon or human? What life would she have had? The possibility that she would never have existed also occurred to her.

      She kept one hand on the reins, the other on the reins of the second caba. She wished R'vor had been in town. That she could have left him more than a note with Liesa.

      He would understand the wanderlust...but perhaps not the depth of her grief.

      She would have been better off one thing or the other. Her caba picked up its head and its pace without urging, the spare hanging back for a moment. Something ahead had their interest.

      She had nothing else to do but investigate. She might as well go where the cabas led her, even though she knew in her heart. She was going to Arok-Kor.
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      What had attracted the cabas' attention was another traveler.

      A priestess of Neir, to be precise. She rode a rather bedraggled looking mount, but Cat also noticed that it seemed a quiet and well behaved animal. Looks were not everything.

      The priestess was an older woman, and she slowed as Cat approached.

      "Company for the road?" Cat offered. She was, of course, well-armed. The priestess was not...but then, even demons hesitated to mess with Neir's priesthood. For one thing, it was entirely probable she had a poisoned blade hidden under her robes.

      The woman took in the cloaked and leather clad form of Cat...her wings, of course, were hidden by glamor. "I do not need company. But then, perhaps you do?"

      "I would appreciate it," Cat admitted, shifting so that the spare caba would not be between her and the priestess. It snorted a bit.

      They were, of course, both females. Male cabas were far harder to handle...and a lot, sadly, ended up as food.

      The priestess shifted her hand on her reins. "So. Adventuring?"

      "In a sense," Cat admits. "There is not much left for me in Losana." Only a foster mother who was better off with her gone. The trouble would, hopefully, follow her east.

      "Ah. And besides, in Losana, there are many mages. Like as not you will make more money elsewhere, eh?"

      "I'm not a mercenary!" Then she caught the teasing note in the woman's voice, too late.

      "There is nothing wrong with being a little bit mercenary, providing it is not your primary...shall we say...motivation."

      "Right now, I don't know that I have motivation." Revenge, but that was piss-poor. Money? She would not turn it down, but if she wanted to become rich, she could easily enough. It was certainly not the only thing on her mind. Freedom?

      She had never had that, and she never truly would. "Mostly, I needed to get out of town for a while."

      The priestess nodded. "My name is Mari."

      "Cat," Cathren introduced. Which could be a short form for a number of names. She did not want to risk Mari having heard of Cathren the Black. Mari, on the other hand? The same name as Liera's daughter. A ridiculously common name.

      If she realized who she was, she gave no sign of it. She did, however, notice something, a slight narrowing of her eyes. "Those are demon-forged blades."

      "Acquired from a renegade," Cat admitted, truthfully. She didn't say 'graduation present'.

      "Even the renegades do not part with those lightly. You must have made an impression on him."

      Cat made a great show of fiddling with her reins. The cabas both slowed a little. "Perhaps I did."

      She had wondered. R'vor had taken such an interest in her. Could it be sexual? Hardly. He had known her when she was so young, he still called her his 'hatchling'.

      There was, of course, some small chance that they were related, distantly, but she felt that, too, unlikely. Not for the first time, she wondered what he really wanted.

      "You should be careful. Weapons like that in the right hands...or the wrong ones..."

      "I'm not sure which I am, yet."

      Mari laughed. "Good. Most, at your age, think they are the right hands for anything that they touch."

      "I suppose I'm not that naive. However, I would rather have the blades in my hand than in anyone else's."

      "For now."

      Cat looked at her, askance. "You think I may have to give them up?"

      "Do not go to Arok-Kor yet," she said, after a moment. "You will find some answers...and many questions...in Merico."

      Cat nodded. "Is that a message from the goddess?" Neir had taken an interest in her before.

      But she did not want to give up the blades. "And you did not answer my question," Cat added, after a moment.

      "In a sense yes. But when you do, you will no longer need them."

      Which could mean any number of things from death to deciding to devote the rest of her life to alchemy to... "Thank you," was all she said. Even cryptic messages from the goddess were better than silence.

      Then she saw the head of a snake in the woman's robes. She blinked.

      When she opened her eyes, the road was empty.
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      The encounter rattled Cathren hard. For the rest of the day, she kept glancing over her shoulder.

      Mari, of course, was an extraordinarily common name. If she was a goddess, she would use a name that common as part of her disguise.

      Mari. Neir. That it had been the goddess herself had been obvious. And she had also possibly prophesied Cathren's death.

      No more need of them. The blades were, in many ways, more important to her than her spellbooks and alchemist's kit. They meant something deep and dark.

      They were an outlet for her demon side, and maybe that was what she would no longer need. If she was given the chance to become entirely human, would she take it?

      She surprised herself with her own answer. No. She glanced down at the blades.

      Do not go to Arok-Kor yet. That yet was telling. Did it mean she was supposed to go there? Neir was not always a force for good, she reminded herself. Yet, she was a force for life.

      All life. Human and demon. And all death. Perhaps Cat's first instinct was right. Perhaps she would die in Arok-Kor.

      The question was whether such a death would be worth it. She did not know her own natural life span, there being no other being like her. She did not know what she had to lose. She did not want to die.

      She most definitely did not want to die. Could she be sure Arok would not, somehow, lay claim to her soul? The obvious answer was no. She could not be sure, now or ever. Neir, though.

      Neir wanted something, and what a god
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