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      The sword whistled through the air and narrowly missed Imogen’s head. She ducked and rolled to the side, focusing on the pattern that came to mind, and immediately pushed it away. She could not be too predictable.

      It had been a long time since she had felt challenged like this.

      She brought her blade up, recovering for a moment in Tree Stands in the Forest, and held it upright as she centered herself, getting ready for the next movement that she might have to make, but she was already a step too slow. She spun, swinging her blade around, forming Stream through the Mountains, but that wasn’t quick enough.

      A gentle thought came into the back of her mind, a chiding that reminded her of the lessons that she’d had all those years ago when she’d started at the sacred temple, and it rang true even now.

      Especially now.

      Precision is not the key to the sacred patterns.

      It was all about the flow.

      The air was cool, crisp, and her footing was a little off, having to work around the rocky mountainside that she found herself on. She ducked beneath a small rock, using that for cover, and then focused once again. Tree Stands in the Forest.

      But it wasn’t Tree Stands in the Forest that she wanted. She needed to borrow from some of the other sacred patterns, and particularly from those that were not tied to the kind of lessons that she could learn now. She needed to borrow from patterns that would guide her to a different understanding.

      They were lessons that had been given to her by Benji, and as she concentrated on what he had shown her, she started to feel the energy building within her, and started to see the patterns forming; an understanding that was out there but difficult to fully master.

      She’d seen the glimmering lines of potential when she had used that sacred pattern before and as she did now, Imogen traced that understanding, trying to use that to know what Master Liu might do.

      He was a true master.

      And here she thought that she had progressed so quickly, so skillfully, that she would even be able to defeat one of the sacred sword masters.

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      She mixed it, adding something different with her understanding of Tree Stands in the Forest. It was a complicated pattern she had seen Benji demonstrate in one of her visions, but it was enough that she could see the various lines of possibility. As she attempted it, there was something more, a different complexity to it, a layer that she had not anticipated.

      She focused, feeling for the pattern, trying to see just what it was that Master Liu might do, but the various possibilities that came from him were far more complicated than she had expected.

      They were more complicated than they had been for anybody that she had dealt with recently. She saw several lines converging, and she slipped down the mountainside, allowing herself to tumble. She took a spill and had to accept the pain that came with it, but even as she did, she felt something change.

      There seemed to be, crackling in the air, a certain energy out there, and she pushed off, using a blast of Lightning Strikes in the Storm. This was one of the simpler sacred patterns she had mastered. As she used it, she found herself gliding across the stone, which snagged at her jacket, her legs, and pain bloomed.

      She was Leier. She could ignore it.

      Imogen shot to her feet, jumped up, and spun. Her blade came around in a sharp arc—

      And was met by another.

      Master Liu was there. He had a thin switch of a blade, barely more than needle thick, or so it seemed. He made it dance, whipping it around, the sound of the blade carving through the air something like a whistle. Imogen found herself thinking that she would shatter the blade each time that she struck it, but she never managed to do so. There had to be some other technique behind it.

      It was a blade she had never even known Master Liu possessed. He had pulled it out of one of his canes. As he danced, it seemed as if the blade became a part of him, part of his arms, part of some flow he managed to sweep around him.

      More lines of potential bloomed around Imogen.

      She was trying to understand them, and she thought that if she had more experience, she might know which ones to concentrate on more, and how to prune some of the accessories, using those so that she could anticipate just what he would do, but she didn’t have that experience yet.

      That was part of the intention behind the sparring session. Imogen jumped, looking back, keeping her blade clutched in hand, and flowed off to the side. She twisted again, this one a sacred pattern that she had created from what she’d seen.

      It was Snow in the Wind.

      She’d seen her brother use that same pattern to disappear. She felt a surprising stirring deep within her as she spun, and it caused her to falter. That sacred pattern was not one that she had expected, but she’d seen Timo using it and thought that she could re-create it.

      Then she fell, catching her hip on the stone, and tried to bounce back up, but Master Liu was there. It took everything in Imogen’s concentration for her to form Tree Stands in the Forest before him so that his blade didn’t sweep down toward her.

      Master Liu looked down at her, his eyes blazing with a bright intensity. “You have grown in skill, Imogen Inaratha, and yet you still depend upon too much that you need to control.”

      Imogen focused and thought about what she needed to use for Tree Stands in the Forest. It was a lesson he had taught her years ago, and the memories were there, vibrant in her mind, but she had learned so many other lessons in the time since she had left Master Liu that she thought that she did not need all his lessons. She could have some of her own.

      Tree Stands in the Forest was only a part of this pattern. There was the power that it began to absorb, power that came from deep beneath her, power that came as she pushed the energy out from the sacred pattern so that it could branch upward and around her, and Imogen used that now.

      The massive blooming of energy began to arc up and around, and as it did, she could feel something solidifying. It was almost as if it were an actual tree. She could see it now, a translucent beam of energy that swirled around her. And as she saw it, she focused on that energy, continuing to hold on to it, knowing that she had withstood the blows of a Sul’toral.

      What was a sacred sword master against that?

      Master Liu switched his blade, striking at her pattern, and it crumbled.

      So much for what a sacred sword master is against something like that.

      Imogen rolled, barely avoiding the blow, and flipped to her feet, shooting upward with Lightning Strikes in the Storm. Then she twisted, arcing in the same pattern but sweeping her blade in a different fashion. She brought it around, and Master Liu was there.

      He stood motionless. Now he was Tree Stands in the Forest.

      Imogen backed away, holding her sword ready, and focused on Tree Stands in the Forest for herself. She pushed downward and could feel the energy he possessed, though it was less than what she had felt when he had protected the sacred temple in the mountains. He had power, but it seemed to Imogen that he had sacrificed some part of himself when he had done that, and had lost some of his connection.

      He held his blade casually. It drew the eye, a silver length of metal that seemed almost impossibly delicate but had managed to withstand every attack she had thrown at him. She had no idea how such a blade could even be functional, but he had proven that it was.

      A sacred sword master’s blade.

      When she had begun learning the blade, she had gone to the First in her village, wanting to learn, wanting to prove herself, and wanting to demonstrate she had what it took to become one of the Firsts. She had thrown herself at every challenger, demonstrating her skill time and again, trying to push herself until she could be the best. And when she had finally challenged for First status, Imogen had known that she was ready. She had known that she was skilled enough and that there were very few people within her village to rival her. She might have been younger, barely more than fifteen, but she had still known those truths.

      Receiving her blade was one of the most cherished days in her life. She still held it now, the same blade, though it was now notched, proving her to be a sacred sword master. Or so she had always thought.

      She had never seen Master Liu’s blade.

      Now she understood why. The sacred sword masters didn’t carry the blades of the Firsts. They carried something altogether different. Something that seemed as if it could summon a different kind of power.

      And here she was, forced to find her own way. She had to prove herself.

      This hadn’t been the first time that she and Master Liu had sparred since she had saved him from the mountaintop, but it was the first time that she had felt the full force of his sparring. The first time that he had brought out his own sword and waited for her to react, as if he had anticipated that she would need to push him.

      Now she understood.

      He expected her to challenge him. She had thought herself his equal.

      Wasn’t that the arrogance she’d had when she had first come to the sacred temple as one of the Firsts?

      At the time, she had known that she was their equal, having seen them fight and knowing what it would take to prove it to herself and the rest of the village. She had never seen Master Liu in full.

      During her time at the sacred temple, she had sparred with him and learned much of the sacred patterns, but she had never posed a threat to him while she had been there. Now she had to try something different.

      She was focusing, concentrating, but it wasn’t just the sacred patterns Master Liu used. He knew what countered every single sacred pattern that she had ever learned. But he didn’t know the sacred patterns that Benji had taught her.

      Even Imogen didn’t know those sacred patterns. She had the image of them, the knowledge of them in the back of her mind, but she wasn’t exactly sure what it was that the sacred patterns did. Benji had not taken the time to explain how those sacred patterns would work, and her meditation had not taught her that, either. Despite those failings, she thought she would have to use them now.

      She danced, flowing.

      It was a simple technique, one that created a steady pattern around Master Liu, and she moved from one place to the next, though she could feel that he wasn’t even reacting to her. It was as if he were unconcerned about her technique, and perhaps he was. How many times had Master Liu faced somebody like her, somebody who thought they could be a challenger? Could General Derashen have done the same thing?

      Probably. He had gone to three of the sacred temples.

      At the time, he had claimed that he was doing it only for learning, but what if there was another purpose behind it? What if he had sought to challenge one of the sacred sword masters but had come up short each time? What if he had thought that he had known enough?

      When Imogen was growing up, General Derashen had been the most skilled swordsman she had ever seen, and he had proven himself in ways that so few others had, so she had thought it impossible that anybody could have that level of skill. Until she had met Master Liu.

      She brought her blade around.

      This time, it was a mixture of Lightning Strikes in the Storm, Tree Stands in the Forest, along with a hint of the blasting power of Axe Falling. The combination of energy was enough that Imogen could feel it bubbling, but at the last moment, she spun, and then she brought the blade down.

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      Attack into defense.

      She didn’t need to blast at Master Liu.

      She had done something similar when she had been facing the strange creatures in the mountains and had felt the power underneath the sacred temples. She had needed to use her power to blast those voids. Even now, Imogen could feel the way that those voids had reacted to her driving her blade down, Lightning Strikes in the Storm coming from Tree Stands in the Forest. And perhaps that was what Master Liu was trying to show her here.

      Tree Stands in the Forest, and then she focused on what Benji had shown her.

      The pattern that was designed to give her possibilities. And as she concentrated on those possibilities, seeing them form in her mind, she realized that Tree Stands in the Forest provided her with a very different concept of what might be out there. She could see those possibilities beginning to form like leaves growing on the branches that stretched out and away from her.

      Branches. She focused on each of them, on all of it, trying to comprehend the key to it. And perhaps there were some possibilities that were larger, thicker than the others.

      Imogen continued to focus. Tree Stands in the Forest, mixed with this one.

      The combination gave her a very different understanding. Imogen continued to drive power down. When Master Liu brought his blade up, suddenly moving, the Tree shifted, and the concentrated possibilities began to shift, almost like leaves fluttering on a branch. Imogen floated toward that, reacting.

      She blocked his blade.

      And then she went back into Tree Stands in the Forest. This time, she saw the branches even more densely. It was like a translucent tree, filled with the soft glowing white of the possibilities that came from the Porapeth magic. She continued to stand, holding on to that, using the concentrated effort, which might show her something more. And as she felt those possibilities existing in her mind, she saw something greater. It was Tree Stands in the Forest, and it was the understanding of what was there, and it was something more.

      It was all of it. It was everything that might happen here.

      And then Master Liu took a step toward her.

      She saw the way that he was flowing, and she saw the energy he had, and she knew immediately what she had to do. The branch was thick, and the various possibilities that came off it were not nearly as dense as the one he took now.

      He brought his blade around.

      The possibilities stretched, swaying, leaves on the branches of the Tree. Imogen reacted, and…

      She cleaved off that possibility.

      She spun.

      Another possibility sprang up, and she pruned that one.

      She moved, one after another, pruning them until there was only one possibility.

      Master Liu stood before her, blade upraised, and he brought it toward her. She had seen it. She had followed the various possibilities and had come to know what she would need to do here. As she saw that forming, she could feel that combination of sacred patterns Master Liu used, and she understood what she needed to do.

      His whip-thin blade descended, dropping toward her, and Imogen braced. It wasn’t just a sword technique. It wasn’t just a sacred pattern. It was Tree Stands in the Forest; it was Lightning Strikes in the Storm; it was one of the patterns Benji had shown her, all of them linked together for her to block this blow. His sword came down with a crashing of power that seemed to be funneled by everything he channeled.

      And Imogen could feel that power.

      She shifted her hands, cleaving through the possible branch.

      Master Liu dropped. He turned toward her, his blade lowered, the tip of it not touching the ground but no longer a threat. He tipped his head in a polite bow. Then he held out his blade. “Welcome, Master Inaratha.”
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      The small fire crackled near them, pushing back some of the cold gusting around the mountainside. It wasn’t nearly as cold as the sacred temple that once had stood atop the mountain, but it did carry a memory of it. In Imogen’s mind, it was almost fitting that she should be here. Some snowflakes danced in the sky around her, swirling, catching in her hair, clinging to her cheeks, and attempting to bite at her flesh. She ignored all of them.

      More than that, as she sat here, she found that she was sitting in Tree Stands in the Forest, using that to defend herself. It was as if she could harness the power of the pattern more often than she ever had.

      The sword rested on her lap.

      Imogen traced the blade with her fingers. It was made of strange silver metal, and there were no markings on it, no notches, nothing that depicted it as anything special. It looked almost like a slender reed, but she had seen just how powerful that reed could be. There was a sheath for it, but she kept it unsheathed for now.

      “I was much the same way when I was first gifted the blade,” Master Liu said, sitting across the fire from her. He had a hint of a smile on his face, and Imogen could see the age lining his eyes, the creases that seemed even more shadow than they had been when she had last seen him, when she had left the sacred temple. “I had studied for a long time, taken many bond quests, and had only come to realize the truths much later in my life.”

      She sat up, looking at him. “What do you mean you took many bond quests?”

      Master Liu smiled tightly. “Do you think that you are unique among the people?” He chuckled, and there was a hint of mirth in his tone that was unusual for him. “You are not, Imogen. Many of us have taken a bond quest, much like you have. Many of us have taken those that seemed impossible, sent away from the homeland by those who could anticipate the benefits to the people if we were to succeed.” He fell silent, and the wind gusted, tugging at his cloak, but it didn’t succeed in causing it to move. He must have been holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest, or perhaps one of the other sacred patterns, so that he was not affected by it. He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “I wasn’t sure if I had seen correctly. You had so much potential when you came to the temple, but so much stubbornness. That had to change, much as your viewpoint had to change.” He looked up at her, holding her gaze, and the clarity in his eyes remained unchanged from what she remembered of it when she had first seen him. “You were always stubborn, Imogen. Always so confident, and I did not want to crush that, but we needed to harness it.”

      “I thought I had failed,” she said, staring down at the blade. She wasn’t even sure what to make of it. It was so different from her sword, and yet it was a master’s sword. It was hers now. Master Liu had made it clear that she was to use it. To hold it. To own it.

      And only when she was done was she to find a worthy person to gift the blade to.

      Which meant that Master Liu believed she was worthy.

      That, by itself, was almost overwhelming for her. She had wanted for so long to be worthy in his eyes, to feel as if she deserved her place, and it was only after she had come to realize it didn’t matter, that the construct of her people, the ranking of Second and First, and even master swordsman did not matter, that she had finally been found worthy. Maybe that was the best lesson of all.

      Who deemed someone worthy?

      “You had failed,” Master Liu said. “At least, you had failed in what you had come to the sacred temple to learn. You thought you would become a powerful swordsman, but that is not what we search for when we select candidates for the sacred temple. We search for those who have potential, but those who might also become something more, something that our people have long needed.” He glanced up at the mountaintop. “And even that will no longer be.” He fell silent, and there was the occasional whisper of the wind, and Imogen leaned back, letting it tug at her hair. “We knew something was going to change. Those of us in each of the sacred temples have long seen the ending, but we did not know what it meant. We did not know that it would come from within. We do not know…” He shook his head, and he turned his attention back to her. “There are some who believe this means the end of our people, but I have long questioned that.”

      “I don’t know how you have believed that the destruction of the temples would not mean the end of our people,” Imogen said. “The sacred temples have stood as long as the Leier have existed in these lands.”

      “And the Leier will exist even after they are gone,” Master Liu said. “What we have needed was someone who could lead us. And we have that now.”

      “It’s not so simple,” Imogen said. “I led a small contingent of soldiers—and Koral—back into the homeland, but even that is not going to be enough.”

      She had no idea how many of the Koral remained, but she would need to find them, the same way that she needed to find the remaining Leier. She had to unite them as a unified people. Increasingly, Imogen felt like that was her responsibility.

      She still didn’t know what her brother and the other Sul’toral had been after, other than the destruction of the sacred temples. Somehow that had been significant for them. And she would have to go after her brother, would have to stop him, keep him from whatever goal he had.

      Timo had positioned himself as an enemy of their people. Imogen had no choice but to go after him, to find some way to stop him, and if she could succeed…

      Then what?

      Imogen still was not sure what she would need to do once she had stopped Timo. Her people needed safety and protection, but Imogen did not know if that was something she could provide.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, and she focused on various possibilities, wondering if Benji’s Porapeth magic would show her what she needed to do. She could see them, like branches blooming, and yet even as she focused on it, Imogen didn’t know how many of those were for herself and how many of those were for Master Liu. She needed to gain an understanding of this magic. And it was magic.

      “Tell me about the Porapeth,” Imogen said.

      “The Porapeth have long guided us,” Master Liu said. “They have always influenced us, provided us with a guiding hand, and—”

      “The Porapeth are not supposed to influence,” she said.

      “Perhaps influence is a strong word,” he said. “Perhaps it is merely insight. The Porapeth have shown us possibilities and have made it clear that we must find those possibilities for ourselves and work to offer our protection.”

      “The temples were significant in some way,” Imogen said. “Otherwise, Timo wouldn’t have come here to attack them.” She glanced up the slope of the mountain. It felt so strange now for her to know that the sacred tiger temple was no longer here the way that it once had been. It was strange for her to know that no other students would be coming to the sacred temple, the way that they had for so many years, thinking to learn all about how to draw upon the sacred patterns, and to find a mastery that they couldn’t find anywhere else. It was strange that the possibility was no longer there, and that she had been a part of it. She had not destroyed the sacred temple, but she had not managed to save it, either.

      And that, surprisingly, bothered her.

      It wasn’t her fault. Imogen knew that it was not, as it was Timo and the other Sul’toral who had attacked the sacred temple, but she also felt that there should have been something here, some way for her to have offered a level of protection that would have kept them from succeeding. She was a sacred sword master, wasn’t she? She didn’t need to have Master Liu’s blade to know that she was of that level.

      “What happens now?”

      “What happens now is that the temples are gone,” Master Liu said. He smiled sadly. “I suspect we have lost several of our sacred sword masters.”

      “I don’t know how many survived,” she said.

      None, as far she knew. Master Xanat had survived, but she had died shortly afterward. Whatever Timo had intended for the sacred sword masters had been to target them, along with the sacred temples.

      “What is it that you truly protected?”

      He sat for a moment, turning his attention to her, and his eyes glittered as he watched her. “You can feel it, can’t you? I saw it when you first came to the sacred temple. You protected it. And then you claimed it for yourself.”

      “What did I claim?”

      Even as she asked, though, Imogen thought that she knew. She remembered how she had formed Tree Stands in the Forest, forcing that power and energy down from her, and in doing so, she had begun to feel something beneath the ground, some energy that had been there, blooming deep, that had needed her to protect it. And she had. Imogen had done everything she could have done to protect that, as if even though she hadn’t known what it was, she had recognized there was a certain power needed, and that there was her energy to control it, despite not knowing what it was. Something tied it to the Porapeth, though.

      Or it was something similar to the Porapeth. It may not be the same, but it was unique enough, similar enough, that Imogen couldn’t help but feel that similarity was there, and that she could find an understanding of it.

      She meditated for a moment, concentrating on the sacred patterns that Benji had taught her, using the original sacred patterns that she had learned from Master Liu all those years ago. And as she did, she could see something in her mind, the possibilities that existed, and they extended differently.

      “It’s supposed to guide me, isn’t it?”

      Master Liu looked over at her. “Is it? Or are you supposed to guide it?”

      “It’s some sort of Porapeth power,” she said. “So wouldn’t it be guiding me?”

      Benji had certainly wanted to guide her all along. She remembered that and remembered the way that he had started to influence her, despite his denials and protestations. Even as he had influenced her, though, Imogen hadn’t known whether it was his influence or her choice that had taken them into the Shadows of the Dead, after the branox and the queen, and deeper into the Koral lands. Hadn’t it been Imogen and not Benji? Perhaps Abigail had influenced her in some way as well, but she didn’t know whether it was all her, or how much of it might have been Imogen.

      She focused on what she could feel, what she could see, and tried to concentrate on that, to feel for that energy, and could not. That energy was there, and energy seemed to be blooming within her, but even as she focused on it, she could not see anything more.

      “I’ve been guided all along,” Imogen said, looking up at Master Liu. “At first it was me. I was one who wanted to progress, and I was one who wanted to become a First, and wanted to come to the sacred temple, but even in that, perhaps you came after me, wanting to guide me to the sacred temple.” He didn’t look away, so she wondered how much of it he might have seen. If he was connected to the Porapeth powers, as she suspected, or at least had some way of using that same ability, then it was entirely possible that he had seen her potential. “And then you were the one who prompted me to take my bond quest. Did you see that I would succeed?”

      He clasped his hands in his lap, and he watched her, looking across the fire. There was a warmth to his gaze, but in this moment, and with the cold and the wind swirling around her, Imogen wasn’t even sure if she could feel much of that at work. She felt something else, though. It was an irritation.

      Perhaps it shouldn’t be there, but she had been dealing with the possibility that others had been guiding her all this time, influencing her, and it bothered her.

      “I saw possibilities,” he said. “Much like you now do, I suspect.”

      “I do,” she said carefully.

      “It is my responsibility to use those possibilities I can see to try to find additional possibilities. That is the purpose of the sacred sword master. To find a way to protect our people. Acknowledge one path along the way, try to find another that might be beneficial to our people, and use everything that we can to defend our people.” He smiled tightly. “You had potential, Master Inaratha, but you also had to be refined.”

      Imogen actually snorted at that comment. “I think I’m much less refined now than I ever was before. When I left the homeland, I was a different person. I was cultured in the ways of the Leier. And then I left, and I became something else.”

      But it was her leaving that had been the most significant part of her life. It was leaving that had brought her a different set of friends and had given her a different insight into the world. She might resent the prodding, and the guiding hand that had pushed her along that path, but could she resent the outcome?

      “You never had to leave,” Master Liu said. “You could’ve chosen a different path. You wanted to understand sacred patterns, didn’t you?”

      The words hung in the air for a long moment, and Imogen knew that she had. And Master Liu knew that she had.

      She had left the sacred temple as what she had believed to be a failure, but that wasn’t it at all. She could have gone and joined General Derashen, had known even at the time that he would have accepted her. She had still been skilled enough that he would have taken her in, and he would have made her a part of his army, and then she would have served her people. She might have ended up more like Jorend had she done so, but if she had done that, what else would have happened to her? What else might have happened to the world?

      The thought almost made her laugh. Here she was, thinking that she was so important to the world.

      “You are,” Master Liu said.

      “What am I?”

      “I can see the doubt within you,” he said. “Or perhaps doubt is not quite the right word. Uncertainty. You question your past. I can see those possibilities out there, though neither of them is all that significant. Not any longer. You have already come to decide what you are going to do.”

      “Have I?” Imogen asked, watching him across the fire. The flames crackled, and they sparkled in his eyes, giving him a bit of heat that looked back at her. And yet she knew that he wasn’t wrong. There had never been a doubt about what she would do; it was just a doubt about why she had to do it. “I could’ve gone to the army, but I chose to leave. I didn’t do so because I wanted to learn the sacred patterns,” Imogen said. “I left because I thought I was a failure.” She looked down at the blade. “I thought I needed to master the sacred patterns in order to not be a failure.”

      “And what did you uncover?” Master Liu asked.

      “That I had already succeeded,” she said. “I just had to stop seeing the world through the lens that had been taught to me by the Leier. And yet I can’t help but question if perhaps that is something that more of our people need.” She looked up from the blade, locking eyes with Master Liu. “I intend to show as many people as I can the sacred patterns. I intend for them to know the truth of our heritage, and what we can do. And I intend to make sure that as many people as want to embrace the power that can be found within the sacred patterns can do so.”

      Rather than showing any sort of irritation, he merely nodded. “Then that is your choice.”

      “You don’t object?”

      “We kept some of it from the people because they weren’t ready. But not all of it.” He glanced up the mountainside. “Some of it was because it wasn’t the right time. We could see that we needed to stay here. That we needed to remain here. And now I see something else.”

      Imogen closed her eyes, and she focused on the various possibilities that she could see. As she did, she considered them the way that Benji had instructed her, the way that he had tried to teach her, and the agitation in his mind.

      She could almost imagine him there now, on the wind, gusting through the air, swirling around her. She could almost imagine his voice in the back of her head, chiding her and telling her what a stupid shit she had been.

      “I think you’re wrong, though,” she said, looking up.

      “Wrong about what?”

      “About what you have been able to see. I think you were forced into seeing something that was not there.”

      “And why would you believe that?”

      “Did you know Benji the Elder?”

      He frowned. “I have known many Porapeth.”

      “There aren’t many Porapeth,” Imogen said. “At least, not that I can tell. But I have known Benji. I have known Abigail. And of them, the only one I have known to influence activity openly has been Abigail. I begin to wonder if she had some influence here, and if it’s because of her that our people have remained restricted.”

      If that were the case, then everything was because Abigail had wanted them to wait, for whatever reason. Benji wouldn’t have been able to see it, though. Benji wouldn’t have known, because Abigail was another Porapeth, and so he would have been limited on what he could have seen from her influence. And he would have tried it, she suspected, but there would only have been so much that he might have been able to do about it.

      “What do you see now?” Imogen asked, and she ran her finger along the surface of the blade. It was cool, but not as cold as she would have expected the metal to have been for sitting out in the cold like this. It was flexible, though having faced Master Liu wielding the blade, she knew that it could be incredibly strong. Some of that probably had to do with the sacred patterns that he used when he was fighting, and magic that he poured out of the blade, but perhaps there was something inherent in the blade itself that made it strong like that.

      “The possibilities have changed,” he said. He looked up at the mountainside again, and his eyes went distant. “They had changed right before your brother came. I felt them. I knew we needed to do something. I could feel each of the temples fall but knew there was nothing that I could do. The distance was too great, and our people were not prepared for such an attack.”

      “They would’ve been prepared had the students actually learned the sacred patterns,” Imogen said.

      “Perhaps,” Master Liu said. “Or perhaps it wouldn’t have mattered. Perhaps another attack would’ve come, one with greater strength. They did not need significant power to overwhelm the temple.”

      “They didn’t, and now it’s gone. All of them are gone. All of that history, all of that knowledge, and we are now left with nothing.”

      “Not with nothing,” Master Liu said. “We are left with you.”

      “And you,” she reminded him.

      His gaze drifted to the blade now resting on her lap. “I have given my title over to another. And my time is coming to an end. It has been for a long time, Imogen Inaratha. And as much as I have tried to guide us, as much as I have tried to provide answers, I have not truly been able to offer anything more. It has not been my purpose.”

      She smiled, looking up at him. “Your purpose? I thought your purpose was to train additional sword masters.”

      “Has it been?”

      She frowned, and then she realized something. She saw it, and had not before.

      Imogen had no idea why she had not seen it before, but as she looked at Master Liu, truly looked at him, she saw something about him that was familiar in a way that she had not expected. It was familiar in how he reminded her of Benji, even of Abigail, in his bearing and the power that he possessed. It was familiar in how he had offered his guidance, and how he had made a point of trying to encourage rather than force. It was familiar in how he had pushed her along the way.

      “You’re Porapeth,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t know how I didn’t see it before.”

      “You were never meant to see it before,” Master Liu said. “And we have offered as much as we can to this land, but now our time is at an end.”

      “Why?”

      “Because our time is at an end,” he said. He looked up at the mountainside. “Very few knew that we were here.” He breathed out slowly, heavily, and then he let out a frustrated sigh. “That was the purpose of the sacred temples, after all. We could offer our guidance, and we could watch, influencing those who had the most potential within the Leier homeland, and from there…” He smiled again, and he blinked, silver flashing in his eyes so much like it had in Benji’s. “But now even that will come to an end.”

      “Why here?”

      “You haven’t learned?”

      Imogen snorted, and she looked up at the mountainside before turning her attention back to Master Liu. “If I had learned, I wouldn’t be asking the question.”

      “Because this is our homeland, Imogen Inaratha. The Leier, and the Koral, are all descended from the Porapeth.”
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      Master Liu looked over. He smiled at her, and there was a hint of amusement in his eyes, an expression that Imogen remembered from the time when she had worked with him while in the sacred temple. He was a little older now, though she couldn’t easily tell it. He hid that age well. He had been ancient when she had first arrived at the tiger temple, and he looked even more ancient now.

      “We can’t be Porapeth,” she said.

      “Oh, it’s not quite as straightforward as that,” he said. He swept his hand off to the side of the mountain and started moving along the narrow path, forcing Imogen to keep up with him.

      Every so often he would pause, tilt his head to the side as if he was listening to something, in a way that reminded Imogen of Benji, before he continued onward. She wondered if perhaps he actually did listen to the wind in the same way that Benji did.

      The third time that he did it, Imogen paused and did the same thing. She began to listen to the wind, thinking that if there was some sound on it that she might be able to determine, she should take the opportunity to do so. It was what Benji would have wanted for her, but then Benji had barely shared with her any way to use the Porapeth abilities that he had gifted to her.

      “I’m not saying that we’re Porapeth,” Master Liu said. He looked over at her, and when he did, there was a twinkle in his eyes, but no silver flashed this time. So whatever else he might be, he certainly wasn’t Porapeth in the same way as Benji or Abigail. “Only that we are descended from them.”

      “You knew Benji,” she said.

      “I think knowing one such as him is difficult. I knew of him, and there were times when I could have sworn that I had heard him speaking to me, but knowing him would require knowing a power that is vast and unknowable.” He looked up at the sky before he turned back to Imogen.

      In that moment, Imogen found herself wondering how much Master Liu knew. Could he know that Benji was gone and that she saw him in the stars? Could he know that she believed that Benji had not truly left them? The wind whispered around her, and Imogen listened to it, thinking that perhaps it tried to share something with her. There had been so many times when Benji had seemed to be there in the back of her mind, laughing, even taunting her.

      But he was not there now.

      “There was a time when the Porapeth guided us,” Master Liu said. “It was a time before the sacred temples. It was a time before our people had become so divided.”

      “Our people aren’t divided.”

      Master Liu smiled, but it was a sad smile. “We live in villages stretched all over a land that is fragmented. The only thing that unified us was the sacred temples, along with a desire to destroy the magic that we blamed for what happened. But even in that, there are those of us who question whether that is all that we believed it to be.”

      “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “Because I think that you must know. And because even before the attack on the temples, we have been under assault. There are those who have tried to destroy the Leier, and not the Koral, as we have always feared.”

      “You know my feeling on the Koral.”

      It was one thing that she had shared when she had saved Master Liu, having felt that she had needed to do so because it made a difference to how others viewed those that were with Imogen. Sword and shield. That was what she had told the Koral and the Leier traveling with her, and she would not have been the leader that they needed and deserved if she had not offered them the protection that they were deserving of.

      “I’m not talking about the Koral,” Master Liu said. “What do you remember about the attack on the sacred temple?”

      “Well, it was an attack on more than just the tiger temple. All the temples were targeted.”

      “And I’ve told you that there was a reason. Something there that they wanted to access.”

      “Some hidden power,” Imogen said. It had to be an enchantment, she suspected, though she wasn’t entirely sure. Perhaps it was something else.

      Her mind raced through various possibilities, given what she knew of the sacred temples, along with what she knew of the Porapeth power. She had felt what Benji had done when he had gifted her power. What if something similar had been done to the sacred temples?

      Timo, along with the other Sul’toral, had been after power. What if they were after that kind of power?

      “It’s hidden power, and it is a kind that few understand.”

      “You are saying that this power is Porapeth power.”

      “I’m saying that it’s possible. We have been in possession of this power for long enough that I can’t even tell you the origin of it any longer. At this point, it’s difficult to know if it is some descendant of sorcery or if it truly is something greater.”

      “So you question whether it could be an enchantment as well.”

      “What do you think each of the temples had? The tigers were all enchantments, and they carried a kind of power that was always meant to defend our land. Ever since we were fragmented.”

      “Fragmented from what?” she asked.

      “It is so long ago that I don’t even know. None of us do. The records don’t speak of it. The only thing we have that tells us of what once existed for our people is the Heart.”

      Imogen smiled. The Heart of the Leier was a place that had once been the stronghold of their people. None knew how to reach it. At least, she had always thought that to be the case.

      “You know how to find the Heart.”

      “All the sacred sword masters know how to find it. And it is something that you should learn as well now that you are one of the sacred sword masters. There are so few of us now.”

      “Why would it matter if I knew?”

      “Because there may come a time when you need to find the Heart.”

      “What I need to do is find a way to bring the Leier and the Koral together before anything else happens. I don’t know what Timo intends—”

      “Do you think Timo is the only one you need to be concerned about?”

      She took a deep breath. “I’ve seen what he is willing to do. He targeted Benji the Elder. He targeted the branox queen,” she went on, explaining briefly about the branox and what they were. “And he was here. My brother, who should not have chased this kind of power, has become something more. It was bad enough when I thought him only a Toral, but now he has learned enough to become even more powerful than that.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “Because he’s chasing power that he should not…” She shrugged. “He’s no longer my brother.” It pained her to say that, much like it pained her to acknowledge the fact that Timo was not the young man that she remembered him to be. He could not be. And yet she still struggled to hate him the way that she knew she should hate the Sul’toral. “I don’t know what he thinks he can accomplish, but whatever he’s after, he must be stopped.”

      “In that we agree, Imogen Inaratha.” Master Liu stopped, looking out over the landscape.

      From here, Imogen could almost make out the remains of the tiger temple. The peak was only one over, near enough that she could see the wind swirling, the snow coming with it making it difficult but not impossible for her to make out the remains of the temple. It had collapsed, leaving few of the structures remaining, though some of the power that had been stored there did linger, and Imogen could feel it when she stretched out with Tree Stands in the Forest, using her sacred pattern to plunge deep into the mountain itself in order to detect that power.

      But that was not all that she could feel.

      When she took the time, which had been less and less lately, Imogen had started to detect that something about the mountainside itself had begun to shift, leaving her scarcely able to feel the sacred patterns that she knew were buried within the mountain. Some part of her homeland had started to change.

      Maybe that was what Master Liu was trying to tell her.

      “I’ve lived on this peak for so long. I thought I would die here, though perhaps not quite so soon.”

      “You don’t have to look to the end, Master Liu.”

      “Not yet, but there are times when I feel that my days are numbered. I suppose that Benji the Elder knew the same thing. I can almost hear it on the wind, feel it on the snow, and even within the trembling of the avalanches. It all whispers to me, telling me that time has started to run out for me.”

      “So you do have a Porapeth ability.”

      “Not quite like the rest, but enough that I understand. And now I want you to do the same. You have to look and see why things have started to change. You have to learn what your brother intends, but more than that, you have to understand whom he serves.”

      She started. “There was a time, when he was searching for the power of the Toral, when I would have thought that he had been chasing a Sul’toral, but now I don’t know. I have started to wonder if he serves anyone.”

      “Everyone serves someone,” he said.

      “Even the Porapeth?”

      Master Liu’s brow furrowed, and he looked out. “Once, I would have told you no. Now I don’t know. What if they do? We know the Sul’toral chase another power, and that in doing so, it has strengthened them, given them access to sorcery that they should not otherwise have, but I can’t say with any certainty about the Porapeth.”

      “Not all of the Sul’toral are sorcerers,” she said.

      “Your brother would be the first in a long time. I don’t know the Sul’toral, and so I can’t speak of the kind of power that they possess or that they are chasing, but I can tell you that there has long been stability. It makes me wonder why things have begun to change, and why such stability has started to shift.”

      The wind began to swirl again, picking up. Imogen turned, looking out and listening, trying to feel for anything that might be there, but she did not hear or detect anything more on it. She tried to find the lines of power that were hidden on the wind, knowing that there had to be some sense of the possibilities that were there, but as she focused on it, she did not pick up anything.

      Benji still had to be there. She believed that he was, but she could not feel him, despite knowing that he was out there.

      “I wonder if perhaps you can be the one to look for Timo,” Imogen said, looking over at Master Liu. “I need to protect my people. That means that I don’t necessarily have the time to do anything more. I can’t chase down the Sul’toral.” Which meant that she also couldn’t chase down Timo. There was a part of her that actually felt good about that. She didn’t want to hunt her brother, though she knew that somebody would have to. “He might respond to you in ways that he has not to me.”

      Master Liu leaned forward, taking a deep breath, and he tipped his head, once again looking as if he was listening to something on the wind. “I believe your brother is beyond reach, unfortunately. But your brother might be the key to finding an answer that has eluded me and what I can see. Perhaps he would provide an answer that even Benji the Elder could not see.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Which is who is responsible for this attack.”

      There had been a time when Imogen had thought that the culprit was Abigail the Lost, but she no longer did. Abigail wanted… Imogen wasn’t entirely sure what Abigail wanted. She had only learned that she feared death. But Abigail had not been responsible for all of it.

      At least, she had not been responsible for what had happened recently.

      “What about you?” Imogen asked.

      “Unfortunately, what I’ve seen is that I cannot be a part of what is to come. I am a part of what has been. That doesn’t mean that I can’t help, though.” He smiled, and he motioned for her to follow. “Let us sit by a fire. Let us talk. And then we will need to go our separate ways, Imogen Inaratha.”

      “The people need you, Master Liu. They need the sacred sword master.”

      He smiled. “Then it is a good thing they have one.”
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      The snow swirled around them more heavily. They had stopped again to start another fire as the chill in the air had become too much for Master Liu. Now the fire crackling before them had started to sputter, the energy of the wind, the cold in the air, threatening to put it out. Eventually, the fire would fade, and they would have to leave the mountainside. Not before Imogen had answers, though. She was determined to get those answers.

      A strange trembling began to build.

      Master Liu looked behind him, his eyes staring, going a little distant.

      She recognized that. It was the look Benji had often carried when he had stared off into the distance, trying to see secrets that had been there. What did he see now?

      Imogen got to her feet, closing her eyes, focusing on the sacred patterns she might be able to find. Tree Stands in the Forest, and she focused on the sacred pattern that Benji had demonstrated, using that to try to find something more that might show her secrets that were out there, the possibilities that existed, and she saw leaves fluttering, branches that twisted, and possibilities. But she didn’t know how to chase those possibilities.

      “How do I use this power?” she asked, looking over at Master Liu.

      He had gotten to his feet as well, and he stood with his back to her, staring up the mountainside. “Unfortunately, Master Inaratha, we will not have an opportunity to discuss that. It seems that I must go.”

      “You must go?”

      The trembling came again, and Imogen frowned, and she focused on what was there.

      He nodded. “There’s… something. I’m not sure what it is, but I must go and see if there are others like me who survived. We are the past, but we may impact the present—and the future. Now, if you don’t mind, I will take your blade.”

      She held on to the slender blade that he had given her and felt a pang of regret that she was already going to have to give it back. But it was his, wasn’t it? He had only given it to her, so there was no reason that he couldn’t take it back.

      She started to hand it to him, and he shook his head. “No. That is now your blade. I am talking about the other one.”

      She unsheathed the blade given to her when she had become a First, holding it tightly. The hilt was familiar in her hand, and it had conformed over the years to her grip, so that she felt so comfortable holding it. The notches blazed in the daylight, but now they felt almost meaningless.

      “Why?” she asked him.

      “Because this is what I must do.”

      “What’s out there?”

      “You need to defend the people,” he said. “I have been watching you for a long time, Imogen. I have been watching for you to progress, and I have hoped that you would find a way to follow the path I saw as a possibility.”

      “Benji was never able to see a path for me. Why can you?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “But the path is there. I can see it. I’ve always been able to see it. When you first came to me in the temple, I was able to see your potential. And that is why I pushed you the way I did. That is why you were guided the way that you were. We knew that you had that potential within you. You had to find it, embrace it, and accept your fate.”

      “I’m not sure that’s true,” she said.

      The ground trembled again. Imogen looked up, and she tried to focus, thinking about the way that she could use the same power that Master Liu did, wondering whether or not there would be anything that she might be able to do to help her see anything. She tried to focus on the sacred patterns she had under her command, but even as she did, there was nothing for her. Nothing other than a hint of possibilities. And within those possibilities, she saw several different branches beginning to fade, withering, as if they were dying off.

      Whatever was out there was dangerous.

      Was it dangerous to her, though?

      Imogen wished that she had a way of controlling her ability to look into that distance, into the future, and see the possibilities, but she didn’t understand it well enough. Not nearly well enough. And as she focused on what was out there and what she could see, the trembling came again. Each time that it came, more of the branches began to wither, began to fade.

      Master Liu looked over at her. “Go to the Heart of the people. That is where you will find answers I will not have time to provide right now.”

      “I could go with you.”

      “You cannot. I must learn the truth of what I see.”

      She felt something then.

      It was a strange sensation, and one that she was left slightly startled by. She had become aware of how he was using Tree Stands in the Forest, and how he pushed upon her, prodding her. He wanted her to know what he was doing, and how he could feel that power. She recognized the Tree Stands in the Forest. She also recognized how he had been pushing upon her so that he could guide her, but not toward a specific action, just guiding her so that she could see a specific pathway.

      If she went with him, more and more branches would fade.

      “Why?” Imogen asked.

      “I don’t know. Not yet. But I do know that you must join the people. You must lead them. That is the path I have seen before us for a long time.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then you must find your own path,” he said. “Find your own bond. Find your own quest. But bring the people with you.”

      He started up the mountainside.

      The wind started to pick up, whipping around her. She could practically feel Benji’s voice in that wind, a prodding for her to let him go, to leave him to this, because this was his quest, and she could do nothing about it. She could almost hear Benji telling her something else, swearing at her, a warning as if she were going to go after him. If she had believed it would make a difference, she might have followed, but she still saw that strange emptiness, the pruning of the branches if she were to go with it, and she knew that if she were to try to do that, something worse would happen.

      She stayed.

      She watched as Master Liu made his way up the mountainside, his back straightening, her blade in his hand, and he continued to climb, moving steadily, quickly, and there was something almost determined about his gait, something that seemed to carry him rapidly, but there was something else to it as well. There was a changing of the pathways, a change in what she could see, something that was different, something that she caught a glimpse of, but she didn’t know what to make of it. Perhaps there was the possibility that existed out there, possibility that changed with every step that he took.

      And then the wind caught him. He stumbled, staggering, before catching himself. He continued on. The snow started to pick up, swirling violently around him, and then he disappeared.

      Imogen waited for a long time. She put out the fire, holding on to her new blade, sheathed in bamboo, and she watched, thinking about the various possibilities, trying to think about the various sacred patterns that might provide her with answers, but nothing did. There were no answers out there. There were only more questions that came to mind.

      Finally Imogen tore her gaze away, and she started down the mountainside.

      She didn’t like leaving Master Liu behind. She should have pushed. But even if she had, would it have made a difference?

      Perhaps not. Knowing the truth about him, knowing the truth about people, Imogen couldn’t help but question whether there was anything that would make a difference at this point. She knew what she needed to do now. After learning the truth about him, Imogen had chosen not to push him to follow her back. She wasn’t even sure if he needed to. He was a Porapeth, and given the lessons that she had learned from Benji, she knew the truth about the Porapeth, and how they were magic. Not that they just had magic, but that they were magic. But then again, if she was descended from Porapeth, then she had that same potential, didn’t she? Perhaps that was why Benji had chosen her.

      Could that be why Timo went after Benji? Could he have known?

      It seemed impossible that Timo would have known a secret of their people that she had taken until now to learn, but there was much about Timo that seemed improbable and had proven otherwise.

      There were still so many questions, but Master Liu had been unwilling to answer them.

      She could find the answers in the Heart of the homeland, he had said.

      That was all he was going to tell her. But as she had watched him, she had wondered if perhaps answers from him weren’t even going to be helpful.

      She descended slowly, and the trembling that she had detected before began to fade, disappearing into nothingness. She wasn’t sure if that was something that he had done or if the trembling had simply ended.

      She paused at one point, turning her back to what she had seen, and looked into the snow, looked at the swirling energy, and tried to focus on what she could detect out there. There was nothing, though. There was only that emptiness. Only that cold and biting wind, and only the possibilities.

      But there were possibilities.

      This was what Benji had seen. And now Imogen had them.

      She wasn’t sure what to make of them, or how to control them, or whether she could even control them. But she recognized that if they were to fade, that would be dangerous. She recognized that she had a role to play, and if she abandoned that role, she would leave her people, and something worse would happen to them. She had to protect them. She had to be there for them. She had to lead them. She was Imogen Inaratha, First of the Blade.
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        * * *

      

      It was late in the day by the time she reached the village.

      She saw Jorend first and he strode toward her, glancing over her shoulder.

      He was a handsome man, strong, and yet now there was a worry in his eyes that had never been there before. He looked at her with concern, compassion, and he looked at her with an expression that struck her as friendly, something that she still marveled at. They had not been the closest when they had been in the sacred temple.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “He stayed behind,” she said.

      “What do you mean he stayed behind?”

      “He chose to stay behind,” Imogen said. “That’s all I can say.”

      There were secrets to their people, secrets that she wasn’t sure how or when to release. She frowned, and she focused on what would happen if she were to share with him the possibilities that they possessed, what would happen if she were to share with him what might happen to them. She focused on what might happen if she were to guide him, to tell him the truth about their people, how they were Porapeth, but she could not tell him.

      And because she couldn’t tell him, she wondered if perhaps it was better to wait.

      “There was some danger on the mountainside,” she said. She looked at the village. The buildings were snug against the mountain. They all blended in, all made of the same plain gray rock with a central clearing at the heart of the village; a training ground for those who would eventually become sword masters. It was the closest village to the tiger temple, at least to this pathway to the tiger temple. And it was a place in which Imogen had gathered many of the disciples, along with those that she had brought with her. At least for now. Eventually, they would need to move on. And perhaps they needed to move on now.

      “How are preparations going?” Imogen asked.

      Jorend frowned, glancing up the mountainside, before turning his attention back to her. He blinked for a moment and then looked at her holding the bamboo-sheathed sword. He frowned at it. “I think I need more than that,” Jorend said.

      She smiled tightly. “In time,” she agreed.

      “That’s all you’re going to tell me?”

      “If you would like me to tell you that Master Liu thought he could protect our people from some unseen and unknown threat, then I will. I don’t know what it was, and he convinced me that I should not go with him. And I didn’t.”

      “Even if it means that we could lose Master Liu?”

      “Even then,” she said. “I saw what would happen if I were to go.”

      He regarded her for a long moment, but then he nodded. It was a measure of how much he trusted her now, how much he had come to understand the truth about her, that he didn’t challenge her.

      And there really wasn’t anything more that Imogen would be able to say to convince him. She had traveled with him long enough now that he knew about her potential, and the gift that Benji had given her. What he didn’t know was why Benji had thought that she had some potential in the first place. For so long, Imogen hadn’t even known, and even now, she wasn’t sure that she could even understand the truth of their people, truth that Master Liu had so casually given her, and then he had been unable to give her anything more.

      “We’ve been getting word out of some of the lower villages,” Jorend said. “Attacks. We don’t really know who it is, what it is, only that there has been movement. Magical movement.”

      “Sorcerers?” The Society wouldn’t have brought an attack here, would they? There wasn’t any real reason for the Society to make their way into the Leier lands. They were far enough removed from the rest of the world, situated so far to the east that it was difficult for other people to even reach them, that it seemed impossible that they would even bother them.

      “Not sorcery. At least, not the kind of sorcerer I would’ve detected. This was something else. I don’t know what to make of it, and I know the others don’t either, so…” Jorend shook his head. “We need to go so that I can show you.”

      She smiled at him. “You want to show me? I just came down a mountainside, and had—” Imogen cut herself off, squeezing the hilt of the bamboo-sheathed blade, almost revealing the truth about it. But should she keep that secret?

      Did it even matter?

      There were no other sacred sword masters. The others had been lost when the temples had been destroyed, leaving only Master Liu—and now Imogen. Should she decide how that information was conveyed, and who was permitted to hear it?

      “We need to investigate,” Jorend said. “I’ve been waiting for you, mostly because I don’t want to bring a large contingent down the mountainside if there is something of sorcery. The others aren’t prepared for that.”

      It was unfortunate, but he was not wrong. The others weren’t prepared. There were quite a few of her people who had started to master the sacred sword patterns, but not enough could handle sorcery of the scale they had confronted so far. She was the one to defend them, and she was the one who needed to be present and needed to offer whatever she could in order to help her people.

      “Enchantments?” she asked.

      “Is that what you would call them?” he asked, and nodded off into the distance.

      There were a few darkened shapes perched on the ground far away from the edge of the village. The renral had taken up roosting nearby, and there were some within the village who were afraid of them, but most of them realized what the renral had done for them and how they had saved them. Most of the people within the village were more than happy to welcome their presence, even if they didn’t fully understand why the renral were willing to help them.

      The Leier didn’t have the same experience with renral as the Koral did. It was possible that the Leier might actually begin to feel the renral were allies, as they were. It was a strange thing for Imogen even to think about, stranger still that she was thinking about birds, such as they were, as allies, but they had proven themselves.

      “I don’t know how to direct them quite yet,” Imogen said. “Maybe in time we’ll be able to, but…”

      So far, she could ask the renral for help, but having been carried in their talons, she didn’t care for that mode of transportation. It was much easier to take an enchantment.

      “How many did Rebecca make us?”

      “I have about a dozen,” he said. “We can bring several of them with us, in case we need to take alternatives back, but I don’t think it will take that long.”

      He pulled one of the enchantments out of his pocket and handed it to her.

      Imogen shook her head. “I have my own,” she said.

      She reached for the renral enchantment, and she tapped on it, activating it, and felt a surge of power flow from her. It was as if she was using some hint of Lightning Strikes in the Storm as she activated the enchantment, and she could feel that power flowing out from her and into it. Was she using magic when she did that? She thought that the power of the enchantment came from the enchanter and not from the person activating it, but then again, she had never really known for sure. When she had been in Yoran, using enchantments there, she had not ever considered the possibility that she had the power necessary to activate the enchantments. The only thing that she ever thought about in Yoran was that she could use those enchantments.

      Now the enchantments were a part of their everyday world.

      The renral began to unfold, growing larger and larger, and finally, when it was fully activated, she climbed onto its back. It looked much like the real renral, down to the level of detail in the thick wings, the feathers, and even the slick, smooth surface of its skin. Or stone, as it was in this case.

      Jorend was climbing onto his renral when another figure came running toward them.

      “Where are the two of you going?” Eleanor asked. She had on her Koral shaman robes, with a belt cinched at her waist, and a hint of irritation snapping in her voice.

      “We’re going to look downslope,” Jorend said. “Come with us.”

      She frowned. Eleanor was a strong woman and had the determined set to her jaw that many of the shamans had, and there was always a hint of power that radiated from her, a sense of power that Imogen had come to attribute to not only the Koral shamans but all sorcerers. They may not be as refined as sorcerers from the Society, but the shamans definitely had power of their own.

      Eleanor pressed her lips together, looking back at the village. “I suppose the others will be fine without me for a little while.” She glanced back at Imogen, and then she flicked her gaze toward the slope. “What happened to the other?”

      “He stayed behind,” Imogen said.

      Eleanor had the sense not to push, which Imogen appreciated about her.

      Eleanor withdrew an enchantment, and she activated it. This one was an enormous renral, but it wasn’t nearly as refined as the ones that Imogen and Jorend sat upon. It was of her own making, and though she didn’t have Rebecca’s skill, there was still something quite amazing about the massive scale of her renral.

      Eleanor shrugged slightly. “I might have been a little aggressive in its creation,” she said.

      “You could carry a house with that,” Jorend said.

      “Not a big house,” Eleanor said. She climbed onto it. “And it will help us if we need it.”

      “What do you think we might need?” Jorend asked. “To carry a moose back here?”

      “I seem to recall the last time we had these enchantments carrying us someplace, we very nearly lost ourselves. I was just thinking that if we had the need to carry something else, then I would prefer to be ready for it and not be surprised by what we might encounter.”

      “Come along,” Imogen said.

      They all tapped on the enchantments at nearly the same time, and the renral surged into the sky. They flew, streaking down the mountainside, and it didn’t take long before Imogen began to see something.

      It was a line of shapes. But not just shapes. Magically enchanted shapes.

      She had started to guide her renral down when she felt a surge of power.

      It blasted at her.

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      She activated the sacred pattern with little more than a thought, and it surrounded the renral, protecting them. The blast struck, and it sent her shooting backward, and then they had to circle higher.

      “What was that?” Jorend asked when they reached an altitude that the attack could not reach.

      Imogen continued looking down across the mountainside, staring into the distance, and she shook her head. “I don’t know, and I’m afraid we had better find out.”
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      She moved carefully, creeping down the mountain. There were nearly two dozen Leier, about a quarter of that number of shamans with them, all of them moving steadily down the mountainside, trying to figure out just what it was that she had encountered from the air. They had flown part of the way, but none of them had wanted to fly all the way. Imogen led the attack, guiding them forward, but there was a part of her that questioned whether such a thing was even sensible. She was the leader, wasn’t she? If something happened to her, what would happen to the rest of the Leier? Would they fall because she wasn’t there to guide them?

      Imogen closed her eyes and focused on different possibilities, searching for an understanding of how she could protect her people. She didn’t know the answer, but increasingly, she felt that there had to be some answer that she could reach for if only she grasped the possibilities the way that Benji once had.

      Eleanor nudged up alongside her. “You know what it looked like,” Eleanor said, her voice a hushed whisper. They still had quite a way before they reached the creatures that had attacked them, so Imogen didn’t think that the whisper made much sense. “When I was younger, and still in my homeland, we used to encounter different enchantments like that. At least, we thought that they were enchantments. We didn’t call them that. We recognized them as power, and a possibility of what we could do if we continued to master our potential. There were some who tried to replicate them.”

      Imogen paused, and she turned to her. “What do you mean you tried to replicate them?”

      “Well…” Eleanor looked down the slope. It was growing dark, so they were nothing more than shadows, but Imogen was not willing to wait with that line of creatures down there. She didn’t know how quickly they could move or attack. “We used to try to model them. In my land, we didn’t have access to the same power you had in yours.”

      Imogen arched a brow at her. “I am Leier.”

      “That’s right,” she said. “I guess I mean we didn’t have the same access that you had when you were outside of these lands. We wanted to know, though, and we wanted to try to do whatever we could so that we could see if there was something that we could learn, but unfortunately…”

      “Tell me more,” Imogen said.

      “We tried to copy anything that dealt with power that we could so that we could learn and understand the magic in the world. We didn’t have the benefit of the Society that those who were called away from our land were offered.”

      And that should have been something they did have, as the Society had made it seem as if they drew away those with potential to teach so that they could return—only none ever did.

      “All we wanted was to understand our power.”

      “I understand,” Imogen said.

      “Are you angry?”

      Imogen frowned at her. “Why would I be angry? I wouldn’t want you to limit your access to skill. I want you to know what you can do, and be able to master anything that you need, especially as it might help us moving forward.”

      Eleanor laughed softly, her voice barely more than a whisper, reminding Imogen of the whisper of wind that sounded like Benji’s voice in the back of her mind.

      “Our land is going to be so different,” Eleanor said.

      “I know that we have little choice but to have it be different,” Imogen said.

      They continued creeping down the mountainside, and Imogen looked on either side of them, searching for the other Leier. Jorend was not too far from her, but he was near enough that he could command some of the others. He moved quietly and carefully, flowing with sacred patterns, primarily Petals on the Wind, as Imogen had taught the others to flow down the mountainside using that pattern.

      But they had been attacked from the air. And it had been a magical attack.

      They crept a little farther. Nearby, someone slipped. She heard a soft grunt, and then they fell silent.

      She whispered to Jorend. “Check on him.”

      “I will—”

      He broke off and spun, and she heard a whistling.

      His blade cut something.

      Imogen jumped, shooting up on Lightning Strikes in the Storm, using that to carry her into the air, and from there, she shifted to Petals on the Wind. The combination carried her up into the air and allowed her to spin slowly in place so that she could look all around her. She wasn’t sure what was here, but Jorend had seen something. He had felt something.

      There was movement. It was magic. She could feel it.

      Energy exploded, and Imogen was ready, turning, and when she landed, she came into the middle of what seemed like a nightmare.

      It was like the rocks were alive, but they had faces, teeth, arms.

      And there were other things here as well. Long swords that seemed to be walking, staffs that seemed to be turning toward them, and even dark blobs that were like shadows that had congealed.

      What sort of horror had they entered?

      “Defense!”

      It was the only chance she had.

      She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest.

      She anchored for just a moment, pushing down and pushing branches out from her, and they spread, sweeping out and on either side of her. And as they did, she felt that pressure pushing away from her, she felt the attack squeezing outward. In that moment, Imogen used everything that she could to counter it.

      And then she darted forward. She swept her blade in Lightning Strikes in the Storm, curving it and trying to cleave through the rock.

      Creatures fell before her, shattering. She felt the magic explode, the energy of it corrupted, and then she darted forward. Another Lightning Strikes in the Storm, but this one carrying her. She spun, Petals on the Wind, and then anchored for a moment, Tree Stands in the Forest.

      The combination of patterns gave her enough space that she could reestablish herself. She tried to think about the various possibilities out there. She hadn’t focused on what she might find. She tried to look for the danger, searching as she focused on the various possibilities that Benji might have shown her.

      “Turn, First,” a whisper of wind said in the back of her mind.

      She spun, not even questioning why Benji would still be speaking to her, but when she did, she felt the strange blob of energy that was there. It was like the shadows had solidified. Imogen focused for only the briefest moment, and it opened up the possibilities to her. She saw all the possibilities, but only one would work in an attack.

      She shifted, driving her blade down into the ground, Lightning Strikes in the Storm through the stone, and then brought it around in a strange swirling movement that was a combination of Petals on the Wind and Snow in the Wind, the new pattern that she had seen. It combined the two energies, the two sacred patterns, and the creature dissipated, a shriek coming from it.

      That was not an enchantment. Some seemed like they were as far as Imogen could tell, but the shadowy forms were not.

      She darted forward, and she reached the next one. The same attack, and the same result. She dispersed one after another, knowing that she was the only one here who would be able to do it. The other people with her were skilled fighters, and they had all trained with her and had all come to master the sacred patterns, but so few of them had learned enough about how to combine them, and none of them knew the Snow in the Wind technique like Imogen now did. None of them could use that skill like she could.

      She jumped again, Lightning Strikes in the Storm carrying her up, Petals on the Wind holding her aloft, and she floated, looking for another attack.

      She saw her Leier fighting. She saw two bodies lying motionless and couldn’t tell if they were Leier or Koral. The Koral shamans had their own protections, but were they going to be enough against something like this?

      She came into the densest portion of the fight. She suspected somebody was here commanding these other attackers. As she spun, blade sweeping through stone, through other swords that seemed impossibly alive, and finally reaching the shadow blobs again, she felt the magic exploding.

      Possibilities stretched out from her. It was like a whisper in her mind, as if Benji were still there, guiding her, and Imogen decided that she didn’t care if he guided her. If it worked, she would take that power, and she would accept any sort of guidance if he kept her and her people alive.

      “It’s about time, First,” Benji muttered in her mind.

      “Would you be quiet!” she snapped.

      One of the Leier near her, a man named Olint, frowned.

      Imogen shook her head, and then she jumped again, Lightning Strikes in the Storm shifting to Petals on the Wind, and then came to land once more, driving her blade down, switching from Lightning Strikes in the Storm into Snow in the Wind. The combination of it caught the shadow blobs, but not fast enough to keep it from dispersing and shooting toward Olint.

      “Tree Stands in the Forest!” Imogen shouted.

      Olint reacted. He paused, and in that moment, everything pushed back.

      Imogen darted toward him, but the shadow blobs started to engulf the Tree Stands in the Forest. Imogen jumped, shooting into the air, and then came to land inside the Tree Stands in the Forest, next to Olint. She drove her blade down, and he remained transfixed, frozen in place, and she spun, sweeping the blade around. It caught the blob, and it dispersed again.

      Olint nodded to her. “What is that technique?”

      “Lightning Strikes in the Storm mixed with Snow in the Wind,” she said.

      “Very good, First,” he said, tipping his head in a bow. He jumped, and he surged forward, Lightning Strikes in the Storm followed by Snow in the Wind.

      Imogen smiled to herself.

      They really had grown more skilled, and so many of her people had come to understand the sacred patterns in ways that none of her people ever had before. And it was simply a matter of showing them, and from there, he had already begun to master it.

      Imogen marveled at the speed with which her people had come to terms with the sacred patterns. Why had they been kept from them before? Why had Master Liu and the other sacred sword masters prevented them from learning them? There had to be an answer to it, she knew, but she wondered if she would even find that answer. Could it be Abigail?

      The last time she had seen Abigail, she had offered Imogen and the others a bit of advice, and that had taken her to the sacred temples, where she had come to see Timo’s plan. She had said nothing about masking some additional plan, but then again, this fit with what she knew of Abigail.

      Another attack exploded, and Imogen jumped again, and she crashed down to the ground, driving her blade down. Creatures scattered, and she darted through them, carving, spinning, her blade a blur, and then she stopped.

      There was no further creature to attack.

      She turned, looking around, trying to figure out how many of her people had fallen.

      “Report!” she demanded.

      Jorend strode forward. He had a gash on one cheek, and blood streamed down, catching in his beard, but there was a hardness to his eyes, and resolve in the way that he set his chin. “We lost three of the Leier,” he said. “One shaman fell.”

      “So many,” Imogen said.

      “But we faced an army of creatures,” he said. “I think that against those numbers—”

      “An army,” Imogen said. “But probably not all they can throw at us. How many do you think we can fight?”

      When Jorend didn’t answer, Imogen looked around her. It had been a brief fight. It had been a fight filled with magic, with power, a fight that Imogen once would have embraced, but now that she was leading, and these were her people dying, she did not want to embrace fighting like that. She wanted to protect her people. But she needed more information.

      She looked over at Jorend. “Gather them.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to surveil.”

      “We could come with you.”

      “Not the way I’m going.”

      She gathered herself, and she focused, harnessing every ounce of concentration that she could, thinking about everything that she knew about the sacred patterns, and she used Lightning Strikes in the Storm, but she used it to carry her up.

      The discovery that she could use this pattern to carry her into the sky had opened up possibilities for her, and now that Imogen knew the key to it, and now that she could carry herself up into the sky the way that she had learned how to, she let it guide her. She shot high into the air, darkness swirling around her, clouds passing by her. And when she was high enough, she shifted into Petals on the Wind.

      She couldn’t stay in Lightning Strikes in the Storm, but she could use the combination, and as she floated, Petals on the Wind, swirling through the sky, she looked down upon the ground.

      She saw the tattered and battered remains of the creatures that they had fought through. There were hundreds of them. Many of them stone, some of them metal, like those strange swordlike creatures, but she saw no remains of the shadow blobs. She didn’t know if she’d even harmed any of them. Maybe all she had done was chase them away.

      And as she looked down upon the ground, she continued to look for other possibilities, other creatures, but she didn’t see anything there, either. She floated, letting Petals on the Wind carry her, and as she stared, focusing on possibilities, she let that knowledge guide her as well.

      In the distance, she caught sight of something. It was a dark line along the base of the mountain, and she knew immediately what it was.

      She floated closer and was not surprised when an attack blasted toward her.

      She was Petals on the Wind, though, and she avoided it, but another attack came, then another. She could feel the magic bursting against her, power that was building, rising in intensity as it continued to slam toward her, and with each attempt to attack, Imogen could not help but react, trying to deflect it and trying to find some way to counter it, but her efforts were not going to be enough. The line extended far into the distance. Creatures, a writhing mass of magical and enchanted creatures. All of them coming toward the Leier homeland.

      They had thought that they were facing an army, but that had not been it at all. They had faced the vanguard. Nothing more.

      Imogen shifted, letting Petals on the Wind carry her a different way. She had no choice but to do so. It brought her back toward her people, back toward her land, and when she came to land on the ground, she looked over at Jorend.

      “What do we do? Push forward?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “We have to retreat.”
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      Imogen crept to the edge of the roof, holding on to it carefully, though she wasn’t able to see very much from her vantage. She didn’t expect to, either, other than the street that spread out down below. From here, she could make out the throng of people working their way along the street. It was late enough that most were coming from taverns, though there were a few that came from the market that ran into the late night, a place where various items of questionable function were bought and sold. Imogen had spent her share of time there, and though she had come to understand that there was a purpose behind such things, that didn’t mean that she had come to like it.

      “It’s still not safe for him,” Vortel said, sliding up next to her and looking down.

      He was an older man who had been training with Imogen, along with the others, though he had not progressed as rapidly as some of the others. He preferred to watch, though, not minding that he would never push for any real level of skill. Had he been in her homeland, he would never have made it past the level of Third, but he had a dogged determination to him that Imogen respected. More than that, he had continued to train, wanting to learn whatever Imogen was willing to teach. Most here had proven willing learners.

      “We have to give him the opportunity to demonstrate whatever skill he might have,” Imogen replied.

      He snorted. “He doesn’t have any skill.”

      “He has more than you.”

      “That doesn’t take much.”

      Imogen found herself smiling. She enjoyed his company, mostly because he was very matter-of-fact, and she had come to appreciate that trait. Too many people in this city had proven to have embellished their abilities, their skills, and their intelligence. Most of the time, Imogen didn’t really care, but occasionally it became draining for her.

      “Why push him like this?”

      “Everybody must have the opportunity to demonstrate their skill,” she said.

      “I’m not concerned about that. You have been teaching them. But why push?”

      “Do you want the sorcerers to continue to have their way with you?”

      That elicited a darkness from Vortel, and he slid forward, pushing his face so that it stuck out over the ledge of the roof. “I don’t know that a sword is going to be the weapon we need against the Society. What we need is our own sorcerers.”

      “You don’t fight magic with magic,” Imogen said.

      At least, you didn’t if you hoped to win. She knew better. If they were to try something like that, it would be far too dangerous. The Society—at least the sorcerers that Imogen had encountered here—had proven worthy adversaries. She suspected that they were all like that. All skilled in ways that made them dangerous. She had managed to deflect several attacks, but how much longer could they accomplish that? At some point, they had to test what Imogen had been teaching to know if it was enough.

      “I’d like a little bit of magic.”

      “Then find magic in your blade.”

      “That’s not how you describe it. You talk about it as finding precision. Speed. Strength. Isn’t that what you have told us?”

      Imogen tipped her head in a polite nod. “At least you’re listening.”

      “Of course I’m listening,” he muttered. “All of us want to become like the great Imogen Inaratha. She who is the First of the Blade.”

      When she had first described her abilities, and the level of training that she had acquired, they had referred to her as the First of the Blade. At the time, it had felt too much like a stinging insult, reminding her of what Master Liu had said to her. She would only be a First. She would never get a notch on her blade, and she would never be a sacred sword master.

      Gradually Imogen had come to see that it was not meant as an insult. They truly did appreciate her skill with the blade, and as far as she’d been able to tell, they all wanted to learn what she could do, and all wanted to model much of that.

      “Just keep an eye on what he’s doing,” Imogen said.

      Matrin slipped along the street. He was only a few years older than Imogen and had shown a propensity toward understanding the blade in a way that very few had. She had been working with him, along with the others, to the point where he had grown skillful enough that she could almost call him a Second. Not quite, but close. There were others who had been learning at the same pace, and increasingly, Imogen felt there was a possibility that she might mold these people into something else. She had a nagging doubt about it, though. She thought about what Master Liu had asked her to do, the way that he had instructed her to come to this city, to find a dangerous magical weapon, and to deflect it. Was that what she was doing now?

      She didn’t need to ask it to know the truth. She was not.

      Matrin turned a corner.

      And then she felt the surge of power.

      It was subtle, but in this city, Imogen had come to feel that power more easily than she had in other places, as if that connection to magic and what it represented was meant to be detected. Either that, or it was simply her proximity to it. Whatever it was, she identified power.

      She pushed up, jumped forward, and scrambled along the roofline until she found her way farther than she had been before. She peered down, looking at the ground, and from here, she could see where Matrin was moving. He had been doing so quietly, but quickly enough that she wanted to praise him for his skill and for what he had been doing.

      Two others preceded a third, and it was that third in which Imogen detected the influence.

      Magic. Sorcery. The enemy of her people.

      Matrin unsheathed his blade.

      Stood motionless for a moment.

      Imogen understood the reason. He was gathering himself as he prepared his attack. What he did now would involve something that he had never done before. Sparring was one thing, but taking on two swordsmen—along with a sorcerer—was something else entirely.

      Imogen wasn’t sure this was the right strategy, but Matrin had wanted to test himself. It was part of the reason that Imogen had come. If anything went awry, she was here.

      Matrin tipped his blade toward the nearest swordsman.

      And then he darted forward.

      The swordsmen were of reasonable skill. Imogen had seen that in the times that she had been dealing with them, and she recognized that while they were capable, that was all there was to it. It was easy enough to take these men on and even easier to recognize the flaws in their flow. The traditional patterns gave answers to how to attack and fight and to what needed to be done to counter anything they might try to throw at them.

      As Imogen expected, Matrin danced with them a little longer than he probably needed to, though this was likely his first foray into real danger. He was skilled. His blade was fluid. Precise. And she suspected that with enough time, and practice, he could challenge for progression to First.

      It would probably take several more years, but he had more promise than most. There were a handful of others like Matrin in the city whom Imogen trained. All of them had a measure of natural ability that Imogen had been working with, hoping to hone it into something more. So far, she had managed to shape them into competent swordsmen.

      He drove the hilt of his sword into the forehead of one man, swept his leg into the knee of the other, and then he danced around, kicking the man, getting past him and darting toward the sorcerer.

      And then he froze.

      Imogen waited a moment. If Matrin had been focusing on what he’d learned, he shouldn’t be frozen for too long, but she sensed more than just a hesitation here.

      She sensed sorcery. There was a buildup of power, and she could feel it working along the street, wrapping around Matrin as it did. As that power began to contain him, there would not be much that he would be able to do to break free of this sorcery.

      She gave him a moment, and then another.

      “Are you just going to leave him?” Vortel asked, sliding down next to her. His hand had gone to the hilt of his sword, though Imogen knew that it would not do much good.

      “I do not want to intervene any sooner than needed.”

      “Even if the sorcerer kills him?”

      “The sorcerer will not kill him.”

      “You are quite confident in that.”

      “The sorcerer wants me.”

      That was the gamble that Imogen had been counting on. She had anticipated that the sorcerer would not put down her swordsman, because they would want to find a way to get back to Imogen. She wasn’t sure if that would be their plan or not, but it seemed like a reasonable assessment. She waited again, and again she counted to ten, but still Matrin did not break free.

      Imogen launched herself off the rooftop and landed next to the other swordsman, driving the hilt of her blade into his nose and hearing a satisfying crunch before she spun. When sorcery began to build, Imogen darted through a series of her traditional patterns. Sixty-one. Twenty-two. Eighteen. They carved through the spell that the sorcerer was starting to summon, and as they did, she could feel her patterns, and the power within them, interrupting the sorcery.

      Matrin staggered, lurching forward.

      Too late to let him handle this. Imogen had presented herself.

      The sorcerer spread his hands to either side, his fingers already starting to move.

      “I don’t think so,” she said, and she darted toward him.

      He tossed something. She jumped, and it was just in time. An explosion caught her, sending her off-kilter and slamming her into a nearby building. Matrin was caught up in that explosion as well, and he was thrown off to the side. He pushed away from the wall and stepped toward the sorcerer, his blade upraised. He started to swing it down, and Imogen knew that he would strike—and it would be a killing blow.

      That was not what they had agreed to. Test themselves, but little more.

      If they were to cut down sorcerers, then they would create enemies that they did not need—at least, enemies they did not need yet. They needed to take time to work through this first.

      She darted toward Matrin, caught his blade, then spun her wrist to disarm him and then spun back, turning to the sorcerer. She was almost too late, as the sorcerer had begun another spell, and it wrapped around her ankles. Imogen reacted, slicing her blade down in a series of three quick traditional patterns, and she freed herself. Then she took a step forward. The sorcerer continued moving, but now she had a sense from the sorcerer that he was more on edge than he had been before.

      “The Society should retreat from Loruv,” Imogen said.

      The sorcerer looked up, holding her gaze for a moment. “You do not dictate what the Society does.”

      The man’s words were clipped and accented, and there was a measure of anger within them. Imogen understood. She had felt that anger. She still felt that anger. It came from her perspective on sorcerers, and it came from how she felt about everything that she had been dealing with.

      He lunged forward. When the power began to build at her, she reacted. She had been expecting it. If there was one advantage to her time in the city, it was that she had begun to anticipate sorcery in ways that she never had learned when she’d been in the Leier homeland. There, sorcery was more than existential threat, and though the Koral were said to use similar power, she had never fought with the Koral the same way that the general had.

      Imogen now knew what it would take for her to disarm the others. She sliced through the sorcery, and when the sorcerer reached for something in his pocket, Imogen was there, her blade carving through the fabric of his cloak, spilling the contents of his pocket down onto the ground.

      And then something exploded near her.

      It was a strange, shadowy shape.

      She backed away, regarding the sorcerer for a moment as she tried to make sense of what had happened and what she might be able to do with this. It had to be what they called an enchantment, but it was the kind of enchantment that Imogen wasn’t quite certain how to disarm. She didn’t have enough experience with an enchantment to know what that would take, only that she could tell that there was power here.

      “Imogen!”

      She jerked her head toward Matrin, and she saw him pointing.

      There was another shadowy figure making its way toward her.

      Not a sorcerer, but something surprising. Something dangerous.

      She looked back at the sorcerer, but he was gone.

      Two of these shadowy forms slithered toward her.

      She positioned herself in such a way that she could block Matrin, as she felt that was going to be the most important thing.

      “Get moving,” she commanded.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Get moving,” she said again.

      Matrin scrambled to his feet, and behind her, she heard Vortel shout, calling down to Matrin and summoning him to join Vortel up on the roofline.

      The shadowy figures slipped toward Imogen.

      She darted toward one, her blade slicing into it. It felt like she was carving through something physical, but the way this shadow moved was different. It was as if it slithered on the wind, as if it was not a physical manifestation of power.

      She slipped her blade around, carving as she cut through a series of the patterns, her blade a blur. She managed to bring down one, and then she spun, facing another of the shadowy figures.

      This one moved just as quickly as the other, and as she focused on it, Imogen started to question whether she would be fast enough. It slipped past her blade any time that she thrust at it. She had never felt that way about her swordwork here. When facing swordsmen, Imogen had little difficulty. When facing sorcerers, she had little difficulty. The only time that she’d been challenged was when they had used a measure of sorcery to wrap her and hold her. Even that had proven less effective the longer that Imogen had been dealing with the sorcerers, as she had started to understand how to escape it.

      But this was something else.

      She wasn’t sure what it was, only that she had the distinct sense that there was something quite dangerous about it.

      And as she slipped toward the attacker, she drove her blade toward the creature’s chest and went straight through it. She staggered to the side, righted herself, and then slipped her blade up, driving it toward what she imagined was the creature’s face. Her blade slipped into an open mouth, and the creature shrieked.

      It was a strangely horrifying sound, and it echoed among the buildings on either side of her. Then the shadowy form faded, drifting down into nothingness.

      She stood for a moment. Trembling.

      Imogen didn’t know what that was, but it was a dangerous magic.

      And with certainty, she knew that was the reason that she was here. Master Liu had known that there was a dangerous magic and had sent her on her bond quest so that she could deal with it. But had he known just how dangerous it was?

      He was Master Liu. Of course he would have known.

      She stood for a moment, and then she began to search around her, looking for answers. There had to be some answer as to what she was dealing with, though Imogen did not know what it was. She found a few broken fragments on the ground. It looked like pieces of stone, and she collected them, looking along the street and making sure that there were no others coming. When she was satisfied that she had all the fragments gathered together, she straightened, stuffing those pieces into her pocket.

      An enchantment. It had to be.

      The problem for Imogen was that she had never seen any enchantment quite like that. When she had dealt with enchantments before, and there had been several times when she had dealt with some, she had not known the sorcerers to break the enchantments. That seemed counterproductive. A waste. In this case, though, it seemed as if the sorcerer had used the enchantment like that because he had needed to free something.

      And it was that which worried her.

      She checked on the two fallen soldiers. They were both still living. Beaten and bruised, and one man had a cut on his forehead, while the other had blood drying beneath his nose where Imogen had driven her hilt into it, but they would live.

      As she thought about the attack, and what she had experienced, she wondered if perhaps this had been a mistake. Maybe she should not have allowed the sorcerer to live this time.

      And worse, she started to wonder if perhaps she had finally found the reason for her bond quest.

      If she had, then it was time to stop working with these others. That was not her quest. It was time for her to hunt down the sorcerers, and this dark magic, to eradicate them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Thunder rumbled overhead. Imogen had grown accustomed to the thunder, though she didn’t much care for it. It was the threat of storms off in the distance that taunted her, though she supposed that she should welcome the wind and the rain, as it was better than the cold and the snow, and occasionally even the ice that she had been dealing with in the upper aspects of the mountains. Still, her people were exposed, and she didn’t much care for the idea that they would be left out in the middle of a dangerous thunderstorm.

      She paused at a small ravine, looking at the ground as it sloped down from her, before turning and glancing back at Jorend, who trailed behind her. He was surveying everything around them much like Imogen was, to the point where she was left wondering what he had seen. He had his own way of viewing the world, and it was one that she appreciated. Perhaps he had uncovered something she had missed. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      “Do you see anything?” she asked him.

      He tore his gaze away from whatever it was that he was looking at, and turned back to her. His hand hovered near the hilt of his sword, at the ready, as he often was. “Nothing. I keep thinking that we will come across more of these enchantments, but there has not been anything, has there?”

      Imogen smiled tightly. “Not yet.”

      And it was that not yet which had them all on edge. She wasn’t the only one to fear that there was bound to be something more, and bound to be something that they would have to deal with, but she had remained on edge for all of them.

      “We aren’t that far from my village,” Jorend said. He looked over at her. He scratched his scruffy beard and frowned. “Though it has been a long time since I’ve visited.”

      “I haven’t returned to my village,” Imogen said. “I’m not even sure if I can anymore.”

      “Now that you’re the general, you can travel wherever you want.”

      Imogen smiled tightly. “When I left on my bond quest, I felt like all I needed to do was complete the journey, and then I could return to the sacred temple and my people. Once I finished it, I felt like I should return.”

      “I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me.”

      She shook her head. She thought back to those days occasionally, though not as often any longer. “To be honest, I’m not so sure what I’m trying to tell you, either. Maybe I should have come back.”

      “Would you have learned what you needed to learn if you had?”

      The answer came to her easily. Imogen knew that she would not have uncovered what she had needed to learn had she returned to her people immediately. Had she not stayed with Gaspar, headed into Yoran, learned the truth of magic—at least, what truth she could learn—Imogen wasn’t sure what might have become of her. She would have returned to the sacred temple, and she probably would have presented herself to Master Liu sooner, but would that have been right? Had she done so, she would never have become the sacred sword master. It had taken staying out of her homeland, away from her people, for her to become what she was meant to be.

      “I don’t know that you ever told me about your village.”

      Jorend turned, looking toward the mountains. “We don’t talk about home when we’re in the sacred temple, do we?”

      “We don’t talk about what was left behind.”

      “It was a village much like others. Perhaps a little larger. Probably five thousand people in all.”

      “That is large,” Imogen said. “Mine was barely a thousand.”

      “Which explains how you were able to rise up so quickly.” He said it with a hint of a smile.

      “Perhaps if you had been in a village like mine, you wouldn’t have taken so long to progress to First.”

      “I was the youngest in a generation,” he told her.

      She didn’t need to remind him that she had been as well. All the swordsmen who had gone to the sacred temples—or at least, attempted to go to the sacred temples—had been the best of the best. That was how it had always been.

      And as she thought about what Master Liu had told her, and what she had learned about the purpose behind the sacred temples, and whatever connection they might have to the Porapeth, Imogen found herself wondering if perhaps there was something to that which she should have known about all that time ago.

      “We could stop through,” she suggested.

      “You wouldn’t mind?”

      “If we are close, I think we need to.” She turned to him. She wasn’t sure how he would react to what she needed to say next. He might call her the general, and there were times when Imogen really felt like she was that person, but what she wanted to tell him now was beyond what most who had grown up within the Leier homeland would ever agree with. “I intend to unite the Leier and the Koral.”

      “Sword and shield,” Jorend said softly.

      She tipped her head in a slight nod. “Exactly.”

      He was quiet for a few moments. The thunder rumbled, and there was a flash of lightning, reminding her of one of the sacred patterns. Perhaps that was why they were named as they were, as out here on a mountainside of the Leier homeland, she could practically feel those sacred patterns as they circled around her. It was as if there was a power that was meant to be here. She could feel that energy, even if she could not trace it to its source.

      When he finally spoke, Jorend met her gaze. There was a dark intensity in his eyes. “Do you fear how I might react?”

      “It’s not you that I fear,” she said.

      “I’ll admit that I wasn’t certain. For a long time, Imogen.” It was better that he call her by her first name rather than First, as he and many others had taken to doing. It was a marker of respect, she knew, but she needed to connect to Jorend more personally. Especially with what she intended. “I was trained and taught to hate them, as so many of our people were. But you have shown us something different.” He paused, and in a moment, little more than a heartbeat, he was standing before her in Tree Stands in the Forest, the sacred pattern taking hold and power flowing from him. “When I left the tiger temple, I knew the sacred patterns, but I didn’t know them. I feel like many have the same experience.”

      “I would argue that most have that experience,” Imogen said.

      “Exactly. Which is why we owe you a debt of gratitude. We have begun to learn that there is so much more to what we can be. Without that knowledge…” Jorend released his hold over Tree Stands in the Forest, relaxing and sweeping his gaze out around him. “Our people have been divided for too long. You have shown us that as well. I can see that now. Much like I, along with others, can see that the division did not serve us. I don’t know what it served, but certainly not our people.”

      Imogen looked toward where the Leier and the others gathered. It was late, and they had not dealt with any fighting in a while, so they were gathering and had settled for the night. There was a quiet to the camping, and a certain sense of comfort.

      “Do you ever intend to return to your home?”

      She looked over at Jorend. “Maybe one day.”

      “I would like to accompany you, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      She smiled. “You are one of the Leier. You are my second-in-command. Of course you may accompany me.”

      A look of disappointment swept across his face. Then he looked up. “Have you made it official, then?”

      “I’m afraid you need to clarify what you are asking.”

      “My rank, of course. I have assumed that I am second-in-command, but I think that the others would need to hear it from the general. Now, I’m happy to make the proclamation, but were it to come from Imogen Inaratha, First of the Blade, I think it would be far more meaningful.”

      “You better be careful, or I might see that you sit beneath Breser.”

      His face soured. “He can barely hold a single sacred pattern.”

      “But he’s loyal. Isn’t that what I’m supposed to value?”

      Jorend snorted. “Pretty soon we’re going to have an entire army of Leier who know and can use each of the sacred patterns. What happens then?”

      “What happens then is that our people are better protected than they have been in generations. Beyond that…” Imogen shrugged. She found her hand wrapped around the hilt of her new blade. She was a master of the sacred sword art, gifted the blade by Master Liu himself. For whatever reason, Imogen felt different now that she carried that blade, though she knew that it should not make a difference to her. She had not changed. Her ability had not changed. But she had been recognized by someone. Why should that matter to her?

      Master Liu had seemed to know that it would. And maybe he had seen something.

      She could practically hear Benji in the back of her mind, as if he were laughing at her once again.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, the storm clouds had not moved much closer. Jorend helped guide them toward his village, and about midday, he told Imogen that they were getting close and should reach it by evening. The storm clouds had continued to settle over the land, thick and heavy, dense darkness that swirled around them. It wouldn’t take much for a storm to break, and then her people would be drenched. She wanted to make haste and had half a mind to ask the shamans to use enchantments to convey them faster, but they wouldn’t have been able to carry all of them, and so Imogen said nothing, preferring to remain silent.

      As they passed through a small stream in the mountains, Imogen paused to take a drink, tasting the cold water that reminded her so much of her own village. A flicker of movement in the distance caught her attention. She froze, looking up.

      She raised a hand, quieting the others with her. Jorend had stayed close, as he often did, and Rebecca was near her as well, constantly working on one of her enchantments. Imogen appreciated that she was with her, as Rebecca had a significant talent with enchantments, and Imogen had found that she was curious about what the shamans were making. Imogen still wondered if she might be able to learn anything from the shamans, even though her connection to magic was far different from theirs. It seemed to her that she should be able to uncover something more, if only she could learn what it was that they did.

      Jorend leaned close, his voice dropping to a whisper. “What is it?”

      “I saw movement.”

      “We have scouts searching the area. They have not seen anything.”

      She nodded, but that didn’t settle her nerves. It wasn’t that she detected anything, though. Perhaps that was part of the reason that she had been on edge for as long as she had. They had not dealt with any more violence, even though she suspected that there was still a danger out there.

      “I can’t say what it was, only that I saw something.”

      “We can take a look on our own,” he suggested.

      She looked over at him. “How talented are you with Lightning Strikes in the Storm?”

      “I know the sacred pattern,” he said. “Why?”

      “Because there is a certain use of Lightning Strikes in the Storm along with Petals on the Wind that I have found to be quite effective in scouting. If you don’t mind?”

      He shrugged.

      Imogen turned to Rebecca. “Place several of your enchantments around the rest of the procession. Make sure that your people are ready, and if you don’t mind, alert the Leier among us that we may need the sword.”

      Rebecca nodded, and she turned away without even arguing.

      “Are you sure that we should have one of the Koral give commands to the Leier?” Jorend asked.

      “I thought you said that it didn’t matter. I thought you were the one who claimed that you recognize the need for sword and shield.”

      “Just because I have doesn’t mean that all have, Imogen. Some will take longer to come to terms with that.”

      “Then they aren’t traveling with me. If they can’t come to terms with that, they are welcome to stay in any of these villages we pass.”

      And any village that they had passed had given her the opportunity to find more swordsmen and try to convince them to join the cause. That was what Imogen wanted now, as she knew that was going to be the key. Find more Leier, and ultimately find more of the Koral.

      She shot into the air, Lightning Strikes in the Storm carrying her high into the sky, where she immediately switched to Petals on the Wind. The combination of the two allowed her to drift, swirling as if she were flying. But it wasn’t quite flying. It was more about floating. She couldn’t travel this way, though she could suspend herself in the air. It offered her the advantage that she could at least scout and explore, and the opportunity to see what else might be out there and around her.

      She found Jorend shooting past her.

      He cried out, and when he shifted to Petals on the Wind, she laughed. He drifted quickly before he settled into a position alongside her.

      “That is far more complicated than I expected,” he said.

      “I’m impressed that you were able to do it at all. I wasn’t expecting you to be successful with it.” She had to shout over the wind, but there was still something peaceful about this altitude. She floated, and she felt the power of the sacred pattern as it flowed through her and around her while it carried the two of them.

      Jorend held on to his sword, clutching it as if the blade were the key to the sacred pattern that he used. Imogen knew better. She no longer needed the blade as her focus.

      “I can’t see anything from up here,” he said.

      “Then you aren’t looking. Turn. See what’s around our people. Tell me what else might be down there.”

      She looked down. Her people had gathered in the base of the valley, near the stream, and were spread out in organized lines. They were coordinated and had created a protective sequence, sword and shield, as Imogen had trained them to do. She did not see any sign of the movement that she had observed when she’d been on the ground, which left her relieved. She didn’t necessarily like being up here if there was a danger down below.

      “I see our people. I see the stream. And I think that I could even see the sacred temple if I were to look hard enough,” Jorend said, shouting against the wind whipping around him, pulling at his hair and his jacket, while he barely managed to keep his blade from wobbling.

      Imogen had an easier time of it. She had her hands clasped in front of her, and she was fixed in a posture of serene relaxation, letting her awareness of the sacred patterns hold her in place.

      “I see them as well. And if there is anything else dangerous down below, it’s not quite the army that we faced the last time.”

      “Then we should…”

      When he paused, she looked over. She saw that he was staring off into the distance, and she turned, letting the wind guide her as she twisted. She followed the undulating rocky landscape as it swept around the base of the mountain, swirling along the stream, until she saw a trail of smoke. Imogen had not seen that before.

      “It can’t be,” he said, his voice soft.

      “We will go and look,” she said.

      Jorend didn’t turned to her. “There are thousands of people there. Not all are trained to fight, Imogen.”

      “I know.”

      “They should have been safe.”

      “We should all have been safe.”

      “But I don’t understand. How did they get through here without us knowing?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Was this him?”

      Him. Timo.

      That was the challenge that they had, and Imogen wasn’t sure that she had any answers to it. Could it be Timo? The answer was that it certainly could be, even if Imogen wasn’t sure what Timo would be after if it were him.

      “I don’t know. But we will stop this.”

      Jorend lost control of his sacred patterns, and he started to tumble. Imogen was forced to float, letting Petals on the Wind carry her down so that she could catch up to him, and she grabbed his arm before immediately pulling upon the sacred pattern in a way that permitted her to carry him and keep him from dropping too quickly.

      “You have to maintain your focus. Especially now.”

      “How?” He looked over at her. “How can you be so calm when so many are suffering?”

      “Do you think I’m calm? You can be angry,” she said. “And you should be angry. But don’t mistake my outward appearance for what I feel inwardly. We will stop them from harming our people. We will protect our land. Even if it’s the last thing we do.”

      And her brother would know that rage. If showing it to him was the last thing she did.
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      The people were tired. Imogen was tired. She had been marching for the better part of several days, and though they had only faced a few more skirmishes, those had taken their toll. Imogen had no idea what to make of the creatures that had been attacking them. Most of them were like the rock monsters that had attacked, but some of them were like the metal swords, and there were even some like the grasses that they had faced outside the Leier homeland when they had been making their way toward it. The attacks had all been powerful, exhausting her people by forcing them to fight hard.

      “Do you think Master Liu knew about this?” Jorend asked when they stopped for the evening. They had set up camp on a mountainside, and many of her people were practicing, sparring, trying to work with the blade to learn more of the sacred patterns, as they were all going to need them in the days ahead.

      Imogen wasn’t sure about much else, but as she focused on the various possibilities, she couldn’t help but see that all of them involved needing to know something more about the sacred patterns. Even more than what Imogen already knew.

      And she had been meditating, trying to concentrate, trying to focus on the sacred patterns, wanting to come up with answers to what they needed to do, but none of the answers had helped.

      “Master Liu knew something,” she said, “but I don’t know if he saw this. He went in a different direction. And I think he thought that he would slow it down, but perhaps he could not.”

      When she thought about the various possibilities that existed, she saw nothing of Master Liu, but he would not have abandoned their people. He must have thought he could do something, but what was it?

      An army was coming through their lands. It was an army of monsters, of darkness, and of magic. This was the kind of thing her people claimed they had trained to fight, but when faced with it, her people had not been ready. She had to get them ready for this—or they had to run.

      Right now, she chose to run. It was the safest option.

      “We’ve swelled our numbers nearly twofold,” Jorend said. “We’ve been sweeping through the villages, warning them, and everybody’s been coming with us, but—”

      “It slows us,” Imogen said. She didn’t need to look over to know that. She had felt the pace change over the days. At the same time, she had also seen the possibilities that would have happened had they remained in place, and the possibilities that would have lingered if they had not gone. She had seen the various potentials of what would happen if they delayed too long, and now she felt they needed to move as quickly as they could.

      She breathed out. “I can’t see anything,” she said. “I feel like there is an answer there, but I just can’t find it, and I do need to see if there is some way for me to do it.”

      It was the understanding that she had from what she could see of possibilities, the energy she had from what Benji had given her, but it felt like there were aspects of it that were missing. Perhaps that was what Benji had referred to as a blurring, which he had experienced around Imogen, that had made it so that he could not see what he wanted. It frustrated her—much as she suspected it had frustrated him.

      The longer they lingered, the more likely an attack would return.

      “We have others scouting,” Jorend said. “Others are trying to find out what is going on, but—”

      “We will not find anything. They are creatures. No different from the branox.”

      “They seem different from the branox,” he said.

      And perhaps they were. The branox wanted to feed on magic, whereas these creatures simply wanted to destroy. Somebody was sending them. Imogen was certain of it, but who was out there, and who was targeting the Leier people?

      She had scouted on her own several times but had not come up with answers.

      She could carry herself with the sacred patterns and could even use them to practically fly, but doing so pulled her away from her people. She had to be smarter than she had been.

      She was the general now.

      “We keep moving,” Imogen said.

      Jorend gripped the hilt of his sword, and he looked over at her for a moment before turning his attention back to the people in front of them. “I’ll do what I can to get people ready. I think we can send them farther downslope. We can move quickly, and perhaps if we head north—”

      “Not north. We need to move west.”

      “Why west?”

      “Because of something Master Liu said to me,” she said. “The Heart. That’s where he wants us to go.”

      “There’s nothing there,” he said. “There’s nothing in the Heart of the Leier.”

      “That’s what Liu said we needed to do.”

      Jorend tipped his head to her in a deep bow. “If you command it, we will do it.”

      She understood his hesitation. If they headed to the Heart of the Leier, there was a very real possibility they would end up trapped there. It was centered amid the mountains. The Heart had once been the hub of the Leier people, the center of the homeland, but it had been attacked by sorcery, and their people had abandoned it. All celebrated the Heart, even if none had been there.

      What had Master Liu seen?

      Imogen moved away from the campsite, and she took a seat. The renral had stayed with them and were perched not too far from where she had chosen to sit. She didn’t know if it was because of the renral that she’d chosen here. Perhaps it was just a part of the campsite that was quieter than the rest. She crossed her legs, resting her hands on her lap, and she closed her eyes.

      When she did, she focused. She meditated.

      She started with the traditional patterns. This was how she centered herself—at least, how she had always centered herself previously. Lately the sacred patterns had provided her a much better means of focus.

      With the sacred patterns, she always started with Tree Stands in the Forest and then began to meditate on the other sacred patterns. But from there, she needed something else. She needed to find understanding. She mixed in Snow in the Wind, a pattern that her brother had demonstrated, and it helped her see a different possibility.

      It was another sacred pattern, one she had never known before.

      But it was magic. That was all it was. And she suspected there were probably countless sacred patterns her people had never known about—at least, patterns her people had never embraced.

      “It would be helpful if you could come to me now,” she muttered to herself. It was a way of breaking her meditation, but at the same time, it felt like she was speaking to Benji.

      She looked off into the darkness, up at the sky, watching the blanket of night overhead. The stars twinkled, but one of them twinkled more brightly than the others. As she watched it, it swooped toward her, getting ever brighter, until the bright light glowed right in front of her. It wasn’t overwhelming, not like a star should be, and she wasn’t even sure if this was her imagination or if this was truly some manifestation of Benji.

      “You keep asking for help, but then you tell me that you don’t want it,” he said.

      It was definitely his voice, but she had not seen him ever since he had disappeared. “I need help,” she said. “We have an army of creatures in front of us.”

      “No shit,” he said. “I can see the possibilities because you can see the possibilities.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Do you think that my gift is so useless?”

      Imogen snorted, and one of the renral near her began to shuffle, sitting upright. The renral took a seat near Imogen, settling so that it could look toward her. It was as if it were watching her.

      Or watching Benji.

      Then another came to sit, then another. Soon Imogen was ringed by a dozen renral, all of them looking inward.

      “Are they here because of you or because of me?” Imogen asked.

      “Maybe both,” Benji said. “They think that they will protect you from me.”

      “Can they?”

      “You’ve seen those fuckers attack. You know they can rip a person to shreds.”

      “But you aren’t a person,” she said.

      The bright light flickered for a moment, and when it solidified, she could practically see Benji, though she believed that was little more than her imagination.

      “That’s hurtful, First. Now you’re just being mean.”

      “But you aren’t. You’re nothing more than a star. A warrior that has faded but come back.”

      “You know, I never would’ve considered myself a warrior before.”

      “But you’re Leier. Porapeth, but also Leier.”

      Benji laughed. “Is that what he told you?”

      “He didn’t have to.”

      It wasn’t quite true, but she wondered what Benji might say.

      “Some of these idiots stayed here, thinking that they could hide. You know why?”

      “No,” she said.

      “Why do you think the Porapeth don’t intervene?”

      “Because you can see the possibilities?”

      “Partly,” he said. “But partly because we know that if we were to intervene, we would begin to change things. Sometimes when you change a thing, you can’t see it any longer.” He chuckled. “Why do you think I had such a hard time with you, First? I continued to push, and that was after I had started to see.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The Porapeth sat there in their temples, hiding,” he said. “They waited, wanting to avoid influence, but still influencing.” He chuckled, and in that moment, he was the old Benji that Imogen remembered, the same old Porapeth who had taunted her. “They’d hidden because they were afraid.”

      “I didn’t have the sense that they were afraid.”

      “Oh, not afraid of you, or of your people, or even for your people. They were afraid of what they saw in the future. They were afraid of the possibilities. And they knew that those possibilities existed, and that there was something worse that might come.”

      “Like an army of magical creatures attacking us?”

      The star fluttered for a moment, and in that flickering light, Imogen couldn’t help but feel Benji was dismissing her concerns. “What do you think that is, First?”

      “An army of enchantments, dark creatures, and perhaps other things that have been summoned by the Sul’toral.”

      “All that’s nothing more than a trap,” he said. “Look for yourself. See for yourself. What happens if you confront it?”

      “I’ve already seen that,” Imogen said.

      She had focused on that the very first time that she had noticed the gathering of the creatures. She had seen the possibilities open for her, and then she had seen the withering of the branches, the way they had faded rapidly until there was nothing left. Imogen knew what would happen if they were to confront these creatures. They would lose.

      So she had chosen a different path.

      But even then, Imogen wasn’t sure if that was the right path or not, as she couldn’t tell. She had tried to see what would happen if they ran, what would happen for them if they did, but hadn’t found that answer.

      “You’ve got to find a way to look past what’s hidden from you,” he said.

      “It would’ve helped had you taught me.”

      “It would’ve helped had you paid attention,” he snapped.

      Imogen smiled, feeling as if this actually were Benji across from her. Maybe it was.

      “You have to listen to everything around you. That’s what too many forget. All they care about is what they can see, but they don’t remain open to what their eyes can’t provide.”

      “You mean the wind? Stone? The sky?”

      “You say that as if you don’t believe me, but you’ve seen it. I know you have.”

      “I’ve heard the wind. But I think it’s you mostly. It’s fitting, you know,” she said, and chuckled softly. “You always liked to hear yourself blathering on.”

      “And you always liked to think you knew what you needed to do.”

      “You don’t think I know?”

      “I don’t think that you have considered the various possibilities nearly as well as you should have, First. What do you see when you open your eyes and see these patterns?”

      “I see branches,” she said quickly, and having mixed Tree Stands in the Forest with the possibilities found in the technique that he had taught her, she knew that was exactly what it was that she saw. She wasn’t exactly sure why she sought an ally, only that it was how she did observe things.

      “You see patterns. You see what your mind frames for you. And what I’ve been trying to help you with is that your mind can only frame what you have experienced. You know things through the sacred patterns. That’s what your instructors taught you. But I was teaching something different. I was showing you another way. And if you had paid attention, if you had been listening, you would have seen it.”

      Imogen closed her eyes, ignoring the glowing of the starlight in front of her, starlight that might have been Benji or just her imagination.

      What had she seen from him?

      He had moved to the forest, touching upon trees, running his hand through grasses, flowing as if he was listening to the wind. There had been a movement to the way that Benji had danced, turning, spinning, and a strangeness to it as well. She hadn’t really understood, but when he had claimed that he was magic, Imogen had thought that she understood, even though she really had not. Even now, Imogen wasn’t sure what to make of it. Perhaps he really was magic, and yet…

      The sacred sword masters were not magic. They might be Porapeth, if Master Liu were to be believed, but they were not like Benji.

      Benji was something different.

      Benji had used his connection to the world, and he had connected in a way that Imogen had never seen anybody do before. She could see his movements in her mind, and she tried to bind what she had experienced with him. The answers were there.

      “You were teaching me?”

      “Teaching,” he said, and she could imagine him waving his hand, irritation on his face. She could imagine his eyes flaring with annoyance, but there was none. It was just him. “I didn’t teach. I don’t teach. I’m a Porapeth. It isn’t what we do.”

      “But you brought me along.”

      “I brought you along because there was potential,” he said. “That is what Porapeth do. We see potential, and we try to maximize it. Is that not what your instructors did?”

      “I suppose they did,” Imogen said.

      “You suppose. That is what they did. They saw potential and tried to push you.”

      “Master Liu claimed he is Porapeth.”

      “He claimed he is descended from Porapeth. It’s not the same.” The bright light flickered for a moment, and she wondered if the power that Benji drew upon, the magic that was him, had faded for a moment. “What about you, First? Do you think that you are Porapeth?”

      That had been part of the problem for Imogen. She knew that she wasn’t Porapeth, or at least had always believed that she was not, so when she had suddenly started to feel something, suddenly started to have that experience that suggested to her that maybe she was Porapeth, especially after Benji had given her that ability, she thought perhaps she really was. She had started to question whether what she had known about herself was even real.

      “I don’t even know anymore,” she said.

      “Well, that’s the beginning. I just wanted you to question, after all, and now you finally are. Congratulations. It’s only taken you this long.”

      “I’ve always questioned,” Imogen said.

      “You have always followed. You were always pushed. And you always let yourself be pushed. You’ve not questioned. If you questioned, you wouldn’t be so malleable.”

      He said it in a way that left her thinking that he was irritated with her.

      She looked around her. “Master Liu said I should go to the Heart. Why?”

      There was a moment of hesitation. “Is that what he said?”

      “You know something.”

      “I know many things. But I don’t know what secret he left for you there.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m not like Master Liu.”

      “And me?”

      “You are like them. But not, too. You can be better. That’s all I wanted from you, First. To be better.”

      “Better than what?”

      “Better than all of us. Because you’re going to be needed.”

      Imogen had a sense that Benji was retreating. The glowing of the light began to fade. “You don’t have to go so quickly.”

      “You think it’s easy, and you like this?”

      “I don’t know. I thought—”

      “There you go again, thinking. No. It’s not easy. I told you I’m magic, and it takes power to do this. So go on, do what you need to do, but ask your questions, First. Figure out what you need to do, what path you need to set yourself on, and don’t let others push you.”

      “What others are you talking about?”

      “Whom do you think I’m talking about? Which bastard tried to destroy me in the first place?”

      An answer came to her easily then. “This is Abigail?”

      “This would not be Abigail, but she may have seen something that you cannot. There are not many remaining who can provide the answers you need, First. Unfortunately, you might need to go to the Lost.”

      Imogen could hear Benji laughing, a sound that seemed to come from deep within her mind.

      “It’s surprising that you would tell me to go to Abigail,” she said. Could Abigail have reached Benji and tried to influence him in this form? “Usually you want me to find my own path.”

      “What makes you think I don’t want that now?”

      The sense of Benji laughed again. And then he was gone.

      Imogen didn’t feel she was any closer to the answers, though. In fact, she felt she had none. All she knew was that she had to protect her people. All she knew was that she had to learn what was going on, and she had to offer whatever defenses she could.

      All she knew was that they had a dangerous army at their back, and she was the one to lead them.
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      They reached the lower edge of the mountains late in the day. They’d been traveling for the better part of a week, dealing with strange attacks, pushing them back. Imogen had been impressed by her Leier, though she had personally trained many of them. Jorend had trained many more. They had lost only two more fighters, though both losses had been hard on Imogen. She had grown up in the Leier homeland and learned to fight, expecting dangers found at the end of the blade, but losing someone whom she had trained herself, and whom she had vowed to protect, had proven more difficult than she had anticipated.

      But very few understood what it was like to lead, and to lose. Imogen was finding that understanding. It was something that she couldn’t have taught herself. It was something she had to experience.

      Such as when she had looked down at Garrett’s face. It had been bloodied, bruised, and had looked as if some infection had taken hold, leaving his features blackened. Imogen suspected that he had been taken by one of the shadow blobs, but she didn’t know. As far as they had seen, most of the others who had died had been killed by the stone creatures, or the blade creatures, though the grasslike creatures had also had some influence, attacking with an intensity that still surprised Imogen even though she had faced them before.

      The people had come willingly, especially as they had come to hear about the attacks, word spreading from village to village about something coming into the Leier homeland. All knew it was something magical, and they had sent those who were skilled with the blade out to battle this unseen foe, only to be wrangled by Imogen and her army and brought back. She needed every blade she could get.

      “We aren’t going to be able to keep up this pace,” Jorend said. “We have slowed considerably. We might now have a thousand people, but the size of that army is—”

      “I think our army is more than a thousand now,” Imogen said.

      “It is,” Jorend said. “Our scouts have kept track of them, but we can’t tell how many we have to deal with. Thousands, most likely, but even that is probably an understatement.”

      Imogen smiled tightly. Thousands was an understatement. She had gone scouting herself, using Lightning Strikes in the Storm and Petals on the Wind, and had seen what they had to face, and she had come to know that they had hundreds of thousands of strange monsters coming up behind them.

      Benji had wanted her to find her own path and go to Abigail to find answers, though neither option seemed viable. Imogen didn’t understand what was happening with these creatures, but she knew they needed to keep moving.

      “We have to fight through here, Imogen,” Jorend said. He spoke confidently, but there was a bit of fear that lingered. She understood it.

      “Eventually,” she said.

      “Not eventually. We have to fight soon, or our people will need to get moving. We’ve only swept through a few of these villages. The longer we wait, the more likely it is that more villages are going to become overrun by these creatures. There are places we can’t get to, and…” He took a breath, looking off into the distance. “We’re going to have to fight.”

      “If we do, we’ll lose too many.”

      “I know,” he said. “And there are those of us who are willing to make that sacrifice.”

      She looked over, and Jorend sat upright, facing the crackling flames, resolve burning in his eyes. This was a man who had devoted his life to understanding the blade, who had committed himself to understanding the sacred patterns, and who now had become a friend.

      “There might be another way,” she said.

      “Do you think we’re suddenly going to have sorcerers appearing to defend us against these creatures? I don’t even know how we can fight them. I don’t know what we can do, if anything. These creatures are too powerful for us, but if we can buy time…” He glanced around at the campsite. “We can help others get through here and escape.”

      “You could die,” she said.

      “If that’s what it takes to defend the people,” he said.

      “There might be another way.”

      She had been focusing on the possibilities, on the patterns that came into her mind, and had been trying to work through them. That was only part of the reason that they had been traveling this way, but increasingly, she wondered if she needed another reason. Find a way through here, and perhaps they could get more of their people to safety. If only Benji would show her those possibilities.

      “What did you see?” Jorend asked. Some of the desperation in his tone had shifted. Now there was a hint of hope.

      Just a hint, though.

      It pained Imogen that she couldn’t offer him more than that. But if it worked, if they could find this pathway, there was a very real possibility that they could slow the attack.

      “We have Koral shamans,” she said. “And we have Leier. And we have the sacred patterns.”

      “The sacred patterns aren’t going to be enough against the onslaught we have coming toward us,” he said. “There are just too many.”

      “I know, but somebody is commanding them,” Imogen said. “I don’t know who it is. I don’t know what they intend. But somebody is pushing them. That somebody is trying to guide us.” She looked away. “It’s why I’ve been taking a different road. We need to do what Benji has been suggesting all this time. We need to find our path.”

      “You want to think about what the Porapeth asked you to do now? We don’t need to have a philosophical debate. We need to get our people to safety.”

      Imogen laughed. It felt strange to laugh with this going on around them, strange for her to feel mirth, but at the same time, she did. “This isn’t a philosophical debate. We are going to choose our own path.”

      She started to tell him what she intended, and he listened.

      They made preparations that night, and by the morning, Imogen knew they didn’t have much time left. The army behind them was building, and there were far too many coming toward them.

      Imogen launched herself into the sky, shooting upward on Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and then shifting to Petals on the Wind. The people who were traveling with them had become accustomed to Imogen using that technique, and it didn’t surprise anybody any longer the way it once would have.

      It looked like magic, and for that matter, it was magic. It was the magic of the sacred patterns, mixed with Imogen’s understanding of them, and mixed with something else as well. Perhaps her own innate potential—power that came from deep within her.

      She didn’t need an enchantment to carry her into the sky, though in order to stay in the sky, she might. She had not yet learned if she could continue to propel herself by using Lightning Strikes in the Storm and Petals on the Wind, or perhaps another mixture of other sacred patterns, but she wondered if she could maintain those sacred patterns long enough to keep her aloft.

      She could feel the presence of the attack moving toward them, but they weren’t converging rapidly.

      When she landed, she motioned for Jorend. “Get them moving,” she said.

      He guided them along the mountainside. It was a difficult path, but her people were Leier, and they made it. The Koral moved as well but didn’t have nearly the same experience moving through this part of the mountains as the Leier. Her people, the Leier who had traveled with her the longest and had trained with her, helped the Koral, guiding them, though several of the shamans stayed with Imogen.

      Eleanor strode over to Imogen, dressed in her shaman robes, and wind caught her hair, whipping it around her. She swept her gaze all around as she looked at the others gathered around them. “Are you sure this is the right idea, drawing them in?”

      “I’m not trying to draw them in, but they have the numbers, and we need to buy time. If we can pick them apart, even a little, we might be able to give our people an advantage.”

      “But that’s not really what you want to do, is it?” Eleanor asked.

      Imogen wasn’t entirely sure what would happen if they found the person controlling these creatures. The shadow blobs were what worried her the most. Whoever was able to control those strange shadow blobs was obviously a powerful sorcerer, and maybe even Lilah, if this was Abigail who was responsible for it. But even the stone creatures were dangerous.

      The others… Some of them might be enchantments. If they could shatter the enchantments, or find whoever was responsible for them and cut them down, then they might be able to keep the enchantments from continuing their attack.

      Imogen was less certain about what she needed to do if that failed. The possibilities didn’t show that to her.

      Run, she suspected. She would have to leave her homeland. She would have to lead her people from their homeland.

      It might come to that anyway.

      They reached a mountain pass.

      It was a narrow section of rock, and in this part of the world, it led down into a dangerously sharp drop-off, a valley that stretched far below. Several of the Leier had already started the descent, and they had set ropes into the rock, positioning themselves so that others could climb down.

      They hadn’t gone very far before Eleanor approached. She had an enchantment that she’d been working on, one that was similar to the enchanted animals they had created, and she set it on the ground, tapped it to activate it, and it turned into something wolflike. It bounded away.

      “We have company coming soon,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen looked back. She didn’t need to see what was coming to know what was there. She’d been feeling it. The monster army continued its press upon them. They had time, but not enough. She had to buy her people time to get into the valley. Then they had to delay the army.

      “Go,” Imogen said.

      “And leave you here?” Eleanor asked, though she looked at the other shamans, nodding, and they took off.

      “Just go. I will do what I can to offer as much safety as I can.”

      “The others will protect you. And—” She reached into her pouch and grabbed something else. Another enchantment that she had made. “Take this. In case you need it.”

      Imogen squeezed her hand around it. She was thankful for Eleanor’s enchantment, even if she didn’t think that she would use it. She had her own power, and she didn’t necessarily need what Eleanor provided.

      The shamans climbed onto renral, and Imogen waited. And as the army approached—the swirl of dark stone creatures, shadow blobs, and swordlike creatures—Imogen focused, Tree Stands in the Forest.

      She had to be a massive Tree now. Imogen pushed downward with the sacred pattern, letting her power flow into the stone and deep into the mountain. She could feel it as Tree Stands in the Forest began to form, and used every ounce of concentration she had. She had to use magic, but perhaps she had to be magic, much like Benji claimed he was.

      Behind her, there came a line of other Leier, others like her who knew how to form Tree Stands in the Forest, and others who arced power out and held on to it to prevent anyone from passing. They created a ring around the mountain pass. All of them formed a translucent forest of energy.

      Imogen wished that she had some way of tying off this sacred pattern. It was an enchantment, after all. If she could hold it, and then move forward, perhaps she could find another way to fight.

      The army continued to come toward her. Creatures out of a nightmare stormed toward her, mixed with enchantments, all causing the ground to rumble, dust to swirl around them, masking their approach, but they did nothing to mask the overwhelming sense of energy she felt coming at her.

      The army began to batter at her sacred pattern.

      It wouldn’t hold indefinitely. She had to maintain it as long as possible to give her people a chance.

      It started to fade.

      Too many of the creatures pressed upon her.

      Then she shifted her pattern.

      She was surrounded by other Leier, other Trees, and they offered her their protection, so when she flickered, shifting to Lightning Strikes in the Storm, curving it in a massive arc that spread around, she cut down the stone creatures, the swordlike creatures—these metallic demons—and then shifted back into Tree Stands in the Forest.

      The first wave was stopped.

      Another slammed into her.

      Imogen was ready, bracing herself, prepared, and as the attack built again, Imogen readied another attack of her own. She swept outward, another shift into Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and cut more down.

      She swept her pattern outward, carving through the creatures. The monsters pressing upon her would eventually overwhelm her sacred pattern. Even a Tree could be toppled by overwhelming weight.

      She released it, swept Lightning Strikes in the Storm in an arc around her, and took a step back.

      Wave after wave came. Each time one did, she continued to sweep outward, shattering the stone, piling it up. It began to create a mound that forced the other creatures to climb over. Each time that she struck, she gave herself another moment, and then another. And then she was near the mouth of the valley.

      She knew what she needed to do. This was her plan, and this was what she had seen, and Imogen began to shift. Now when she released Tree Stands in the Forest, she blasted Lightning Strikes in the Storm at the stone on either side of her. That blast of energy didn’t work.

      She had to try something else.

      Imogen could try another sacred pattern, but she wasn’t sure if that would be enough.

      She brought out her thin silver sword and used that, driving that into the stone, and she could feel something coursing through her, a sense of power that she had not felt before, and as she did, she concentrated that power out through the strange blade, and the stone began to tremble.

      She spun, Tree Stands in the Forest. Lightning Strikes in the Storm swept out, carving through the onslaught of the creatures coming toward her, and then she drove another burst of energy into the mountains on either side.

      They trembled.

      The army pushed toward her. Wave after wave threatened her.

      Imogen slashed, sweeping out Lightning Strikes in the Storm again.

      She backed away, then lashed out with Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      She did it again. And again.

      Then the air thundered with an explosion from either side of her.

      It wasn’t her. The Koral shamans had used magic. Stone started to topple, rumbling toward her, but Imogen was Tree Stands in the Forest, and she held a barricade up as long as possible. It protected her, but the army coming at her was not prepared.

      Most of the creatures were crushed, but not the strange shadowy forms. They managed to ooze through the rock.

      Imogen launched herself upward, Lightning Strikes in the Storm mixed with Petals on the Wind, and then brought her blade down in the middle of the blob, Lightning Strikes in the Storm mixed with Snow in the Wind. The shadow blobs exploded.

      Imogen shifted again, staying on Petals on the Wind.

      There were no further shadow blobs.

      She floated, looking behind her. She could see the trembling of the mountain, the army battering at it, but so far, they still had time. By the time she reached the valley, she saw her Leier lining up.

      When she reached Jorend, he bowed to her. “What now?”

      “We continue our journey.”

      Master Liu had wanted them to go to the Heart of the Leier homeland, but perhaps it was time for her to look for a different path. She wanted to ensure that whoever directed this army toward them did not force her and her people to take a journey they did not want to. She would go to the Heart, but she would get there by following her own path.
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      Imogen looked over at Matrin. He wasn’t alone. There was Ruhid and Vortel and even Oliver, all of them looking over at her. They had been training diligently over the last few months, and in that time, Imogen had not seen any other sign of the strange shadows, but she suspected that they were still a threat. More than that, she had come to believe that they were the reason that she was here in the first place.

      “We understand,” Matrin said. A note of exasperation had entered his voice. “But you have to give us a chance to help.”

      “You heard her describe what happened,” Ruhid said.

      He had been more accommodating than most and had tried his best to help her, which Imogen appreciated, as she found herself needing his help more than she had expected. Ruhid was skilled. He probably rivaled Matrin, though very few of the other swordsmen did. There were probably no more than ten or twelve who had much potential. Most were like Vortel and Oliver, men who had come to the blade too late to progress quite as fully, or to embrace the inherent danger in it. They would become capable, and as Imogen had been working with them, she had come to realize that capable might be a reasonable outcome. Why should she push for anything more than just capable?

      “I saw what she fought,” Matrin said. “You weren’t there.”

      “I was,” Vortel said.

      They stood inside the training hall. At least, that was what Imogen had taken to calling it. It was part of the underground, a small room without any windows, with blank stone walls, and a pair of lanterns that caused a flickering light to illuminate the space. A hint of dampness hung on the walls, though Imogen had learned to live with that. The air was warm otherwise.

      It was quite a bit different from the Leier homeland, and different enough from everything that she had come to know that she understood that it was not her home. Loruv never could be. She was an outsider, even though she had formed something of a people around her.

      “I’m happy to train you so that you can prepare for the dangers,” Imogen said, looking at the others, “but this is unique. I don’t know what it is.”

      The others nodded. They set to sparring again and worked through the basics of the traditional patterns, which Imogen had demonstrated to them. Matrin and Ruhid had learned all of them, memorizing them quickly. They had quick minds. Neither was a master, but that would come in time. They were quick studies, and sometimes that was all that was needed. Oliver was right behind them, but there was something to his technique that Imogen had started to see as just a little bit slow, and perhaps a bit too stiff.

      When they finished sparring, she sent them away. Matrin lagged behind, looking over at Imogen, as if he knew what she was going to do. Perhaps he did. It was the same thing she had taken to doing every single night since that attack.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I’d like to test myself again.”

      “Only against the sorcerer,” Imogen said.

      He blinked for a moment. “Okay.”

      “And this time I’m staying on the street with you.”

      He frowned. “Why?”

      “Because we need to see what you’re capable of, but we don’t need you to put yourself in such danger.”

      “I can do it, too,” Ruhid said.

      “You can,” Imogen agreed. “Both of you have potential.”

      Ruhid smiled at her, and there was a twinkle in his eyes. He was older than her, but handsome in his own way, and he had been spending quite a bit of time around her, just as Matrin, the only other who had any real potential, had spent quite a bit of time around her.

      “When?” Matrin pressed.

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Not tonight?”

      “You’ve sparred enough for tonight. I want you fresh.” She smiled at him, tipped her head. “Prepare yourself. Your mind. Your body. Be ready when we go.”

      He bowed his head and then turned and slipped out of the room.

      Ruhid watched him go, shaking his head. “He’s too eager,” he said. “But then again, many are. You know how we’ve suffered.”

      “I’m not from Loruv,” Imogen said. “I don’t understand what you’ve suffered, but I understand suffering, if that makes sense.”

      Ruhid leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. He looked comfortable even there. “It’s more about what we have dealt with. For the most part, we try to keep the Society from paying any attention to us, but sometimes there isn’t anything that can be done about it. They find us, and inevitably, they hurt us.”

      “Is it like that in all cities?”

      He snorted, shaking his head. “You know, I sometimes forget that you aren’t from these lands. I can’t imagine what it’s like to live in a place where there is no magic.”

      “There is none in my homeland,” Imogen said, though she had told the others about that. Many had not believed her, but then again, Imogen had told them no lies about herself, so most had come around.

      “There are those in the neighboring land who have magic. They are known as the Koral. They have magic users that are called the shamans. I’ve never met any, and so I don’t know how powerful they are, but given the stories that I’ve heard of them, I suspect they rival the Society.” They had to come. Otherwise, why did the Leier train so vigorously to fight against magic?

      “It’s not like Loruv everywhere,” Ruhid said. “Thankfully. But this is my home. This is home to most of us. We don’t have much, but if we were to leave, we would have nothing. I don’t know if that makes any sense to you.”

      “It makes some,” Imogen said. She glanced at the door. It was slightly ajar, and she could hear the sounds of others out in the hallway. They trained in a space beneath the ground, in a place that had once been an ancient temple, celebrating some god that Imogen suspected had long been forgotten. The building overhead had crumbled and fallen but had left a sublevel that was functional. It was connected to other similar buildings, so that they could easily move from place to place and could find a measure of safety in doing so.

      “I think most of us dream of a time when the Society doesn’t influence everything. They influence the market. They influence the jobs. And they influence well. If you’re not willing to trade with them, or you are not in favor with them, then they will simply dismiss you. If you’re lucky.”

      Imogen had seen that. The Society had outsized influence in the city. They occupied another ancient temple that was little more than a tower, near the center of the city. She had watched the sorcerers coming and going from that tower, which was easy given that they preferred to wear their maroon robes as they marched through the city. Not only that, but they did not hesitate to use their magic. Imogen had come to find it quite easy to detect it when they were drawing upon their magic. It was like an abrasion on her skin when they did. It felt like she’d been out in the wind or the sun too long. It left it prickling, unpleasantly so.

      Coming beneath the ground seemed to separate her from the magic that existed elsewhere in the city, to the point where she was cut off from it. There was something soothing about coming down here. It was why she spent much of her time beneath the city, training with the others and helping as many of them as she could to gain a level of confidence and competence with the sword.

      “There’s another reason that you don’t want him to take on the sorcerer,” Ruhid said.

      She looked over at him, and he was smiling at her. “He’s not ready.”

      “I think that compared to you, none of us are ready. And I don’t know that any of us will ever be ready, but that doesn’t mean that we don’t want a measure of vengeance.”

      “I’m concerned that he—or any of you—might get a lucky strike. You might cut down one of the sorcerers before you are prepared.”

      Ruhid snorted. “For someone who fights magic, you’ve shown a remarkable level of restraint in cutting down those who use it.”

      “Just because you can kill doesn’t mean that you should,” Imogen said.

      Strangely, that was a lesson that she remembered from Master Liu. She couldn’t recall quite when he had told her that, but she did remember him saying it to her. And it seemed fitting. Especially here, and with those like Matrin—and, she suspected, Ruhid—as they had suffered under the influence of the Society for long enough that they were willing to do anything to get out from beneath it.

      “That’s not the only reason you want us to take our time,” he said.

      “No,” Imogen said. “And it’s selfish, unfortunately. If you get the Society hunting for you, you will not have an opportunity to rest. They will continue to hunt, and they will use everything in their power to find you, and others like you, and that will keep me from doing what I came here to do.”

      He straightened, pushing off the wall and looking over at her. “This bond quest you speak of.”

      Imogen nodded. “The bond quest. That’s the reason that I’m here.”

      “Because you knew they had dark magic.”

      “My mentor must have,” she said. “And for a while, I started to question if he was right.”

      “And that is the reason that you don’t want us to deal with them.”

      “Partly.”

      “You don’t want us to steal your glory.”

      Imogen sniffed, and she found her hand drawn toward the hilt of her blade. When she was sparring, she used practice staffs, little more than sections of wood, and they didn’t move quite as fluidly as a blade did, which she missed. There was a part of her that longed to train with the sword as she had when she had been a First. She had not done so for quite some time. Ever since leaving her village, in fact. Once she had gone to the sacred temple, she had been forced to use a similar wooden staff to avoid harming another. That was something that Master Liu had wanted to ensure that they did.

      “The bond quest is a journey as much as it is a destination,” she said. “And by taking that bond quest, I’m given an opportunity to find a way to help my people.”

      “By leaving them?”

      “The answers aren’t always found in my homeland. And there are some who have never left my homeland.”

      “I’ve never left Loruv.”

      “Then you can understand what I mean.”

      “And as I’ve said, I don’t have much interest in leaving.”

      She smiled. “Perhaps you will see it differently one day.”

      “And maybe you’ll choose to stay.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Imogen regretted them. She could see the slight look of hurt on his face, though he tried to hide it.

      “I didn’t mean any insult by that,” Imogen said. “Only that once I complete my bond quest, I am to return to my homeland. My people.”

      “What if you find a new people?”

      “That is not how the bond quest works.” She smiled at him and then stepped toward the door. “It’s time that I pursue it.”

      “Would you like company?”

      She wanted to say no, but the truth of the matter was that she was tired of being lonely and did not want to wander the streets or the rooftops by herself if she didn’t have to. Besides, Ruhid had proven good company. She respected his growing skill with the blade, and she enjoyed the conversation with him as well. “As long as you promise not to get in the way.”

      “Why would I ever want to get in the way of the great Imogen Inaratha?”

      “Why indeed?” she asked, flashing a smile at him.

      He slipped out into the street, and once she was there, she hesitated a moment, focusing on what she could of the strange sense in the air. Now that she was back above ground, it was far more prominent than it had been beneath the ground. Up here, she detected it easily, a sense of magic that lingered against her skin, almost an irritating sense.

      Ruhid followed her, moving close behind her, and yet he was quiet.

      “You don’t have to stay silent,” she said to him.

      “I seem to recall you enjoying your space. I wanted to make sure that I didn’t do anything that would offend you, as the gods know that I do not want to do anything to offend the great Imogen Inaratha.”

      She glanced over at him, as it seemed as if he were mocking her, but there was a playfulness to his smile, and he laughed as he said it, taking some of the sting away from the slight barb.

      “Maybe the next time we spar, I won’t take it quite as easy on you.”

      “I would hope you don’t. I need to be pushed. I think we all do. How else are we going to get better?”

      She didn’t have an answer to that, as he was right. How else would they get better?

      She moved forward carefully, looking around at the activity in the street, and though she could feel the sense of magic, she did not see anything. It was out there, though. Imogen knew that it was and knew that she would eventually have to find it.

      The two of them walked through the streets, though. They both had cloaks covering their blades, but other than that, they blended in easily. She found herself enjoying the quiet company that Ruhid provided.

      “Have you always been intense like this?” he asked, breaking the quiet between them.

      “Yes.”

      He started to smile and then laughed softly. “At least you are honest about it. Some people would deny it. They would make grand claims about how they are not nearly as intense as they seem, or perhaps try to assert that the intensity is merely a product of the environment.”

      “In my homeland, if you want to progress, you must prove yourself. Everything is a test, and so you learn to challenge yourself.”

      “I can’t imagine what that’s like.”

      “I suspect it sounds worse than it is.”

      “No,” he said. “I suspect it sounds exactly as it is. But there’s no shame in that, either.”

      He paused at the market, where he wandered through, pointing out flowers that were native, sculptures that had significance around here, and even motioning to people he knew. He was calm, quiet, and there was a certain dignity to him.

      It was late by the time she started to feel the influence of magic, and she motioned to him, indicating that she was going to go after it.

      He looked around before he paused and turned to look along the street. “I suppose I won’t be able to chase you where you are going.”

      “Not easily,” she said.

      “Very well. Then may I say be safe? And good luck. And if you need anything…”

      Imogen smiled at him, as there was nothing that she would need, she knew, but she appreciated the gesture nonetheless. She separated from him and then scrambled toward a nearby rooftop, which she climbed onto, and then disappeared.

      It didn’t take long for her to track down the sense of magic that she had detected. A sorcerer, as she had suspected, along with the soldier that provided protection. Imogen trailed after them, waiting for any sign of the dangerous enchantment. She saw none. When she picked up on more magic, she shifted course, making her way that way until she found the source of it. Again there was no evidence of the danger. No evidence of the hyadan. Imogen didn’t give up, though. She kept moving. She would find them. That was her purpose. That was her bond quest. And she would not fail.

      Even if those whom she trained did not understand. None of that mattered. The only thing that mattered was fulfilling a bond quest. Do that, and then she could return.
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      The air stank of smoke. They had passed through three villages, where they had found charred remains of buildings, along with dead Leier, though there had been some stragglers who had joined her. Enough that they had begun to fortify their numbers even more, but most of the people whom they had rescued had no idea about what they had faced or what had happened. There had been explosions, and attacks by creatures—which Imogen thought were enchantments—and then it had been over.

      It seemed to Imogen that this wasn’t even a targeted type of attack. It was as if the creatures had not known what they were doing, only focusing on the villages themselves and not at all trying to destroy the people within them. There were far too many sword masters who remained, though quite a few were older, along with some of the younger ones who had not yet progressed beyond Third or Second.

      Imogen took all of them in, wanting to help her people as much as possible. She knew that the more blades they added to the fighters, the easier the time they would have.

      The challenge came when others wanted to come with them.

      “We aren’t going to be able to protect them all,” Jorend whispered, looking out at the remains of one village that they had come across. There had been nearly two thousand people here, and all who had survived intended to join Imogen. “We don’t have supplies.”

      “We have to find a way to protect them,” she said.

      “We don’t—”

      “Would you abandon your people?” This came from Eleanor, who stood with her hands on her hips, the silver necklace that she wore gleaming in the faint daylight. The threat of storms had retreated, but it remained ever present, giving Imogen the thought that they would be drenched, though the rain itself never came.

      “I’m not abandoning anything,” Jorend said, drawing himself up and turning to look at her. “I’m only suggesting that we can’t offer that level of protection to all who want it. It will be too challenging for us to do so. We can try, but how are we to hold on to all of them?”

      “We save as many as we can,” Imogen said. “I will leave the two of you to work it out.”

      Jorend looked as if he wanted to argue, but Imogen strode away. She found herself on a small rise, looking down at the nearest village. Several of her Leier and Koral were picking through it, looking for anything that could be useful on the journey, though it had to be light enough that it could be carried. Food supplies were valued, as were scraps of cloth that could be repurposed. The weather was not terribly cold yet, but if they had to head up into the mountains again, they would need to dress for the conditions. And Imogen had no idea in which direction these attacks would push them, but she suspected that they intended to push them in some direction.

      She stood for a moment, rocking in place, feeling the pressure of the wind. Imogen tried to listen to it, thinking about what Benji had wanted her to know, and wondering if perhaps she might be able to use that. She hadn’t heard him in quite some time and had started to feel that perhaps she would no longer hear him talking to her. She didn’t know if she had angered him in some way, though she didn’t think so.

      “You’re out there, somewhere,” she said, speaking to the wind.

      Imogen no longer felt foolish talking like this. She didn’t feel Benji in her the way that she once had, though maybe he was still there. He had gifted her power, so she believed that he still wanted her to find a way to reach him.

      He was magic. He was Porapeth.

      But what was she?

      Something tied to the Porapeth. That was what Master Liu had said, and that was what Imogen had found herself holding on to, feeling she needed to do so.

      She breathed out a sigh. “My people are still suffering, Benji. I don’t know what Master Liu intends to do, or how he thinks that finding other sacred sword masters will make a difference, but I need a Porapeth to guide me.”

      She stared off into the distance, watching the smoke swirling in front of her, feeling for any sense of energy that might be there, but not finding any answer.

      “Come on, Benji. You tormented me for as long as you did, and now, when I need you, you won’t even answer?”

      The wind switched directions. It happened suddenly, and the smoke that was swirling from the nearby village began to shift. It blew toward her, spiraling and swirling in such a way that it seemed to take on a shape.

      Not just seemed to take on a shape. It did take on a shape.

      For a moment, the smoke was little more than wisps, but then it gradually resolved into a figure that stood across from her—or rather, floated across from her.

      “Benji,” she said, tipping her head to him. “You look taller in this form.”

      She felt laughter. It was thin and wispy, and it seemed to come from the wind, as well as some place inside her mind. Maybe that was all it was. Imogen still didn’t know how much of her experience with Benji was imagined and how much was real. She had told Abigail that Benji had survived in some manner, and that some part of him remained, but she wasn’t even sure if what she had shared with Abigail was accurate. It remained possible that Benji was nothing more than a figment of her imagination, and the guidance that he offered came from her own mind rather than from some external Porapeth magic.

      “There you are, First. You know, you’ve been hard to reach. I’ve been trying to speak to you, but you are so stubborn that you don’t want to listen.”

      Imogen frowned. “I’ve been stubborn? I’ve been trying to get your attention, trying to call to you, but you have not answered me.”

      “I’ve been preoccupied. There are certain things that I must do in this form that I could not do before. It’s all quite fascinating. I’m sure you understand.”

      “I’m sure that I don’t understand,” Imogen said. “But thank you for coming now.”

      “Do you think I need your flattery, First?”

      “I figured it couldn’t hurt. You always did enjoy a little flattery.”

      “I enjoyed it when you told me the truth. I don’t need to have you tossing shit at me and telling me that it’s gold.”

      She smiled. “I would never dream of it.”

      “Oh, you would dream of it. But I don’t know that it would take hold. Not like this.” He spread his hands out, and the smoke started to swirl again, as if he was trying to master it but was failing. “I’m finding that it is a bit more difficult than I expected to maintain this.” He seemed to frown, though it was difficult for Imogen to tell. “My hold has become a bit more diffuse. I’m not sure what to make of it.”

      “Are you going to lose your ability to influence?”

      “I can’t say. This is my first time dying.”

      Imogen found herself smiling. “Magic doesn’t disappear, does it?”

      “What do you think, First?”

      “Well, I think you told me that you were magic, but I also think that if you were magic, you would have been able to avoid dying.”

      “All things die, First. That is a way of the world. To think otherwise is to believe yourself above the world itself.” He started to whirl with more of the smoke around him. “And perhaps that’s the way that I should be thinking about it. Maybe what I should be looking at is how I can become something greater than just a star in the sky. I don’t need to be worshipped by the Leier. I need to have all people celebrating the great Benji the Elder.”

      “I’m sure that all people would have celebrated you if they had known you, but the great Benji the Elder kept to himself. All the Porapeth kept to themselves.”

      “You sound so disappointed, First. But now you are changing things. Shouldn’t you be pleased?”

      “I’m not changing anything.”

      “You are changing what was into what you want it to be.”

      The way that he said this suggested something more, and Imogen hesitated. “Are you saying that I’m more like Abigail?”

      “Who is to say? I used to think that we shouldn’t influence, but then at the end of my days, I can’t deny that I might’ve had a hand in which path you chose to take.”

      “You might have?”

      “You still had to make a choice, First. And I didn’t always push you. Sometimes I nudged.”

      “What can you tell me about what we are facing? Is Timo involved?”

      “What do you think, First?”

      “I think that ever since I left Yoran, my brother has been involved. For good and bad.”

      “Has there been good?”

      Imogen wanted to challenge Benji and tell him that there had been some good, but had there? In the time that she had been traveling with Benji, and trying to help Timo, she had found that her brother had tried to kill a Porapeth, had tried to kill a branox queen, and then had attempted to kill the sacred sword masters. Maybe the real answer was that she should be surprised if Timo did any good.

      “He wasn’t acting alone,” Imogen said. “There were others. Sul’toral.”

      “Very good.”

      “And I don’t know what Master Liu intends to do by chasing down the other sword masters.” Imogen wasn’t sure if there were any sacred sword masters who remained, but she understood that Master Liu needed to look. “But that may be useful.”

      “He passed on the title to you, First. Or maybe I should say Master Inaratha.”

      “Imogen is fine,” she said.

      She felt Benji laughing. It was a strange thing to be aware of. It wasn’t that she heard him, or that she could even see him, so much as it was that she felt him. It was like the wind stuttering, carrying some of that sound, and some of the feeling, of his amusement.

      “What do you intend to do?”

      “I intend to do what I’ve planned on doing all along,” she said.

      “Which is what?”

      “Gather the Leier.”

      “Is it only the Leier?”

      She frowned. From where she stood, she could see smoke from the nearest village, and she was reminded of the smoke from the other villages that they had visited, smoke that was all too fresh in her mind. The Leier had suffered. But maybe it wasn’t only the Leier. That was what Benji was trying to tell her.

      “Have they been targeting the Koral as well?” Imogen asked.

      “Do you think the sword is all that different from the shield?”

      “No.”

      “Then you must find that answer as well, First.”

      The wind picked up, and as it gusted, there seemed to be a different message on it, as if the wind was trying to tell her something more, guiding her somewhere else. She listened, but Imogen didn’t know where it tried to take her.

      When she looked back, the form that Benji had taken was gone.

      “Benji?”

      She could hear him, but it sounded more like a whisper, dim and quiet in the back of her mind. Maybe that was what he had always been, and Imogen pulled him forward, forcing the connection. Maybe Benji no longer wanted that connection.

      It was magic. He had died. And now she was preventing him from having whatever existence he was supposed to have beyond his corporeal form.

      Imogen stared for a little while longer, watching the ground, feeling a certain energy that was there, but she didn’t have any answers. And that was what plagued her, though perhaps it should not.

      When she finally tore her gaze away, she jumped down from the rock and picked her way over to where Jorend was working with Eleanor. At least now they were coordinating as they were supposed to.

      Jorend glanced over at Imogen, then at where she’d been standing, and he frowned. “Did you come up with anything?”

      “Why don’t you just ask her the question that you want to ask?” Eleanor said. “You are always so careful.” She turned to Imogen. “Is that how all of you Leier are? You dance around topics, afraid to ask the obvious question rather than just coming out and saying it?”

      “Well, yes,” Imogen said.

      Eleanor snorted, and she tugged on her tight bun, wrapping the enchantment that she had woven around her hair ever tighter into it. “I find it easier just to say what’s on my mind bluntly.”

      “Maybe that’s why the Koral have fought with the Leier for as long as they have,” Jorend said.

      “Or maybe it’s because you were too foolish to recognize that we had something that we could offer you. But no. You have always believed that it was just your blade, and nothing else, that mattered.” She snorted. “Well? Did he talk to you? That’s what you were doing, after all. That’s what you always do when you go off and moon about for a bit.”

      Imogen found herself smiling, and she glanced over at Jorend, who frowned deeply.

      “Is that what you were doing?” he asked.

      “I was hoping that he might have some advice for me, yes,” she said. “But the problem is that I don’t know what that advice might be. I don’t even know how much Benji actually speaks to me.”

      “Does he talk?” Eleanor asked.

      “He talks, but some of it may be in my head.”

      “Just because you can’t hear him out loud doesn’t mean that it’s not real.” Eleanor glanced up at the sky. It was still light, but cloudy, so it was difficult to see much of the sky, but she stared. “He is one of the Porapeth. Of course what you see and hear from him is going to be something other than what you can understand. It’s going to be something other than what any of us can understand. But you need to listen.”

      “I do listen. Sometimes I just don’t know what he’s trying to tell me.”

      She had started to turn away when a shout rang out from behind her.

      Imogen immediately shot upward. She used Lightning Strikes in the Storm and rose as quickly as she could before switching to Petals on the Wind. She was not the only one who did this, though. Jorend was there. A dark shape began to appear, and she saw Eleanor seated atop a renral enchantment, surging toward them.

      She shot Imogen a look of satisfaction. “I saw the two of you sneak off the last time, and I’m not going to be left behind.”

      “We aren’t trying to leave anyone behind,” Imogen said. “We are only taking a look.”

      And from here, she saw the source of the commotion.

      Strange boulders had come to life and targeted the front line of the Leier. The Koral shamans had already begun to work, creating a magical buffer that helped.

      Imogen looked over at Jorend. “Are you ready to battle?”

      “You don’t want to let them take care of it on their own?”

      “There are times when I think they need to, but there are also times when I think that we need to be a part of helping to defend them. And besides, I do think it helps morale when they see me fighting alongside them.”

      “Of course it does,” he said. “But we also know that we can’t risk anything happening to you.”

      “Then you need to fight alongside me.”

      He shook his head but dropped down next to Imogen.

      She heard Eleanor shout, and then her renral enchantment streaked downward alongside them.

      When Imogen landed, she did so surrounded by magic. The sense of it crackled along her skin, leaving her on edge. She had not felt magic quite this potent in quite a while. Even when she had last battled with the army of enchantments, it had felt different. This was deep. Raw.

      This suggested that whoever had created these enchantments was either still here or had recently departed. Whoever it was had a considerable level of magical power, and it was enough that Imogen could scarcely withstand it.

      “It feels like my skin is burning,” Jorend said.

      “Because there was incredible power that came through here,” she said. She darted forward in Lightning Strikes in the Storm, her blade blasting into one of the enchantments and causing it to shatter. She spun, striking what looked to be a series of swirling vines, carving through them, and then shot into the air briefly before landing with her blade outstretched, driving it into the top of another stone enchantment. It shattered like the others did. “Probably Sul’toral, and probably recently.”

      “Your brother?” Jorend asked.

      Imogen hesitated for a moment. Then she shot up. She swirled, searching, focusing on what she could feel of magic. There had to be something up here that she could find. But she saw nothing. No sign of the Sul’toral. No sign of Timo.

      If it had been her brother, he had evaded her again.

      When she landed, the fighting had already started to dwindle. Her people were better prepared now for a fight like this, and though none wanted to deal with the kind of magic that they had been facing, they were all equipped to do so.

      Jorend and Eleanor did not even need to be a part of the fight. Neither had Imogen needed to be.

      Jorend looked over. “Anything?”

      “I didn’t see anything,” she said.

      “Then we keep moving.”

      “How much longer?” Eleanor asked. She looked at Imogen, forcing her to meet her gaze. “That’s the question, isn’t it? You don’t know how much longer we need to do this, or how much farther we’re going to need to travel, but you are worried about what we might find, aren’t you?”

      “I’m more concerned about what’s chasing us.”

      “Then maybe it’s time we chase back,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen wasn’t sure that was the answer, either. Her people could defend themselves, but to mount an assault? She wasn’t sure they were ready. She wasn’t sure she was ready.

      But at the rate they were going, she wasn’t sure they would have any other choice.
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      The gathered Leier were quiet. They had been walking for the better part of two days since Imogen and the other warriors had managed to secure access into the narrow valley. The rock walls stretched high up on either side. The slope of them reminded her of where they had faced the branox queen, enough so that she was uncomfortable traveling through here without taking different precautions.

      Most of those precautions involved enchantments made by the Koral. The shield. She and her Leier swordsmen remained the sword, though in this case, the sword was not as necessary. They had not dealt with any more of the creatures other than a few of the shadowy forms that had managed to slip through but posed no great danger to them.

      It was midday when they came across the ruins.

      Imogen called a stop, and they made their way toward the strange-looking ruins of the city. The buildings were all made out of blue stone, and some of the buildings had already collapsed. The architecture was quite a bit different from most within the Leier lands, with tall, slender spires, sweeping buildings, and decorative cornices.

      Imogen approached the outermost buildings of the ruins of the city, and she paused.

      “Did you know this was here?” Jorend asked.

      Imogen shook her head as she took a step forward. “I didn’t know that anything was here. I was looking for a way that we might block the enchanted army from coming at us and thought that we might be able to use this valley.” She glanced behind her and then down the length of the valley. “I remember the masters speaking of this valley. No one comes here.”

      “It is impossible to pass through,” Jorend said. “Well, not for you, but you are the great Imogen Inaratha, First of the Blade.”

      She snorted and looked behind her. “We should take a little time to examine these ruins. Then we can get moving again.”

      “The scouts have told us that the army behind us has spread out. They’re not attempting to come over.”

      “Eventually, they’ll find a way to get through,” she said. Or around. That was the other concern she had. It was unlikely they would overrun them now. Had they not gotten into the valley, and had they not managed to find a way to block access to it, the army would have pressed upon them too quickly. This way, they had bought themselves some time.

      But how much?

      Imogen didn’t know whether they would find a way to safety, or if that was even possible without defeating the person responsible for the army pressing upon them. They needed numbers. And she needed to train them.

      “I can see that look in your eye,” Jorend said.

      “And what look is that?”

      “The one that tells me you are trying to decide what you will do.”

      Imogen reached for the hilt of her new sword, her fingers twitching ever so slightly. “I have been trying to come up with what needs to happen, but anything that I can think of involves us fighting a battle that I doubt most of us are equipped for.”

      “So equip us,” he said. He looked over at her. “You’ve been training the Leier. You’ve been helping those who can fight learn sacred patterns. Don’t you think you can work with the others?”

      “Actually,” Imogen said, stepping into the ruins, “I was starting to think that perhaps I wasn’t going to be the one to teach the others. I was thinking that perhaps I had to rely upon those already instructed.” She looked over at Jorend. “We need numbers.” She picked her way through the ruins.

      The blue stone used to create the buildings was actually quite lovely, especially with the way that the sun reflected off it. There were aspects of it that were almost translucent, that looked more like glass than stone, and as Imogen trailed her hand along the surface of it, she could feel a layer of dust, but there was also something to it that struck her as a hint of magic. Maybe there was power here. This part of the world had once been different. She wondered what it might have been like before her people had come through here, claiming the mountains. Structures like this seemed out of place here, especially out of place with as barren as the rock was, so devoid of any life. It seemed as if there should be something else here.

      “How many creatures do you think are following us?” She glanced over at Jorend and found him focused straight ahead, not at all curious about the buildings, about the strange stone, or about the undercurrent of energy that Imogen could have sworn she felt. Maybe that was only her, though, and not anything that was real.

      “I don’t know. Maybe thirty thousand. Perhaps more than that. More than we can withstand, obviously. But then, we have you.”

      Such confidence in her ability. Imogen should appreciate that. And there was a part of her that did. She was thankful that her people believed so much in her and believed that she was so capable. There were tactics that she could deploy against an onslaught of creatures like that, but even she could be overrun. That was what whoever commanded that army of creatures counted on.

      “Even if we assume it is half of that,” she said, glancing at Jorend, who nodded but said nothing, “we don’t have enough to withstand the fight.” And it was worse than that. She suspected it was more than thirty thousand. If it was double that, what could they do? Find the one responsible, certainly, but even if they managed to do that, there was no guarantee that they would be able to withstand the fighting, nor that they would be able to defeat the one responsible. And there was no guarantee that finding that person would ensure they survived.

      “We need more help,” she said, looking over at Jorend. “And I need to do what Benji asked of me.”

      “The shamans have been making their enchantments. Most of them have been working diligently ever since the very first attack, and they can offset our lack of numbers.”

      The shaman enchantments might be able to help. They could even the odds somewhat, but even with enchantments, it was still not going to be enough.

      “We need to save the rest of the Leier,” she said, pausing in the middle of the ruins. One of the pale stone buildings had crumbled, the top of a spire having split, fallen, and landed across the street, blocking her from going any farther. She could climb up and over it, but even that probably wasn’t necessary. She had other ways of getting beyond now that she had a full understanding of her sacred patterns.

      “You want us to march through all the Leier homeland? That’s going to take some time, and I’m not exactly sure that we have that time with as many as we have here.”

      Imogen smiled tightly. “No. You’re right. We don’t have the time here, which is why that’s not what I’m suggesting.”

      “What are you suggesting, First?”

      She looked up at the slopes of the mountainside on either side of her. “If I’m right, this will eventually lead us to the Heart of the Leier lands,” she said. “We need to follow this, find the Heart, and see what Master Liu wanted us to learn about it. But this isn’t going to be my journey. I’m going to go and find more help.”

      “Outside the homeland?”

      It was one possibility that she had considered, as there were other places they could go, but none were reachable easily—or quickly. Even if she were to go for that kind of help, she had no idea if anyone would answer her call. She had friends who would offer their aid were she to ask it, but she didn’t know if she could reach them in time.

      And even if she had the man known as the Chain Breaker, she wasn’t sure that his magic would be enough. He was just one man. That would not even the odds. There were enchanters that she had met while in Yoran, and they would probably answer, especially if she managed to reach Gaspar. They had supplies of enchantments that could grant speed and strength and impermeable skin. All those enchantments would be beneficial, but it would probably help no more than if she were to have the shamans create something similar.

      What she needed was numbers. What she needed was fighters. She needed Leier. She needed her people.

      But would her people be enough?

      More importantly, would they answer the call?

      They had gathered as many of the Leier as possible, having visited all the villages they had come across, but even that might not be enough. She needed to find a different truth. She needed to follow the path Benji had suggested.

      “I’m going to the main part of our homeland,” Imogen said.

      “I thought that’s what we were doing.”

      Imogen smiled slightly. “We’ve been skirting around the border, looking for answers, but unfortunately, there are no answers. Not here. There’s nothing but death for us if we don’t have the help that we need. We need to keep looking for other Leier, along with more of the Koral. Until we do, I don’t know that we will be as strong as we need to be. That is what I need to go and do.”

      He didn’t flinch at her comment, and yet what she suggested meant that she would be going outside the valley, going beyond, searching for help while leaving the others here. And she knew that Jorend had already realized that.

      “How long will you be gone?” he asked.

      “Not long. This is something I need to do, as I suspect it may be key to getting through what we have to face.”

      “I could come.”

      His saying that suggested he already knew she intended to leave him behind. But she had to. Of all of those that she had trained, Jorend had developed the best. He was the most skilled and the most likely to be able to perform the sacred patterns in ways that could offer protection and a level of defense to their people if the enchantments broke through.

      And he would be the most likely to be able to get word to her if that were to happen. The people needed a leader in her absence. Of all the Leier, she trusted Jorend the most.

      “I know that you could. Our people are going to need you.” Imogen turned to him, hand on the hilt of her new sword. “They need somebody to lead them. I’ve been trying to understand what I am going to need to do, especially now that Master Liu has gone, and I think my role is different. I need to bring our people together, but you’re going to need to lead them once they come together.”

      “I’m not the First,” he said.

      “You’re more than I was when I left. You can do this.”

      “You are the general.”

      She smiled at him. “I don’t know that I can remain that person indefinitely.”

      He watched her as if uncertain how to respond to that, which she understood. She had told him that she did not want to leave the Leier. She understood how he would see that, and how that would trouble him. But it was true. Imogen wasn’t sure that this was what she wanted to do.

      She wasn’t sure what she did want to do, though. Perhaps training future generations the way that Master Liu had attempted. At least now Imogen understood what was involved, and she believed that she would have success were she to do so. But first they had to get through these attacks, and she felt an obligation to unify her people as much as possible.

      “Do you intend to take one of the shamans with you? Perhaps Rebecca, so that she can make enchantments for you.”

      Imogen shook her head. “No. I can’t travel by enchantments or with our people.”

      “But—”

      “I know what you are going to say, but I can’t do it. We can’t travel like that, as it won’t provide us with what we need to bring the people together.” It wasn’t only that Imogen didn’t want to rely upon the enchantments, though she wondered if she could even count on them. Eventually, enchantments faded. There was also the concern that if she were to appear with an enchantment, she would be viewed with suspicion and fear when what she really needed was to find a way to bring their people together.

      “How do you intend to travel quickly enough?”

      Imogen flicked her gaze to the sky. The dark shape of the renral circled, as it often did, and she watched it. It was so much less terrifying than when she had seen the renral originally. These didn’t attack. They would shriek from time to time, and they would dive, but always outside the range of the Leier and the Koral with her. None of them were in any danger.

      “Are you sure that you can trust them?”

      “Trust is a difficult question. How much can you trust something that is foreign to you? But I don’t think that I need to fear them as we did before. I think the renral want to work with us, especially these.” Imogen didn’t know if other renral would be so inclined, but the ones that she had preserved certainly seemed that way.

      “It might be easier to take an enchantment.”

      Imogen paused in the small clearing around her. She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, letting her connection and understanding of everything around her flow downward, into the ground, and then even deeper. She hadn’t done it when she had first come here, and she was surprised to feel something. There was a hint of energy here. It reminded her somewhat of what Master Liu had done with the sacred temple when it had been attacked. It was as if there were other Trees, other parts of the Forest, and she had to try to understand them.

      She withdrew. There wasn’t the time for her to take to understand this place. Later, perhaps. When everything was done. When her people were safe. When the battle was won. That was when she could try to ask questions she did not have answers to.

      “I don’t know if I know enough to offer our people the protection they need,” Jorend said, his voice dropping into a whisper. It was strange seeing this flicker of uncertainty in him. He was quite different from the brash and confident man that she had met in the sacred temple all those years ago. He had changed.

      So had she.

      “Of course you do. You’ve been training with me.” She turned to him and smiled. “Besides, everyone here must continue to study the sacred patterns. We need to have as much mastery of them as we can. We need that more than anything else. I want you to focus on quickly working through the patterns so that our people are ready for any attack.”

      She looked back, toward the Koral, toward the shamans, and could feel some energy there. It was almost a touch of sorcery, though she wondered how much of it was real and how much of it was their enchantments.

      “We need to have the shamans working as well. They need to create as many enchantments as possible.” It would be difficult work, she knew. It would involve steady and regular use of magic, something that she wondered if the shamans were even prepared for. “And there’s one more thing.” When Jorend arched a brow at her, frowning, she smiled. “It will be strange, I suspect, but it’s one thing that whoever is leading this attack may not anticipate. We need whatever advantage we have.”

      “Then we will do it. We will be ready. We will get the people trained in a way that will prevent any additional danger to us.”

      “There’s no guarantee that this won’t lead to any additional danger,” she said. She glanced back up at the sky. “We need to train them. And we need to find more.”

      Jorend followed the direction of her gaze before turning back to her. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Completely. They have some innate defense against magic. We will need that to defend against whoever is leading this attack.”

      Jorend shook his head. “I think I might prefer to take your journey.”

      “Mine might lead to even more danger,” she said softly.

      “I know. It’s just that I really don’t want to be attacked by another one of those. The last time was more than enough.”

      “This time you will have your own flock of renral.”

      “I’m not sure that’s better.”

      Imogen looked up, staring at the massive renral she intended to call to her. “I’m not sure, either.”
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      Imogen stood on a rock ledge above the gathered Leier and Koral, keeping a bit of distance from them. She had announced her intention to leave and had reminded them that Jorend would lead in her absence, something that she had thought was unnecessary, but she had seen a bit of relief in many of her people’s eyes as she had said it, so she wondered if perhaps it hadn’t been nearly as unnecessary as she may have believed. And she had informed them of what they would need to do, much like she had shared with them what she had to do.

      Imogen had her own role to play.

      She wasn’t entirely sure how she was going to go about this. She had to be the leader but was becoming increasingly certain that involved her being something more than the general had been. He had led the army, but he hadn’t taught the same way that the master swordsmen had, and he hadn’t guided her people in the way that Master Liu and the others would have. He hadn’t understood the sacred patterns in the same way. Derashen had had a passing knowledge, but it had not been as deep, or as impressive, as what Imogen had proven that she had. And she had proven it.

      She stared up at the sky, trying to figure out how to call the renral to her. When she had interacted with the renral before, it had responded without her needing to do anything. In this case, Imogen was going to need to summon the renral in some way. She thought she might be able to do so by using one of the sacred patterns, or perhaps by simply waiting for the renral to descend, but once she did summon it, the real question was how she would communicate with the renral what she intended and needed. There had to be something.

      She focused on the massive renral, trying to use the Porapeth magic, wanting to see the different possibilities that existed out in front of her, but she came up with nothing. It wasn’t that the magic failed her, but that she simply could not interpret it. Merely shimmers of pale white light, but nothing that solidified to show her anything with any certainty. It was almost as if she were not going to be able to see anything.

      She had to focus on how she was going to reach the renral. Imogen decided upon Tree Stands in the Forest, anchoring deeply. From here, the valley stretched behind her, and she was distantly aware of Jorend and the others trying to get the rest of her people gathered together, preparing for the journey. Eleanor had agreed to keep working with the rest of the shamans. Imogen could have asked Orend, who essentially served as the leader of the shamans, but she had better rapport with Eleanor, and she suspected that Eleanor had her own way of influencing the shamans that Orend didn’t possess.

      Imogen had spoken to Rebecca separately.

      “I’m going to need you to create as many of your particular enchantments as possible,” she had said. Rebecca had been sitting apart from the rest of the shamans, and Imogen had approached and dropped to the ground next to her. Rebecca was working on a small stone enchantment that was different from the renral ones she had been creating. “I don’t know what we might need, or whether there will be anything that we can do to get our people to safety if it comes down to it, but it might come down to what you can create.” She held Rebecca’s gaze. “Do you think that you can do that?”

      Rebecca looked at her, and she nodded slowly. “It’s difficult for me when I make them.” She fidgeted with the stone, twisting the one she held in her hand. “I can feel something every time I do. It’s almost as if I am leaving a part of myself within the enchantment.”

      Imogen fell silent at that. Having fought with some of these enchantments, and having used them as freely as she had, she had not given much thought to what would happen to the one who made them. Perhaps nothing, but she also didn’t know if there was any real danger in them.

      “Does it hurt?” Imogen asked.

      Rebecca frowned, and Imogen pushed on. “I’ve known others who can make enchantments, and we speculated it hurt when they used their enchantments like this, but we didn’t know. And they kept it from us.”

      “It’s strange,” Rebecca said. “When I make these enchantments, I feel as if I’m pushing some part of myself out into them. It lingers there, leaving a bit of power.” She looked up from the rock and met Imogen’s gaze. “When I first started doing it, it wasn’t that bad. When the power faded, it returned to me, or so it seemed. But when you were using them recently, and they were destroyed, I felt it differently.”

      Imogen breathed out slowly. “What did you feel?”

      “I don’t quite know how to describe it. It hurt, but only slightly.” She looked down at her hands, out at the stone she was forming into another enchantment. “I wondered what would happen if I lost more than one, though. If I make many of them—hundreds—there’s a real possibility I’m going to hurt when this happens.”

      “That is a possibility.”

      They were fighting for their lives, and unfortunately, in war there was pain. Still, Imogen knew what Rebecca would do. She knew how she would react. She was strong, like most of the Koral that Imogen had come to know. They were proud people, and far stronger than the Leier had ever known.

      “I need to do this for my people. I could help. You could use someone like me, like other shamans, to find more of our people. We would help.”

      “I know that you would, but I don’t know that you can travel as quickly as I can.”

      “Then you need to take this.” She held out an enchantment.

      Imogen took it, frowning at it. It didn’t look at all like the renral sculptures that she had made, using those enchantments to bind power to the stone. This one was irregular and looked as if it had been carved by somebody else, not Rebecca, who normally created incredibly exquisite enchantments.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a way of creating power.” She glanced down at her hands. “At least, I think it is. We won’t know it unless you have to use it. You don’t have to bring it with you—”

      “No,” Imogen said. “I will take it. Thank you. If I need it, it will be good to have some protection with me.”

      Imogen had no interest in needing to have any additional protection, and if it came down to having to use an enchantment that would offer her a chance of escape, she might be in far more trouble than she had ever anticipated.

      “Keep working to help the others,” Imogen said. “They’re going to need you. Your skill. Work with others to help them understand how you make your enchantments. Those are going to be valuable over time. And probably much sooner than you realize. Think about what you can do to help evacuate as many people from here as possible. More than what you see here, though. Because if I succeed, we are going to need many people to be able to leave quickly.”

      As Rebecca turned back to her work, Imogen twisted the enchantment that Rebecca had given her in her hand, running her finger along the surface of it, feeling the smooth stone, the energy that was within it, and feeling something else about it. Power, perhaps. Or maybe there was something else that she could not quite place. Maybe it was just that it was some essence of Rebecca that was stored within it. Whatever it was, Imogen knew that she would not use it unless absolutely necessary.

      Now, Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, trying to call to the renral. It didn’t respond to her. That wasn’t the kind of sacred pattern that would reach for a creature of the sky and air.

      Every so often, one of the other renral would dive, disappearing, only to reappear once again. They stayed within the valley, and Imogen didn’t know whether they had flown over the valley or whether they had flown ahead of the Leier and Koral, getting into the valley before she had shattered the stone on either side of the entrance to it, giving them that freedom to fly here. She had no idea what they hunted, either. She hadn’t seen any other life within this space. But perhaps she didn’t see it because the renral were hunting.

      She looked back. Her people were already starting to mobilize.

      The renral wasn’t responding to Tree Stands in the Forest. She had to find a way to connect to the wind and the energy of the creature, using a sacred pattern that might make a difference.

      She focused on her connection and began to concentrate power through her, and with a surge of energy, she blasted upward. Lightning Strikes in the Storm. It carried her high into the air, faster and faster, and then she floated, twirling on Petals on the Wind, the wind carrying her, guiding her ever closer to the renral.

      As she neared, her pattern started to falter.

      The renral magic.

      It impeded her own sacred patterns. She had seen that before and had felt how the renral power tended to weaken her sacred patterns, though they did not keep them from working altogether. She wasn’t sure that she would have survived the renral attack if they had. But then, she had not dealt with a renral attack since she had come to a greater understanding of her sacred patterns.

      She used Petals on the Wind and then immediately shifted, Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and shot even higher into the sky. Imogen had tried this technique before and had not known whether this combination would even be effective, but she was reassured that it seemed to work. As she floated downward, she angled herself toward the renral.

      If the renral impeded her with its magic, then perhaps she would have to use some other technique. Perhaps she would have to use no magic, no sacred patterns, simply brute force.

      Imogen wasn’t built for brute force. She was strong, but only from years of hardening her body as she had trained with the sword. She was quick, something that she had also trained to be. But she was determined and stubborn. Those traits were what would serve her best now.

      Imogen angled toward the renral.

      If she missed, she would have to use Lightning Strikes in the Storm to carry her back up. But if she made it, she could land atop the renral.

      She dropped, and as she did, she came toward the renral. She angled herself, streaking slowly downward. Petals on the Wind guided her, but even that started to falter, and Imogen had to focus.

      And then she came to land atop its back.

      She hurriedly tried to find a way to hold on to the renral. Its feathers were thick, oily, and there was a strange, musky sort of odor that came from it. It didn’t fight, though. She sat up slowly, and wind began to whip around her. It was similar to riding atop an enchantment, though there was something about this that felt foreign. She was distinctly aware that she was sitting atop a massive creature of the kind that had tried to kill her before. She was distinctly aware that if she were to play this wrong, the renral could end up trying to shred her.

      She focused on whether she needed to use any of her sacred patterns, but she did not.

      “We need to go and find other Leier,” Imogen said. “I don’t know if you can understand me, or if you know what I’m asking, but I will need your help.”

      The renral continued circling. It ignored her.

      Why had she thought that it would not?

      This was a creature of power unlike anything that she had experienced before, though it was not the first time she’d flown atop one of the renral. What she wanted to do now felt different from when she had gone with the renral before. She had made a more determined plan.

      “We need to stop this attack,” Imogen said, still holding on to the renral, leaning forward so that she could feel the power of the creature as it beat its wings against the wind. Heat came up through the renral’s body, and she was distantly aware of some power from it.

      Imogen didn’t know if any of the sacred patterns that she knew would make a difference in connecting to the renral. And it didn’t seem as if any of them would. The renral had not responded when she had tried Tree Stands in the Forest from below, but would it make a difference while she was sitting on its back?

      Perhaps it was different from just connecting to it. Maybe she needed something to stay atop it.

      She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, trying to keep track of the energy that was within her, trying to make sense of what it would take for her to utilize that, to harness that power. Imogen thought that she was going to need to maintain her focus, and she was going to need to find some way to hold her concentration so that she didn’t sway too far off the creature. She gripped it with her thighs and realized that she was trying to hold on too tightly.

      Flow.

      That was something that Master Liu had always taught her. It wasn’t about strength or precision, and it wasn’t even about speed. It was about flow. In this case, it wasn’t her flow that mattered.

      Tree Stands in the Forest was a relatively easy pattern for her to hold when she was on the ground, but up in the air, holding on to this creature, it was not the same. What she needed was to find something different.

      She sat motionless, concentrating, meditating.

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      But it wasn’t a tree, was it?

      That wasn’t going to work. The renral was a creature of air and wind.

      Petals on the Wind might work, but the renral wouldn’t be petals, would it?

      The renral was something else.

      And as she focused, trying to feel for that power, she started to notice something.

      The renral was taking a particular pattern as it flew, circling. She followed the pattern with her mind and began to recognize something about it. Surprisingly, it was a pattern that Benji had shown her during her meditations. The renral used a pattern—possibly even a sacred one. More than that, she suspected the renral showed her this pattern intentionally.

      Wind whipped at her. It pushed at her. There was pressure, and there was a strange sense of freedom. She gradually began to feel something near her, some sense of power that was different from what she had felt from the other creatures. It was pushing upon her, squeezing inward, and she realized that it was the renral around her. They were all there, all of them pushing on her, all of them using the same sort of pattern. And as she meditated on that pattern, and what it meant, she began to see something more. Understanding began to bloom within her.

      And then she saw it. She leaned forward, tracing the pattern on the renral.

      With a burst of power, she felt a connection form.

    

  







            Chapter Fourteen

          

          

      

    

    






INTERLUDE

        

      

    

    
      Imogen focused on her blade, as she had been trained to do. It rested on the ground, ever so slightly, while she concentrated, her mind already starting to work through various patterns as she attempted to prepare for what she would need to do next. She did not want to rush into anything, and she needed to clear her head.

      It was a tactic that she had adopted in the time that she had been in Loruv. It was something that she had never done when she had been in the Leier homeland, sitting and contemplating her patterns rather than working through them, but she had begun to find that contemplative time, something that one of the others she’d been training referred to as a meditation, to be relaxing, but it was even more than that. If it had only been relaxing, Imogen may not have done it quite as often. There were other ways for her to relax. Sparring was relaxing to Imogen, so she could have simply picked up her blade, worked through various movements, and challenged a training partner in order to find her way to that sense of peace. With meditation, though, it was more about how her mind began to puzzle through things. She wanted to find answers, and there were answers, she knew. She just had to uncover them.

      “Imogen?”

      She didn’t open her eyes. She barely reacted. She held on to her blade, and she focused on the first ten traditional patterns before moving on to the next ten, and then the next ten after that. They raced through her mind quickly, and as she visualized them, she could see how she could move through these patterns cleanly and easily and use them against almost any opponent.

      “The others are waiting for you.” The voice spoke again, interrupting her.

      She ignored it again and continued working through the traditional patterns until she had finished them. When she had reached a point where she had gone through all the traditional patterns, only then did she permit herself an opportunity to think about the sacred patterns. Imogen may not have come to master them while training in the sacred temple, but that didn’t mean that she did not think there were answers for her. All she had to do was find some key to the sacred patterns. She hoped that by meditating, the answers might come to her. So far, they had not. She imagined Master Liu and his amusement at her failings, but she pushed those thoughts away as well. She didn’t think that Master Liu wanted her to fail. Quite the opposite, she suspected. He wanted her to find some way to master the sacred patterns, and it had only been when she had failed that he had sent her away to take this bond quest.

      Imogen focused on each of them before ending with Tree Stands in the Forest, the pattern that Master Liu had always claimed was pivotal, but it seemed to her as if it were nothing more than just standing still. She had demonstrated that pattern to him countless times, and each time that she had attempted to do so, she had been summarily informed that she had failed. And not only that she had failed, but that she would always fail unless she managed to see the truth in the pattern.

      But how could she see any truth if Master Liu refused to train her? How could others have seen the truth in those patterns?

      That was the answer that Imogen still did not know. Perhaps she could not know.

      She snapped her eyes open and looked over to see Sochal standing across from her. He was five years older than her and had proven a quick study. He had reached the level of a Second and was already pushing to be a First. She was the First, but some of those she trained had started to show potential to the point where she now wondered whether she may have to create a different rank. At what point would she need to consider the others as skilled as some of the Leier that she had trained with?

      She wasn’t sure that she could.

      “Ready,” Imogen said.

      “I know you are,” Sochal said, and he flashed a smile, tilting his head and looking at the ground. “Is there anything that we can do to assist you?”

      “You have done all that you can.”

      Imogen had made clear to them the reason for what she did, and the intention behind it. Most had questioned, though they had never said anything aloud, as if they feared challenging Imogen and angering her. She wasn’t going to be angry. She was content with others challenging her, especially if there was a benefit to them. How could a person learn if they didn’t challenge?

      At least, that was how she had viewed learning when she had been younger and still working within the homeland. It had only been when she had reached the sacred temple that she had begun to question whether she had been mistaken in that style of learning and what she had always believed she would need to do to progress.

      She sheathed her blade, and then she slipped out of the small room and out into the training hall. From there, Imogen was greeted by nearly a dozen swordsmen. All of them were her best trained.

      “Are you sure about this?” Ruhid asked, sliding up behind her and whispering in her ear.

      She looked over at him. He had real concern in his eyes. In the two years that she’d been here, Imogen had trained everyone who now carried a sword, and they all viewed her as the First. To them, she was the First. It was a title more than anything else. She had come to feel she was worthy of that title as they had continued to progress. She had been hunting the sorcerers, looking for the key to the kind of power that she had found on the streets of the city what seemed like ages ago, and had scarcely uncovered anything.

      Until recently.

      Now she knew what the key was, and she had a better sense of what needed to be done with it, even if she wasn’t convinced that she was ready.

      “I have told you what needs to be done,” she said, looking over at Ruhid. They had grown close, closer than Imogen would have expected to be with anyone, and when he had asked her for her hand in marriage, she had not thought anything of it. At least, she had not thought anything of it at first. But he had been persistent, and she had found herself here longer than she had anticipated, and so she had agreed.

      They had become partners. Not equals, as Imogen was far too great a swordsman compared to others here to have an equal, but still partners.

      “Let us help you,” he said.

      His voice was soft and soothing, and though they had had this conversation before, and though she had shared with him the reason that she could not ask for their help—or receive it—she also didn’t know how to explain it clearly.

      She looked up at him. He was several inches taller and more solid than her. It made him slow with the blade. He was still faster than almost any other here, but that was an equal comparison.

      “You know that this is my bond quest. You know that I must do this myself.”

      “I know what you’ve told us that you must do, but I still don’t think that you need to risk yourself. We’ve seen what that dark power can do. Think about what would happen if it were to reach you. Would you be able to withstand it?”

      Imogen smiled tightly. They both knew the answer to that, which was also the reason that she had to be the one to do this. That dark power was what the sorcerers referred to as the hyadan. It was some dark and dangerous magic that they controlled, and they used it to help command the city. She had been sent to cleanse the city of that influence. And so she would. It was her bond quest.

      The more that she had seen of the hyadan, the more Imogen had started to question exactly what Master Liu anticipated her learning from it. She didn’t know what he thought it would teach her, only that there had to be something in the search and trapping of the hyadan that would help her find her place among her people.

      And if she failed…

      There had been a time when Imogen would have felt that she would not fail. There had been a time in Imogen’s life when she hadn’t even been able to fathom the idea of failure, when she had succeeded in everything that she had put her mind to. Until she had gone to the sacred temple. At that point, she had started to question herself. Not at first, but gradually, and with every lesson that Master Liu had wanted her to learn but she had failed, she had found herself struggling more and more, to the point that she had no longer known if she was the swordsman that she had long believed herself to be.

      It had taken coming to Loruv for her to start to believe it once more. It had taken facing sorcerers and training others to fight them for her to feel as if she had purpose.

      Imogen wondered whether that had been Master Liu’s intention in sending her away and assigning her this bond quest, or whether he had simply wanted to get rid of her. She wouldn’t be surprised if it were the latter. Given her failings, she couldn’t help but feel that he wanted to be free of her.

      Imogen stepped forward. She unsheathed her blade in a quick flick. She pointed it down to the ground and then swept it in a circle around her. Each of them was watching, and each of them was waiting. “You are all as trained as I can make you. In time, each of you will continue to progress, but tonight I must do this. I ask for your support, and your blades, and if you were to choose otherwise, there would be no shame. You should not fear that I will be angry, as I will not be. I have prepared you, but there are certain things that you cannot be prepared for until you have trained for longer.”

      She knew how they would respond. These were the core of those that she had worked with, each of them trained to reach a certain level of proficiency, and each of them skilled beyond others who had wanted to learn the blade. There were those like Vortel, who had continued to improve, but there was a plateau to their ability. All these dozen swordsmen had surpassed such a plateau. They would continue to improve.

      Had they been born in the Leier homeland…

      Imogen pushed the thought out of her mind, as there was no point in thinking like that. If they had been born in the Leier homeland, then there might have been, but they had not been. And they never could be.

      She smiled tightly. “What I ask of you will be dangerous. If the hyadan power gets past me, I will need you to engage. I know that there is danger in this, and I know that each of you is worthy to help contain that danger, but I also want you to know that I understand. I’m asking you to look fear in the eye and not blink.”

      She fell silent.

      It was Matrin who stepped forward first.

      She wasn’t surprised. Other than Ruhid, Matrin had proven to be one of the most capable swordsmen. She found him watching her often, and always pushing to spar with her, even when doing so would not help him any further. Then again, she saw a little bit of herself in that. Imogen had done something similar when she had been younger, pushing to spar when she probably should have been resting.

      She tipped her head to him.

      “You have my blade,” he said.

      “And mine.”

      “And mine.”

      One by one, each of the others stepped forward, and one by one they lowered their blades to the ground.

      Finally, Ruhid joined Imogen in the middle of the circle. He swung his gaze around before turning to Imogen and smiling tightly. “Get through this safely.”

      “They will be stopped.”

      Imogen led them through the hall to the stairs leading up, and then from there, out into the street. She issued a few commands, but even that had proven unnecessary. Imogen didn’t need to tell these others what to do. For that, she had Ruhid, and he directed the others quickly. He had a unique style of leadership. Perhaps a bit more brash than she would have preferred, but she wasn’t going to object to it.

      Once out on the street, Ruhid turned to her. “What is your plan?”

      “I’m going to track down the sorcerers responsible for this, and then I’m going to target them. After that…” She shrugged. “It will be done.”

      “That’s not the question,” he said.

      “I don’t know,” Imogen said.

      “You don’t know if you’re going to stay?”

      “I don’t know if I can,” she admitted. “I may want to, but I’m not sure that I will be able to.”

      “Your people are here, Imogen.”

      “My people are in my homeland. This was my bond quest. It is my bond quest. If I succeed…”

      If she succeeded, what would she do?

      Return?

      When she had left the Leier homeland, the only thing that she’d had on her mind was succeeding and completing the bond quest so that she could immediately return, go to the sacred tiger temple, and tell Master Liu that she had completed his assignment. Now she had reason to question whether that was what she would do. Now Imogen no longer knew if she would.

      But she also didn’t know if she could stay. There were reasons for her to be here, but there were also reasons for her to go.

      “We would like you to stay,” he said.

      “I know,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper.

      “I would like you to stay.”

      She took his hands then, and she looked up. “You could come with me.”

      “But these are my people. You have helped turn us into a people. Why would you turn away from that? You are the First, after all.”

      And that was the question that she could not answer, not easily and not for somebody who was not of the Leier. How could he understand what it was like to be out of place, and how could he understand what it was like for her to know that this was not where she belonged, that this was simply where she needed to be to understand the sacred patterns somehow? She didn’t know if her time here would help her understand them in any way, but she felt there had to be something that might provide that insight.

      “You knew this was about the hyadan.”

      “It was to start with, but it’s become more. If we defeat the hyadan, then we have the Society. Because of you, we might be able to unshackle Loruv from the rule of the Society. You could be the reason that happens.”

      He was compelling. Ruhid had always been compelling. It was a gift he had. And as she listened to him, she was tempted. It was easy for her to think about what it might be like if she were to accept that offer, and easy for her to think about what life might be like if she were to remain here.

      “Let’s get through this night first. Then we can talk.”

      She smiled at him, but he looked back at her, and he saw the truth and the lie. Imogen knew that he did. She knew him too well. The time they had spent training together, working together, and living a life together had helped show her who he was.

      But who was she?

      That was the question that Imogen did not have an answer to. It was the question that she thought that she needed to have answered, though. That was the purpose of a bond quest, after all. She was to find out who she was and not only uncover that truth but use that truth to help her people.

      She turned away from Ruhid, and she headed into the city.

      She didn’t have to go far. She knew how to find the sorcerer and had come to detect the use of that kind of magic all too well. So when she found Ed, she darted forward, unmindful of the danger. Imogen had faced this danger enough times now that she didn’t fear it as she had at first. Perhaps that was a mistake. She had to find the keystone, the source of the hyadan, and the way to overpower them. Imogen thought that she knew how to do that now, but doing so would take a different approach, and a different skill, from what she had used before.

      She found the sorcerer in a small plaza in the heart of the city.

      She approached, blade outstretched.

      He watched her approach.

      “Imogen Inaratha,” he said. “We’ve heard about you.”

      “We?”

      He smiled. “Did you think it would be only me?”

      And with that, he snapped his fingers. There was a hint of shadows that shifted, and then four others appeared. They surrounded her.

      But she didn’t need to look at the others to know that the one she needed was directly in front of her. He was the one who held the keystone.

      “All I want is the keystone. Then you can live.”

      He started to smile. “I’m sorry, but do you not see that we have you surrounded?”

      “I’m afraid that you have it wrong,” Imogen said. She whistled. And then quickly, one by one, other whistles began to echo around her. Her blades. She looked up at the sorcerer while the others turned, looking out at the street. “I am Imogen Inaratha, First of the Blade. And you have neglected to consider the others.”

      With that, she lunged forward.

      The others were there, coming to her aid quickly.

      And Imogen carved swiftly, driving her blade toward the sorcerer, slashing through every different attempt at magic that he tried to use upon her, until she carved through it completely.

      And then she passed through his last spell and brought her blade up. It was caught in midair, as if by his magic, but Imogen shoved forward. She felt a trembling, and there was something that seemed to resist her, but then her blade went into his throat, and he crumpled.

      She hurriedly found the keystone, the source of the hyadan. She felt the abrasive dark energy that radiated from it, as if she had been meant to find it.

      As she held it up, a wave of strange relief and uncertainty washed over her.

      Her bond quest was over.
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      The wind gusted around Imogen. She remained seated atop the renral, feeling the connection that she shared with him, recognizing some energy within him. She tried to concentrate on what she felt but found it more difficult than she had anticipated. The renral did not follow any particular pattern as he flew through the cloudless sky, but she still focused on the pattern he had shown her.

      She leaned toward the renral, patting him on the back. “Which way do we need to go?” she whispered to him.

      Each time Imogen spoke to the renral, she felt there was some reverberation of energy that called to her as if in response. This time, the renral gave her an actual response.

      He shrieked.

      The sound echoed off the rock of the valley and carried away. There was no echoing in reply. They were far enough away from the other renral that Imogen didn’t expect them to follow, but she did feel the wind whipping around her. She listened to it.

      Imogen found herself closing her eyes and imagining Benji’s comments on that. He had told her to listen to the wind, to let it give her answers, and now that she was seated atop the renral and could feel that wind swirling around her, she felt she was closer to the wind than she had ever been before.

      His voice didn’t return.

      The renral shrieked again, his voice carrying out into the darkness.

      Imogen was going to have to rely upon the renral to guide her toward the rest of the Leier—and beyond. It seemed they were heading beyond the Leier lands, though not toward the Koral.

      While they flew, she kept looking upward, focusing on thoughts of Benji, and trying to reach him, but there was no answer. She didn’t know if he could answer her as she sat atop a renral. Perhaps the renral mitigated his ability to communicate. Benji might be magic, but the renral had a natural resistance to magic.

      When she felt a surge of power bloom against her, she sat upright.

      She’d been drifting as she had been trying to focus on Benji, and perhaps even sleeping. The steady movements of the creature were soothing in a strange way. She looked down, trying to get a sense of what power had bloomed toward her, but she saw nothing.

      After a while, she started drifting again. When she had faded a bit, there came another burst. This time, some part of Imogen had been ready, and she sat up suddenly, looking over the side of the renral. She couldn’t tell where it had come from, only that she had felt something bursting toward her.

      She leaned toward the renral. “Do you know what that is?”

      The renral didn’t shriek, didn’t make any sound, and simply continued flying.

      “There’s some sort of magic below. I’m afraid that if we leave it alone, we won’t be able to understand what it is. I’m not sure what it is.”

      Imogen held on tightly to the renral, keeping her arms wrapped around the creature, focusing on what she could detect, but there was nothing. Tree Stands in the Forest wasn’t going to be of much use to her, but what if she tried one of the other sacred patterns?

      In this case, with the renral, she wasn’t even sure if a sacred pattern that she had learned from Master Liu would be effective. Maybe it needed to be one of Benji’s sacred patterns.

      And maybe it was looking for possibilities. Perhaps that was what she had to be doing now. Imogen focused, and she closed her eyes, letting awareness start to seep through her. That seemed to be the key with this pattern, and this power, but even as she focused, she could not see anything and could not feel anything other than what was already there. Energy, but not much more.

      She wasn’t able to find whatever had caused that energy from atop the renral, and she knew the answer wouldn’t be found in the sky. Another burst of that same power came, and she knew they couldn’t wait any longer.

      She leaned forward, tapping on the renral. “We need to get to the ground.”

      The renral began to descend, dropping faster and faster.

      As he did, Imogen began to feel a presence and pressure pushing upon them.

      Not upon them. Upon the renral. Magic. But the renral resisted it.

      The renral circled before settling on the ground. Imogen had no idea where she was, but as she jumped off the renral’s back, she noticed a soft burbling nearby. A stream or river. The air smelled fresh and sweet, a floral fragrance filling it. The ground was lush, grasses that reminded her of when she had been traveling with the Koral and the Leier on their way to the sacred temples. The wind brushed her hair, tugged at her cloak, but she ignored it. There were no whispers on it.

      The renral remained perched, as if waiting for her to provide another command.

      There had been some power here, though Imogen wasn’t sure what it was. The renral had broken through it, overpowering the magical connection that was here. She waited while trying to figure out what she had sensed.

      She didn’t have to wait that long. There came another strange pressure building, and Imogen started toward it. She flowed, Petals on the Wind taking her toward that sense, and she used the sacred pattern to feel that power and try to figure out what it was that she detected. As she made her way toward that sense, she detected something else.

      She saw a pond reflecting the moonlight. Stars also reflected off the water, and Imogen approached it, hesitating. There was some energy coming from here, though she wasn’t sure what it was. Perhaps it was only her imagination.

      She took another step forward and then paused. As she did, and though she could feel the power that was within her, she started to question whether there was some other source of it. She didn’t know what it was or why she should feel it, only that she could.

      She looked at the renral. He had not moved.

      Maybe he would wait for her until she called to him again. Now that she understood the pattern that connected her to him, hopefully the renral would answer if needed. She had started back toward him when the wind began to whisper in her ear.

      She had no idea what it was, nor why she would be so acutely aware of it, but as that soft whispering came to her, she spun, her slender blade suddenly unsheathed and whipping around.

      There was a wisp of smoke.

      Little more than that, certainly nothing that she could determine, but smoke nonetheless.

      Imogen brought her blade up in a quick slice, carving through a bit of pressure, twisting on Petals on the Wind. There was some hint of magic against her, but she wasn’t sure what it was.

      Another bit of pressure began to build upon her, and Imogen spun again, whipping her blade once more. As before, there was that wisp of smoke. It was nothing more than that. It was almost as if this were some magical entity toying with her.

      Imogen raised her blade and drove it down, power exploding from her in some mixture of Tree Stands in the Forest and Lightning Strikes in the Storm. She was not even sure what it was that she did, only that the combined patterns seemed to be powerful enough that they blasted outward, striking the strange wisp of smoke, sending it flying away from her.

      Imogen turned, and then she faced the pond, focusing on Tree Stands in the Forest. If there was going to be some sort of strange attack here, she was going to be ready for it. She was going to harness every bit of power within herself, and she was going to prepare for what might be here.

      Could this be the source of the enchantments and the monster army?

      It didn’t seem likely. She was too far away from the attack. Why would the source be here? She’d seen no sign of anything on the journey here, though as the sky had darkened, she may not have been aware of much.

      Tree Stands in the Forest allowed her to push downward, with an understanding of what existed around her. Distantly she detected the renral still waiting for her. She had a distinct sense that the renral was unconcerned, though maybe there was no reason for the renral to fear. He could withstand any sorcery.

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      She wasn’t a tree, though. This wasn’t the forest.

      This was a stream. This was a pond.

      And she had seen from the renral that different patterns seemed to matter with different circumstances. Perhaps that was the problem. She had been defaulting to Tree Stands in the Forest too often. While it was useful, there were also limitations to it. It was protective, and she had managed to defend herself with that pattern many times, but in this case, for her to truly understand what she was dealing with and what was going on around her, perhaps she needed to try a different approach.

      Stream through the Trees.

      Only there were no trees.

      If she could find the flow of this place and find some understanding of it, perhaps it would guide her. Imogen focused on that, letting a swirling energy continue to course through her. She modified one of the sacred patterns to let flow a Stream through the Grassland, or perhaps it was a new sacred pattern.

      She flowed and became aware of something else.

      The pressure she felt eased as she modified this sacred pattern, gliding and sliding through it. She held her blade at the ready, uncertain of what she might find as she approached the water’s edge. She saw nothing. She flowed around the pond, sweeping her blade around until she reached a small building.

      She hadn’t even known that it was there. It was little more than a hut set into a hillside, and there were no lights inside, no smoke coming from the chimney, and nothing to suggest anybody was there, but she could feel something.

      Imogen flowed. Now she moved from Stream through the Grassland into Petals on the Wind. It felt right to do that. The renral remained connected to her as a distant sense in the back of her mind, and with a sudden awareness, she wondered if he impeded her ability to detect anything more. Perhaps his natural magical resistance made it so that Imogen could not feel what she would otherwise.

      She flowed toward the doorway, and she looked at the building. This was the source of what she was detecting. And there was something here. She knew it, even if she couldn’t tell who was inside—or perhaps what. A Sul’toral?

      It would be odd for there to be a Sul’toral here.

      Unless it was Timo.

      That would explain who was responsible for the attack. Timo hadn’t had a monster army before, but perhaps he had learned how to create enchantments and now used them against his people.

      Then again, would Timo view them as his people any longer? Given what she’d seen of him, she wasn’t convinced that he would. It was possible—and likely—he did not think of the Leier as his people any longer.

      She was slipping closer to the building, using the sacred patterns to overwhelm the sorcery, when creatures sprang forth from the grass around her.

      Imogen knew how to fight them. She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest briefly, giving her a chance to gather herself, and then she arced out Lightning Strikes in the Storm. It cut across the grasses and cleaved them down. With a burst of more power, another surge of Tree Stands in the Forest, Imogen once again began to push outward. She could feel that energy all around her, and she could feel that there was something there for her, even if she wasn’t exactly sure what it was.

      She made her way toward the building. Whoever was controlling this attack had to be inside, and Imogen had to get to them. She had to know who it was.

      More of the grass creatures came toward her.

      They were denser than they had been when she had faced them before, and they stretched, as if they were elongating, the attack growing more powerful the closer that she got to the hut.

      Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, letting that power fill her, and then she focused outward and carved with a sharp arc, sweeping out with Lightning Strikes in the Storm. It erupted from the end of her blade as if it were an actual lightning bolt, and it carved through the grasses. Imogen spun carefully, turning, looking around her and trying to see what else might be there.

      There was nothing.

      She shot forward. Then she reached the door.

      She paused. Behind her, she could feel the power building, energy starting to bloom, and she hesitated just a moment. Only a moment. She didn’t dare wait any longer. And then Imogen jammed the door open.

      Power exploded toward her, but she had already shifted into Tree Stands in the Forest. The sorcerer that stood across from her was not completely unexpected.

      “Lilah,” Imogen said.
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      Imogen didn’t dare move. She held on to Tree Stands in the Forest, pushing downward so that she could anchor and be prepared for any attack Lilah might make. She hadn’t seen Lilah since she had overpowered her. They had dealt with her attacks, all on behalf of Abigail, but she had not seen Lilah.

      She looked different. Older. When Imogen had been around Lilah before, she’d had a youthful appearance that had suited her. In the months since then, she had taken on an air and appearance of someone who had seen darkness, and Imogen suspected she had. Her dark hair was a mirror of Imogen’s own, as were her eyes. She was slightly taller than Imogen, and more slender, as she had never learned to fight as so many of the Leier had. She would have been a shaman within the Koral, but now she was something else.

      Lilah stood with her hands stretched out to either side, and she crackled with a pale blue energy. Her feet were set in a strange and awkward angle, her knees buckled inward. She didn’t move. Her dark hair hung down to her shoulders, and her eyes were wide, lines drawn around them. And there was a bruise on one cheek.

      Imogen stared at her, half expecting Lilah to blast toward her, bringing her power outward, but as she waited, there was no further attack.

      “Well?” Imogen asked. “If you’re going to draw me out here, then you might as well show me what you intend to do.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      The voice came from behind her.

      Imogen had been braced with Tree Stands in the Forest, but she had not fully expected somebody to come from behind her. She had been prepared for Lilah to attack, but in the last moment, Imogen noticed a faint twitch of Lilah’s eyes, a faint glimmer that suggested that she was concerned about something.

      Imogen resisted the urge to turn. In this case, with power like this, she knew better than to turn. She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest instead.

      “Aren’t you going to greet me?”

      Imogen didn’t recognize the voice. She had been concerned it might be Timo, but it wasn’t Timo’s voice.

      Imogen readied for an attack.

      A strange power burst against her back like a boulder slamming upon her.

      She twisted, trying to come up with power more quickly than she ever had before. She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest. And then she had to shift to Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      The shift was the hardest part of it. Imogen focused, and then she began to build, began to let Lightning Strikes in the Storm flow from her.

      It was much like when she had faced a Sul’toral the very first time. There came a thunderous explosion. Imogen had used Lightning Strikes in the Storm enough times now that she had control over it in a way that she had control over so few of her sacred patterns. She could use that, Petals on the Wind, and Tree Stands in the Forest far better than any of the others. So when she struck, she spun, Petals on the Wind, and then immediately focused on Tree Stands in the Forest.

      The darkened shape on the other side was unfamiliar to her, and definitely not Timo, as he carried a blade. The person held a long staff. It reminded her of the metal swords that had been marching with the stone creatures and the shadow blobs.

      “I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage,” Imogen said. She was distinctly aware that Lilah was behind her, and there was the possibility that Lilah might still be a part of this, but Imogen questioned whether Lilah could even move. And if she couldn’t, then there might not be anything that Imogen could do for her until she had dealt with the sorcerer.

      “You should not have come here. I was not trying to target you.”

      “Whom were you trying to target?”

      The sorcerer took a step toward her and then stopped. Her Tree Stands in the Forest blocked him, but how long would it hold? Imogen felt the power that had been battering at her, the power the sorcerer had at his disposal. Incredible power slammed into her, despite her holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      He didn’t know who she was. That was for the best.

      Did he think she was working with Lilah? Imogen needed to get a better understanding of what was going on here, but she had to do it quickly. Right now, Imogen wasn’t exactly sure what she was going to be able to do, nor was she sure what it was going to take. She felt there were answers that were missing for her.

      “Somebody passing through,” she said.

      The sorcerer flicked his gaze up to the sky. “There are none passing through here. The only ones who are have the ability to make the journey through this valley. And I would say that you don’t strike me as someone who has that ability.”

      Imogen frowned at him. “And why don’t I?”

      “You do not have the smell of them.”

      Imogen focused on her own sacred pattern, trying to concentrate energy. What smell was he referring to?

      “Whom were you hoping to find here?”

      “You have their ability, though,” he said.

      “Do I?”

      The sorcerer took another step toward her, and power radiated outward far more potently than Imogen had ever felt from a sorcerer.

      “I can feel it.”

      Imogen was aware of something that he was doing, even if she didn’t know how to understand it. There came a flickering, fluttering, and then that sensation passed.

      She wasn’t sure what she had detected, only that there had been a moment, little more than that, when Imogen had felt a stirring. There was incredible power here.

      Worse, she knew what kind of power it was.

      This was a Sul’toral. She was certain of it, but which Sul’toral was this?

      “I’m afraid you have a disadvantage. I don’t know who you are, so I don’t know whether I should cut you down or whether I should keep you alive to talk,” Imogen said.

      The sorcerer laughed, a rich, hearty sound. “So confident. It is unusual for your kind.”

      “And what kind is that?”

      “Why, the Porapeth.”

      Could he know? Even Imogen wasn’t exactly sure what it meant for her to have been given the gift by Benji, but she could feel that power, and though she did, she could not see any possibilities. This sorcerer had a way of obscuring them. And yet Imogen didn’t necessarily need those possibilities to know what she needed to do.

      She focused, using Tree Stands in the Forest, and as he took another step toward her, she exploded forward.

      Lightning Strikes in the Storm, shifting to Petals on the Wind, to Axe Falling. The combination was a flurry of movement. With each sacred pattern, the sorcerer raised his staff, twisted it in one direction, then the next, and managed to block each of her blows. With every attack, it seemed almost as if he used the sacred patterns himself, but no sorcerer knew the sacred patterns. This was just a potent sorcerer—a Sul’toral.

      There came a whisper in the back of her mind, and a different thought came to her. She had another sacred pattern that she hadn’t tried, but one that was new to her. It was something like Petals on the Wind, but it was the one that had bonded her to the renral and given her insight about his connection, and about what she might need to do.

      That power surged.

      As she flowed through the pattern, the sorcerer was forced back.

      Power surged within Imogen.

      Imogen spun, using the pattern that the renral had shown her, and brought her blade around. It was a whistling, and a crack. For a moment, she thought that she had struck the sorcerer, catching his staff, but then he was gone. The pressure that she’d been feeling, the strange energy that she had detected around her, was now gone.

      Imogen spun, only to see Lilah surging forward, stumbling out of the hut. Her eyes blazed, irritation flashing within them, and she looked upon Imogen with anger.

      “What did you do?”

      “I suppose you aren’t going to thank me,” Imogen said, glancing back toward the hut.

      The strange sense that she had detected before was no longer there.

      “I had him where we needed him,” Lilah said.

      “I don’t think you did,” Imogen said. She frowned, glancing around the clearing, toward the pond, and then back toward Lilah.

      Lilah tried to take a step toward Imogen, who had been holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest, which formed a barricade to keep Lilah from getting too close.

      Imogen turned her attention outward and could still feel some strange energy in the air, and she wondered how much of it was from that Sul’toral and how much of it was from Lilah. “What happened here?”

      “We have been trying to draw them out,” Lilah snapped. “Not that you care.”

      “Trying to draw whom out? Sorcerers like that?”

      “You know they’re not sorcerers,” Lilah said, striding past Imogen. She brushed up against Imogen’s Tree Stands in the Forest, but not completely. The pattern pushed her back. “Sul’toral. But you know that, don’t you?”

      “I know, but I don’t know why Abigail would care.”

      “Because they want to undo everything that Abigail has done over the years,” she said.

      Lilah stopped at the pond, looking down at the water. There was a soft burbling, and the light reflected off the surface, leaving it looking like hundreds of stars were sparkling in it. She couldn’t make anything out, but she had a feeling that there was a soft energy there, enough that Imogen could imagine that Benji was looking down upon her, guiding her. Perhaps he was.

      “I never realized that she cared about what happened.” Imogen hesitated for a moment before moving closer to Lilah. While she was standing on the edge of the pond, looking out into the water, a deep frown creased her brow.

      “Because you can’t see what she can see,” Lilah said.

      “Perhaps not what she can, but I can still see.”

      Lilah glowered at her for a long moment until her expression softened. “What is it like?”

      Imogen suspected Lilah wanted the very gift that Benji had given her. Abigail had wanted it as well, but for a different reason. “It’s not what you think it is.”

      “So you don’t see the possibilities?”

      Imogen debated how best to respond. She was still irritated with Lilah, but perhaps that wasn’t the best way to handle her. “Tell me what Abigail intends, and I can tell you what I have seen.”

      Lilah frowned at her. “I’m not telling you her plan.”

      “Because you think I’m going to interfere?”

      “You could not. Even Benji could not. He tried, though.”

      “I’m not so sure. Benji couldn’t see when it came to me, and I suspect the same is true for Abigail.” It was more than just suspecting that the same was true. She knew that it was. When she had last seen Abigail, she had revealed that much to Imogen.

      “I don’t know her plan,” Lilah finally said. “She doesn’t tell me. She keeps those things to herself, because she feels that if she were to reveal them, it would influence the plan itself.”

      “Will it?”

      She paused in whatever it was that she was doing, the power that she was holding on to fading, dissipating out over the water.

      Imogen focused, thinking about the various possibilities. She didn’t even know if this was some part of her plan, as it was exactly the kind of thing that Abigail might try. She might be using Lilah, and in that case, Lilah might even be trying to use Imogen, hiding things from her that Imogen needed to know so that she could help her people, but she couldn’t tell.

      “If you tell me what you’ve been doing, I might be able to help,” Imogen said.

      “There’s nothing that you can do. I am to draw them out so we can prevent them from succeeding.”

      “Succeeding in what, though?”

      Lilah turned to her, and there was a darkness that glittered in her eyes. “In removing the Porapeth ability to see.”

      “I don’t understand,” Imogen said. “The Porapeth ability is something they were born with.”

      “Is that what he told you?”

      Imogen thought through all the different things that Benji had told her, but the most important thing that he had said was tied to what he believed about himself. It was the core value of what Benji believed, and the key to what he claimed of the Porapeth. That was the most significant.

      Abigail may not feel the same way.

      “He told me he was magic. And given everything that I saw from him, I was led to believe he was. But what are you getting at?”

      “Only that the truth is more complicated, as it often is. The Porapeth ability to see came from how they distributed their power. Abigail wanted to keep that power within the Porapeth.”

      “You wanted Benji’s power.”

      “Only because he was fading and she knew it.” She waved a hand dismissively, as if that answered everything that they had done on behalf of attacking them. “And Abigail knew she needed to be in control of that power so she could protect it, and so she could decide how it would best be used.”

      “But Benji chose otherwise,” Imogen said.

      Lilah turned to her. “She will not let that stand.”

      “The last time I saw Abigail, I had the sense she didn’t necessarily care. And even if she did, she didn’t seem interested in doing much about it.”

      “Maybe you could ask her when she comes.”

      Imogen tensed. Abigail was coming here?

      Did that mean that Abigail had some hand in what had happened with the Koral—and how they had been looking for them?

      She had to get ready, because she wasn’t sure that she could stop Abigail, but if it came down to fighting her, Imogen wanted to be prepared.
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      Imogen didn’t expect Abigail to come to attack. She wasn’t even sure if she could. She tried thinking through possibilities, focusing on what she might be able to see, but saw nothing clear. The wind whistled in the back of her mind, the same steady sound she’d felt for quite some time, as if it attempted to give her a warning and speak to her. She listened the way that Benji had instructed she try, but she learned nothing from it.

      She looked over at Lilah, who remained standing at the edge of the pond. “Did you know that I found her recently?” Imogen held on to Tree Stands in the Forest, keeping Lilah away.

      “She spoke to me. She said that you were chasing a real danger.”

      “My brother. He has become Sul’toral. And he intends to harm my people. Much like you once attempted to harm my people. I intend to protect them.”

      “All you’ve done is weaken them. Abigail intended to strengthen your people as well as mine.” She turned away and looked toward the pond again.

      “We wanted to help you,” Imogen said.

      She shifted, moving from Tree Stands in the Forest to Petals on the Wind, gliding forward, ready for any possible attack, but there was nothing. When Imogen stopped at the edge of the pond, Lilah hadn’t moved. Imogen once again took on Tree Stands in the Forest, anchoring herself and preparing for another magical onslaught, but it never came. She was distantly aware of the renral behind her, still waiting, but she also had a sense of something else from him.

      “You can’t help me, not with what I know,” Lilah said.

      “Because you’ve been working with Abigail?”

      When Lilah said nothing, Imogen softened her connection to Tree Stands in the Forest, no longer pushing outward with quite as much force, not needing quite that much. “Do you think your time with someone like her has given you so much insight? I’m sure all she’s given is exactly what she wants you to know, exactly what she thinks that you need to know so that you can follow whatever plan she has in mind for you.”

      “And he was so different?”

      Imogen could hear Benji then. That was imagined, and not real—at least, she didn’t think it was real—but she could practically hear him laughing in the back of her mind.

      “He wasn’t so different,” Imogen agreed. “He made it clear that he wanted to use me, to coerce me into helping, and that he wanted to convince others to follow him.” Even that wasn’t completely true. Benji wanted to guide her, and in doing so, he wanted to help her find her own truth. “Do you even know that there is a magical army approaching my homeland? And yours?”

      Lilah slowly turned to her. “What sort of magical army?”

      “Enchantments, strange creatures, swarming toward the Koral lands. And the Leier.”

      Lilah looked out at the water, her gaze distant, the same as Imogen’s when she was looking at the various possibilities. Imogen focused and tried to uncover her own answers but saw nothing but emptiness.

      “I can’t do anything about them,” Lilah said. “Even if I wanted to, there’s nothing that could be done for them.”

      “You aren’t unskilled. I’ve seen your talent. If you wanted to help your people, you could do it.”

      “You’ve seen what I wanted to show you,” Lilah said.

      Imogen was reminded of how much Lilah had changed from the young and seemingly helpless woman that Imogen had first encountered. This was a confident person. In some ways, she reminded her of herself.

      “When did you really begin learning about magic?” Imogen asked. “You told me what you thought I needed to hear while we were journeying together, but I suspect it wasn’t the truth. I told you when I started learning the sword. I suspect your connection to magic was similar.”

      Lilah remained quiet, and Imogen began to think she wouldn’t answer.

      “I was four,” Lilah said softly. “I didn’t know what it meant, but I made our table levitate. It was a simple trick, or so I thought. My mother loved it; my father did not.” Lilah fell silent for a moment. “We had shamans in our land, several in our village, but none of them with much potential. My father knew what it meant even then. He knew I was going to have to go and work with the shamans, and that I would eventually leave.” Lilah did look at Imogen then. There was a bit of darkness in her eyes, with something else. Was it sadness? “He didn’t want me to leave. He didn’t want me to go with the shamans. He didn’t want me to have to leave our family, but he knew I would.”

      “When did you have to leave?”

      “In our village, I was able to study with the local shamans for a few years. I was seven when they decided it was time for me to leave.”

      Seven. Even younger than Imogen when she had gone away to try to master the sacred patterns.

      “They couldn’t come to you?” Imogen asked.

      “Learning what we can do is different from learning what you can do. You have people all around you who can teach you. What we can do is different. What we can do requires deft touch, and it’s not one that can simply be flung around quite so easily.”

      “How did you learn?”

      “We have places that teach what we need to know.”

      Temples, Imogen suspected, much like the Leier had their sacred temples. Why would it be so different for Lilah and her people?

      “How many others trained alongside you?”

      “Any who show talent are permitted to train. It’s not like it is with your people. We don’t exclude those who have less potential, as there aren’t enough of us.”

      Imogen allowed the comment to slip past her. Lilah wasn’t wrong. Imogen’s people did exclude some from training with the sacred patterns. “And by the time we met you?”

      “I had shown talent,” Lilah said, as if she was picking her words carefully. “I had been studying for five years by then. I had demonstrated many skills, and my instructors thought I had real potential to lead the people.” She drifted quietly, and then she looked down, staring at her hands. “Those of us who show real potential are offered a different opportunity. We are offered a chance to go beyond our borders and find a place where we can truly learn to embrace the power that is within us.”

      “The Society,” Imogen said.

      Lilah shook her head. “You said that as we traveled with you. That’s not what they called it.”

      “What did they call it?”

      “I don’t know. I hadn’t heard the term Society before I met you. They took those of us with most potential away, weakening my people.”

      “Because they believe it strengthens something else,” Imogen said. And by strengthening the Society, they built it up, but at the expense of the Koral. “When I met you, had you managed to escape, or were you already working for Abigail?”

      “I had already connected to Abigail,” Lilah said. “But it wasn’t until later that she began to teach me.”

      “She taught you while you were with us?”

      Lilah smiled tightly. “She thought it a great game. She could sneak in, demonstrate a few techniques, and then be gone before you or he was even aware.”

      How could Benji not have known?

      Benji had been skilled enough that Imogen would have expected him to have detected Lilah and Abigail working together. She would have expected Benji to have seen something.

      “How?”

      “She’s one of the Porapeth.”

      “Benji was one of the Porapeth as well,” Imogen said.

      “He was growing tired,” she said.

      “You don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

      “I know what I heard. I know what she was telling me. She made it clear that he was weak, and that if we did not intervene, he was going to cause more danger to our people.”

      “Such a danger that he wanted to bring our people together?”

      Lilah shot her a darkened look. “Are you sure that he brought us together?”

      Imogen started to answer before catching herself. How much had been Benji, and how much had been her?

      Benji had guided Imogen while she had dealt with the branox, but she had done most of the rest on her own, as Benji had not been able to see anything. She felt there was something more here that she needed, and as she stared at the water, feeling the wispy wind in the back of her mind, she tried to find traces of Benji, but there was no answer.

      “Perhaps it wasn’t him,” Imogen said. “It was me. I led the Leier to work with the Koral, and I continue to do so. I will protect both peoples and bring them together. We are moving to safety, but we need help.” She breathed out slowly. “Your people need help. I have rescued as many as I can, and I’m going back to the Leier homeland to try to help more, but I could use some assistance.”

      There was a hesitation in Lilah’s eyes. “Why would you help my people?”

      “If you had stayed with us, you would have seen.”

      “I saw what you tried to do. It wasn’t working.”

      “No. You saw what happened before. You haven’t seen what has happened after. Sword and shield,” Imogen said, smiling to herself. “The Leier are the sword, and your people are the shield. The combination is what protected us. That combination helped us. And we survived.”

      Imogen turned away from the water, and she looked off into the distance. She could see the renral still perched, wings folded in, but he was looking toward her, as if he was aware of her looking toward him. She needed answers, and though she could feel some of the connection between her and the renral, she wasn’t sure that she could obtain anything from him.

      “What can you tell me about the Koral temples?” Imogen asked.

      “You aren’t Koral,” she said.

      “And you aren’t Leier, but I would tell you about my sacred temple. I would be willing to tell you about my climb up the mountainside after I was chosen to go to one of the sacred temples. I would tell you about the cold whipping my skin, biting, and nearly killing me. I would tell you about those who fell on the journey before we reached the sacred temple. I would tell you how that temple has fallen.”

      Lilah jerked her head over, looking at her.

      “And I would tell you how other sacred temples have fallen. Sul’toral attacking, my brother leading them. The temples were connected to the Porapeth. Has Abigail told you that?”

      Lilah ignored that question and focused on a different aspect of what Imogen had said. “Why would your brother destroy your sacred temples?”

      “I don’t know,” Imogen said.

      Lilah turned back toward the water, clasping her hands in front of her. Imogen felt the faint tracing of magic, that steady stirring of power that began to constrict around her, giving her a hint of the energy that Lilah was pulling upon. Imogen could feel the magic she used, but couldn’t tell what she did. There were no patterns to it. Instead, she focused on Tree Stands in the Forest and watched Lilah.

      There was a crackling of energy. It began to build with a strange intensity, and the sky rumbled. She was calling on a storm, or so it seemed.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m doing what I told you I was going to do,” Lilah said.

      “Attack me?”

      Lilah looked back. The movement didn’t disrupt the pattern she had started to use, and yet there was still a flickering darkness in her eyes. Imogen could practically feel the power that crackled within her as well. “Have I attempted to harm you since you came here?”

      “I’m not sure that you could.”

      “Maybe not.”

      She turned away, and the crackling energy continued to build, rising with a vibrant intensity, and then the sky turned even darker. The storm that Lilah called upon crackled, and there was a sizzling sort of energy around. It sent a lightning bolt streaking down from the clouds, toward the mountainside.

      But it avoided this space. It avoided the pond. It avoided everything here.

      Imogen look back at the renral. He had sat up, and he moved toward her slightly, as if he was uncertain. She didn’t know if this kind of magic would affect the renral. The renral had natural defenses against magic, and so she didn’t know if he could be targeted. The storm continued to crackle, sending waves of energy all around them. Imogen looked over, and she watched Lilah, trying to understand just what it was that she was doing, but she found nothing.

      She focused instead on the power that she was pulling upon. She focused instead on the pattern she used. And it was that pattern Imogen recognized. She had seen a pattern much like it before. She could see it now. When the lightning struck, shooting down from the sky, it came in regular bolts of energy, and it sent swirls of power around, and Imogen thought that she understood what it was, even if she wasn’t sure why Lilah would be using that kind of power.

      “What are you doing?”

      “If you are going to ask questions, this is going to take longer than it needs to,” Lilah said. “You wanted to see her, didn’t you?”

      Abigail. That was what this was about.

      “Are you calling her here?”

      “She will need to know what happened.”

      Imogen frowned, and she turned in place, looking all around her. She could feel that energy, though, and she could feel something building, even if she wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but it did have a specific pattern to it, something that struck Imogen as distinct and so significantly similar to the Porapeth.

      As that power continued to build around her, and as that magic continued to cascade down, Imogen braced for what might come next. Thunder rumbled.

      And then the water parted.

      Imogen had not expected that.

      Abigail the Lost strode forward out of the pond.
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      Imogen did two things at once. One, she focused on her connection to the renral, trying to somehow alert him that she might need his help. Imogen had no idea if Porapeth magic would be useful against a renral, but she suspected that it would be mitigated much like any other magic was. It would offer Imogen a layer of protection if she needed it. And if she needed to escape quickly, she would need the renral to get her out of here. Two, she anchored Tree Stands in the Forest, and she did so by pushing downward, testing whether there was anything in the pond that would provide her with an explanation. She could feel the flowing of water, and she could feel some aspect of it underneath the ground, some aspect that seemed to call to her, as if she should have known about it all along.

      Abigail stood before her, dressed in a dappled green robe, completely dry despite having stepped out of the water. And Imogen wondered if it even was water. Benji had said that the Porapeth were magic. Abigail was powerful and had proven that time and again.

      Imogen didn’t move. “Abigail,” she said.

      Abigail stepped toward her, and she glanced at Lilah, her brow furrowing, darkening, and yet there was still something else within her eyes. Was it disappointment? Was it anger? “You weren’t supposed to call me quite yet,” Abigail said.

      “She intervened,” Lilah said, nodding toward Imogen. “I had him. He was here and was attacking, but…”

      “She was going to die,” Imogen said.

      Abigail looked toward Imogen, and there was the faint flickering of silver in her eyes, that expression that suggested to Imogen that she was trying to see something in the distance, or perhaps off into the future. It was the same expression that Benji had always given her when he had tried to find possible futures. “Are you so sure of that? You who barely know how to walk but think that you can follow my race?”

      Imogen sniffed. “I’m not trying to follow any race,” she said. “And I’m certainly not following you. I saw what he was doing. I could feel it. Even if you weren’t willing to come here and help her, I was.”

      Abigail waved a hand, dismissing Imogen’s concerns. “She was in no danger. I had seen all the various possibilities that might’ve occurred, and—”

      “And you knew that she might have been killed?” Imogen asked. “Was that collateral damage you were fine with accepting?”

      Abigail frowned. She said nothing.

      Lilah looked over at Abigail before turning back to Imogen. There was a question in her eyes. Imogen couldn’t see the possibilities here. She hadn’t been able to see them ever since coming to this place, but she couldn’t help but feel there was something more she was supposed to be able to see. She seemed more withdrawn than the last time Imogen had seen her.

      Imogen turned to Abigail, barely moving, not wanting to release her connection to the sacred pattern. She knew that if she could hold on to Tree Stands in the Forest against Abigail, she should be able to defend herself. But she didn’t know if Abigail could attack her. When Abigail had faced her before, she had done so with several guardians, which Imogen had dispatched. And Abigail had Lilah. It was as if Abigail had known that she wasn’t going to be able to fight, that she wouldn’t be able to counter Imogen, and that she wouldn’t be able to make a difference.

      “What are you doing here?” Abigail asked.

      “Are you still not able to see anything when it comes to me?”

      Abigail said nothing.

      Imogen laughed, and she wasn’t sure if it was her laugh or Benji’s. She could feel him in the back of her mind, that faint whistle that suggested to her that he was paying attention and that he knew what had been going on. She was tempted to look up at the sky, tempted to see if perhaps he might have made his presence known overhead, but she saw nothing. Abigail knew what she’d told her about Benji, and probably tried to connect to Benji herself.

      “Unfortunately, too much has been blurry lately. I don’t suppose you have uncovered anything?”

      “No. Nothing more than what Benji has encouraged me to find.”

      Abigail watched her, an unreadable expression in her eyes. Did she continue to doubt that Benji spoke to Imogen? It was difficult to believe, she understood.

      She focused on the various sacred patterns, including the one that Benji had demonstrated to her, trying to find answers. There had to be some answers there, but even as she focused on them, she couldn’t find the truth. There might be something there, but it remained hidden from her.

      “He was a fool,” she said.

      “Was?”

      “I’m not sure that he still is anything.”

      “Have you tried to speak to him?”

      There was a moment of hesitation, and within it, Imogen recognized Abigail’s uncertainty. More than that, she recognized just how much it bothered Abigail to be uncertain. She was accustomed to having answers, and her inability to see and know left her without them.

      “He doesn’t answer,” she said.

      “What have you been doing, then? Drawing out Sul’toral? I thought you wouldn’t care to get involved.”

      “Because you don’t know enough.”

      “The Leier homeland has been attacked. The Sul’toral have begun to invade. And Timo…” Imogen squeezed her eyes shut, thinking about what Master Liu had asked her to do, and how he had wanted her to find the one Timo served. If Abigail was hunting down Sul’toral, could it be connected?

      But why would it be connected?

      Imogen turned toward her, releasing Tree Stands in the Forest just for a moment, long enough for her to make sure that she could position herself such that she could look at Abigail. She could still feel the renral through the strange connection that they had formed when she had traced the pattern on his back. He was getting closer. She wondered if the others could see him. Against the darkness of night, the renral could be completely invisible, and she was surprised by how silently he moved.

      She could feel him. He was getting closer.

      And maybe with his magic, he might be able to dissuade Abigail from trying anything against her. Lilah, too. Imogen didn’t know what either of them would try, but she wanted to be prepared for the possibility that either one of them might attempt to attack her. Maybe Abigail couldn’t. It meant intervening directly; she might not be able to do that. But she could certainly send Lilah to use her magic against Imogen.

      “Why can’t you see anything?” Imogen asked.

      Abigail frowned. “I can see, but it is cloudy.”

      “That’s the same thing that Benji said. And with Timo trying to destroy the temples, and you and Lilah doing what you are doing with Sul’toral, are they related?”

      “I don’t know. Had I known, I would’ve taken steps to prevent the invasion from happening.”

      Imogen glanced over at Lilah, wondering what she must be thinking. Her mentor, her master, had admitted that she had a weakness here.

      Would Lilah want to keep working with Abigail?

      “What can you see? Maybe we can work together.”

      Abigail said nothing, though there was a tracing of silvery lines that flowed out from her, curving and bending. Abigail’s eyes were blank and distant.

      “She might be like this for a while,” Lilah said. Her voice was soft, and she had her head tipped down, eyes focused only on Abigail, but there was a tension in her posture that suggested she was on edge. “I’ve seen her do this quite a few times. I’ve learned to keep an eye on her when she gets like this. It’s part of the reason she keeps me around. Well, that and the fact that you destroyed her other protectors.”

      “She didn’t give me much of a choice.”

      “Oh, I think that she had anticipated that you might. Though I don’t know. It’s possible that she hadn’t anticipated that. She does not share that with me. The only thing that she tells me is what she thinks I need to know.”

      “I felt the same around Benji,” Imogen said, “though he made a point of telling me he could see certain things I needed to be aware of. But even if he could see them, he never shared them with me enough such that it would make a difference for what we had to do.”

      “Did he really teach you?” Lilah asked.

      “When it comes to Benji, it’s not so much a matter of teaching as it is experiencing.”

      She looked over at Lilah, and she found her clutching the necklace that she’d been wearing the very first time that Imogen had seen her. It was a protective charm, an enchantment, and it had served her well when she had faced the branox. There was only a hint of the girl that Imogen had first met. Otherwise, the powerful servant of the Porapeth stood before her. Still, Imogen thought that Lilah needed answers, the same way that Imogen had once needed them.

      “When I was traveling with him, he would always make statements, and he would comment on things. At the time, I thought it was the ramblings of a crazy man, or a crazy Porapeth in this case. I kept thinking that I would eventually understand what he was trying to tell me, but I never did.”

      Toward the end of his time in physical form—Imogen had a harder and harder time thinking that Benji had died—he had not been able to see anything.

      “She hasn’t taught me much more than how to do some sorcery, though I think there should be more.” Lilah shook her head in irritation. “I keep thinking that I will learn something with her that I couldn’t have learned with my people, but—”

      Abigail turned toward them both, eyes flashing silver. “I see nothing.” She glanced over at Lilah. “If they have already targeted the temples, then it is too late for what I had planned.” Abigail glanced from Imogen to Lilah, and the silver flared in her eyes again. It was as if she was seeking something else, some message, but she was going to keep it from Imogen. Whatever it was that Abigail managed to observe when she used that Porapeth ability, she wasn’t going to reveal it to anyone else. “Perhaps it’s better that you did come. Maybe you saw something I did not.”

      With that, she turned back to the pond, spread her hands, and the water parted, and Abigail descended back into it. Lilah stared after her.

      “Where is she going?” Imogen asked.

      “I don’t know. She never lets me follow her there.”

      “Why is she hiding there?”

      “I—”

      Lilah didn’t get a chance to finish.

      A burst of power crackled all around.

      It was similar to the crackling energy, the thunder and lightning that Lilah had been summoning, but it was different enough that Imogen could feel it building and could feel the source of it coming from a distinct location.

      A shriek echoed around the pond. Imogen looked up, and the renral cried again. She started toward him, though Lilah didn’t move.

      There was power. Sul’toral power, Imogen suspected. It was incredible, and more than what she had faced directly in quite some time. It was one thing facing the army of enchanted monsters, but it was quite another to feel the energy of an immensely powerful sorcerer not far away.

      “Come on,” Imogen snapped.

      Lilah looked at her, holding her gaze. “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Well, the renral seems to think that there is something coming, and given the way Abigail decided to depart, I can only suspect that she knew that something was coming here. So the two of us need to go.”

      “You would take me with you?”

      It went against Imogen’s better judgment, but at the same time, she wasn’t about to leave Lilah here. She didn’t think Lilah intended to attack her. Not yet. And she wasn’t even sure if Lilah would even be able to do anything to her. Not only did Imogen have enough control over her own connection to power, but she also had the ability to use the connection she shared with the renral.

      Maybe that would be enough.

      She jumped onto the renral’s back. Lilah approached slowly before looking off toward the pond.

      “I don’t care if you’re still working on her behalf,” Imogen said. “I don’t care if you’re planning to betray me or if all of this is some sort of game the two of you have worked out. I am not going to be here when whatever that is comes. If you don’t intend to come, I’m leaving.”

      Lilah looked over at the renral. Her eyes were wide. “That is—”

      “That is a renral,” Imogen said. “And had you stayed with us, you might’ve understood what happened. But seeing as how you decided to betray us, and that you have been working with Abigail all along, you never got to understand what we did and how they work with us.”

      Lilah didn’t move. “I need to stay here. This is what Abigail wants from me. Why are you running? Are you afraid?” It was a taunt, and given the circumstances, it felt out of place.

      Lilah wanted to draw out the Sul’toral?

      Maybe Imogen could use that. Maybe she had to use that. With Abigail here, she might be able to force her into helping.

      Imogen patted the renral, and then he shot into the sky, circling quickly higher and higher.

      As he did, she could feel some aspect of his power starting to cascade down. There was an energy building from him. It was coming through Imogen as well. She wasn’t sure how she was able to feel it, only that she was distinctly aware of it building within her. It was as if whatever connection the renral had, whatever power that was there, came from him and to her.

      The air crackled with energy.

      The renral spread his wings, and they stretched even wider than they had before, as if there was some greater power that suddenly filled the creature, and then Imogen saw something.

      The way that his wings curled because the air crackled around them.

      It was almost a trailing of pale white light, as if the wings themselves were forming some sort of sacred pattern as he streaked through the air. Imogen found herself marveling at it. It was amazing, but even more amazing was the fact that she could feel that energy. It flowed out of the renral, and it moved toward her, as if some power that he was holding on to was meant to squeeze into her.

      She looked over the side of the renral, and she saw shapes and shadows flowing out of the distance. And they were flowing straight toward the pond. The renral circled, his wings curled up, the tips of them pointed to the sky, power erupting from them. She traced the pattern on his back again, and once again she began to feel that resistance.

      Lilah stood near the pond. She was holding her hands out to her sides, and once again there came a steady crackling. It was a buildup. She could feel the lightning. She could feel the storm. And yet there was something else within it.

      Desperation.

      Lilah was holding on to her connection to power, and she was warming the storm, but with each crackling bolt of lightning that came shooting down, Imogen was aware of something else.

      Lilah was not going to be able to survive this. And she knew it.

      The onslaught of magic came with a furious intensity. It reminded Imogen of the attack that was coming toward the Koral lands, though maybe not with the same numbers.

      She tapped the renral. The creature circled and then shrieked again.

      “I think I might have to do something stupid,” she muttered.

      The renral shrieked again.

      “If there’s anything that you can do to help, I would be very appreciative.”

      The renral spread his wings, and the air curled with that power, as if in answer.

      Imogen stood on the renral’s back, and then, with Lightning Strikes in the Storm, she shot into the air, only to come streaking down to the ground, shooting toward the danger, and ready for the attack.
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      She landed amid a nightmare.

      All around her were darkened shapes, and Imogen couldn’t make out much of anything from the shapes, only that they were magical creations. Perhaps enchantments or perhaps dark creatures, but everywhere around her was the sense of power.

      There had been a time in Imogen’s youth when she would have loved the opportunity to face one of these creatures to demonstrate her ability. Now she knew better. With wisdom came a certain understanding of the world, along with a wariness and knowledge of what had to be done.

      She pulled her slender blade out of its sheath, and she dove into the battle.

      Instinct honed over decades filled her mind.

      She started with traditional patterns. She wasn’t sure why she did, as these days she had been focusing more on the sacred patterns, using the combination of knowledge and skill and power that the sacred patterns offered, but as she marched toward these creatures, there was something that compelled her to use the traditional patterns.

      And as she moved through those patterns, feeling the strange weight of the blade whipping through the air, she felt energy building. Even the traditional patterns had their own sort of magic to them. They were precise, controlled, and they took almost no thought.

      Imogen had mastered them so long ago that she could dance through the patterns. She shifted from one to the next, her mind counting off the number of each pattern that she used, mixing various formations until she created a clearing in the creatures all around her.

      Many of them were the same stone creatures she’d faced in the mountains, but not all of them. Some of these creatures looked like tall grasses that flowed, swirling long blades toward her. Others look like animals, foxes or wolves, though unnaturally powerful. Others were massive and brutal enchantments.

      Imogen was forced to hold on to Tree Stands in the Forest, shifting it into an attack periodically to defend. When something that looked like a massive tree came swinging toward her, Imogen spun, suddenly shifting into Axe Falling, and cleaved it in half. She jumped into the air, using Lightning Strikes in the Storm to shoot upward, and Petals on the Wind carried her down, her blade spinning all around, twisting into Snow in the Wind.

      Even that wasn’t quick enough. The creatures still swarmed her.

      She shot upward on Lightning Strikes in the Storm before floating back down.

      She landed, and as she did, she spun her blade again, twisting and turning, feeling the wind whipping around her. And then she spun once more, whipping around, and she felt one of the creatures catch her in the back.

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      It gave her a chance to focus, and it pushed back some of the creatures that were swarming toward her. Somebody had to be in control.

      There had been a Sul’toral here. It was time for her to find him—and to end this. Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, holding on to that pattern long enough that she could feel it building down below.

      One of the creatures chewed at her magic.

      And then another, and another.

      She had a pattern that worked against most magical entities, but not against something that could chew upon magic. And that was what was happening.

      She tried to fortify Tree Stands in the Forest, tried to add more of her connection to it, thinking that if nothing else, she should be able to feel that power blooming downward, some way for her to connect to it, but there was nothing. These creatures swarmed her, surrounding her, ripping at her Tree Stands in the Forest as if they were beavers chewing through it.

      She shot upward, Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and fluttered on Petals on the Wind. She stayed in the air like that.

      Near the pond—or where the pond had been, she realized, as there was no other side of the pond any longer—was Lilah. She had a defensive pattern formed around her, and the creatures were being pushed back from it, but she was being attacked in a way that even Lilah could not withstand. There were simply too many of the creatures.

      There were too many for Imogen and too many for Lilah.

      But what if they fought together?

      Sword and shield. Wasn’t that what Imogen had said before? That was why she’d come looking for the Koral. If she could use that connection, and if they could somehow work together, they could be a sword and shield. She had to find Lilah to do so.

      Another strike caught Imogen from the side, and she twisted. There was pain, but it was blunted, not a penetrating sort of agony. She lowered herself with Petals on the Wind.

      When she came to land, she did so with a burst of Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and then immediately shifted to Tree Stands in the Forest, and then arced out again with Lightning Strikes in the Storm. She swept the creatures around her, carving through them.

      She had to get to Lilah.

      She wasn’t about to leave Lilah to die from these creatures.

      Energy built around her in an overwhelming sense of power.

      Imogen was forced to use Tree Stands in the Forest, but even that wasn’t enough against the power that threatened to crush her. She strained against it, but the creatures chewed at the power her sacred patterns formed, ripping through it. They swarmed up and over her Tree.

      Imogen collapsed. She couldn’t withstand it.

      She had come this far. She would not fail here.

      There had to be another sacred pattern.

      She hadn’t been focusing on the possibilities that Benji had granted, and when she did, she saw that there were countless lines, but they were all hazy.

      Blurred.

      This was what Abigail had mentioned. This was the kind of difficulty she had been seeing. This had to be the same difficulty Benji had seen.

      She needed a sacred pattern here.

      But what sacred pattern would work?

      It was a tugging deep within her.

      Imogen couldn’t tell where it came from, and whether it was Benji whispering on the wind, trying to give her some insight, or whether it came from something else.

      She felt the Tree collapsing. It was painful.

      Could this be what it was like for the shamans to have their enchantments shattered? If that were the case, she needed to be more careful. She had downplayed the agony that Rebecca might feel when her enchantments shattered.

      She cleared her mind and held on to Tree Stands in the Forest, knowing there was only so much longer she could hold on to it, struggling to find an answer. Not with what she had done so far, and not with any of her attacking patterns.

      What had Benji shown her?

      Her mind raced through the patterns, her practice with meditation helping to guide her, but nothing in those patterns gave her any insight as to what she needed to do. She searched her memories but came up with no answer that Benji had provided.

      She was drawn to the enchantment Rebecca had given her. It was supposed to help, but would it help against something like this?

      The creatures were all around her, chewing her sacred pattern. It wouldn’t be long before they got through to her.

      Lilah cried out.

      The tugging in the back of Imogen’s mind came again. It was strange, an urgency that came with it. There was a shriek. And then she realized what it was.

      The renral.

      She looked up, tried to focus on the renral, and wondered if even he was under attack. But the renral pattern was one Imogen hadn’t even tried before.

      She didn’t know if it would even matter. She shifted away from Tree Stands in the Forest. She had the connection to the renral deep within her. She could feel it coming from the renral, and she recognized the source of it, and the way that they were bonded together. If she could find some way to use that connection, and if she could figure out how to draw upon it…

      One of the creatures almost came through.

      Imogen closed her eyes, and she focused.

      That pattern formed in her mind.

      And within it, she felt something else. A strange connection. Within that pattern came something different. She opened herself to the renral.

      As she did, she could see him circling. He had his feathers tipped up, and the glowing crackling around them, as if he was building Lightning Strikes in the Storm from within him.

      The renral had an innate resistance to magic, and Imogen wondered if she might be able to draw upon that. Could she open a connection and let the power of the renral channel through her?

      She didn’t know, but it was time to try.

      It wasn’t any sacred pattern she knew. It was accepting magic—and that was what this was—but now she no longer fought against that idea. How could she? She had seen magic used for good so many times.

      Power came through her weakly. There was a burst and then something else.

      Crackling energy. It flowed, and it came through the renral, shooting along his wings, through the way that his feathers were tipped up, and through the connection Imogen shared with the renral. That energy rose with a painful intensity and spilled out from her, connecting to the Tree Stands in the Forest that Imogen held. It flowed down through her feet, through the roots of her Tree, and up through the branches. Each of them crackled with lightning and energy, and the power of the renral.

      Then that power shot from her. Creatures were thrown back.

      Imogen fortified Tree Stands in the Forest, no longer fading under the weight of that power. She focused again, solidifying her sacred pattern, drawing upon more of the renral energy while looking up. There was considerable power all around her.

      The renral shrieked.

      Imogen yelled out in response, joining her voice to his. She opened herself to that power once more, and as she did, she could feel that power flowing, drifting through her, and it exploded out when she wanted it to.

      And then she felt something else.

      She felt the power, the energy, and she felt the connection to the renral.

      She used that to create an opening and fought her way toward Lilah.

      Lilah stood surrounded by creatures.

      Imogen whipped out her blade, Lightning Strikes in the Storm, carving through them. She darted toward Lilah, and then mixed Tree Stands in the Forest with the renral pattern to create an opening.

      “Come,” Imogen said.

      “What did you do?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “I’m somehow connected to the renral, and I’m using his power.”

      The enchanted creatures, the dark creatures, and all this power continued to swarm toward them. Imogen had to hold on to Tree Stands in the Forest, mixing in the renral pattern, but even that had its limitations. She could feel the connection to the renral, but she could also feel that there was some part of that connection that wasn’t going to be strong enough.

      “I need you to come with me. We need to find a way to fight this. We need more help. Sword and shield.”

      Koral and Leier. They would need a different sort of connection, and a different sort of power, if they intended to overwhelm whoever was in charge of this.

      “You would really protect both our peoples?”

      Imogen drew on the connection that she shared with the renral, and power crackled along her Tree Stands in the Forest, shooting out from her. It sent the creatures back, but without nearly the same strength as it had the very first time that she’d used it. There were limits to this power.

      “I have a feeling that our peoples are more alike than dissimilar. Yours might use magic, and mine might fight magic, but I think we all came from the same place.”

      Lilah regarded her for a long moment. “Why?”

      “Why would I help them?”

      “Why would you help me?”

      “Because you were used like I was used,” Imogen said.

      Lilah glanced over at where the pond had been, and then she turned away. “What will you do?”

      “You’re going to have to trust me.”

      Lilah’s brow darkened for a moment. “With what?”

      “Just get over here.”

      Lilah came over, and Imogen grabbed her as she formed Lightning Strikes in the Storm. They shot upward. And then Imogen shifted, Petals on the Wind. She gripped Lilah.

      Lilah held on tightly, clinging to Imogen, all attempts to use power forgotten. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m using a sacred pattern,” Imogen said.

      A dark shadow swooped beneath them, and Imogen angled toward it. When she landed atop the renral, she could feel the connection forming again, and she breathed out a sigh of relief.

      She looked down. The creatures swarming beneath them were far too numerous for her to count. This was a different army from the one that swarmed her people, but even this was more than she and Lilah could withstand.

      “Do you see what you did?”

      Imogen looked over at Lilah.

      “We had him.”

      “I don’t think we did.”

      They circled, and the renral kept his feathers tipped up, catching the air, crackling with a strange energy, as they continued to swoop overhead.

      “I had him.”

      “He wanted you to think that so that he could destroy Abigail.”

      With the kind of power that she felt here, Imogen believed that was the more likely scenario. And worse, she wasn’t sure what she could do to stop this.
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      The city was almost unnaturally quiet. Given how long Imogen had been in the city, she found it strange for there to be such silence along with a sense of emptiness. There was less tension in her. She had grown so accustomed to that strange tightness that she attributed to sorcery that having it missing felt surprisingly strange to her. She sat on a rooftop, legs dangling off the edge, sword sheathed at her side, shifted so that she would not sit on it, as she surveyed the streets below her.

      She had completed her bond quest.

      So why did she feel a sense of emptiness?

      She shouldn’t. She had done what Master Liu had sent her to do and had cleansed this city of the hyadan. Doing so had proven challenging but not beyond her ability. And perhaps that had been Master Liu’s intention, for her to learn that she could be more than she had been when she had still been in the sacred temple.

      And she had learned something else about herself. Imogen had learned how to handle sorcery and had gained a certain comfortableness with it.

      None of that was the reason that she struggled, though.

      It was what she had done here and what she knew she would be leaving behind.

      She had changed something. There was a part of her that felt a measure of pride in that. Imogen knew that she should feel that pride, and that what she had accomplished mattered, but she also knew that she couldn’t stay to see it through.

      “I thought that I would find you here.”

      She turned to see Ruhid. He approached along the roofline, wearing his sword at his side as if he had been born to wear it. Since she had defeated the hyadan, and since her people had had a hand in it, they had grown increasingly confident, especially since they had proven that they were a match for sorcerers. Not the same match as Imogen, but they no longer needed to fear sorcerers within the city as they once had.

      “I came up here to contemplate,” she said.

      “You don’t have to do so alone,” Ruhid said to her. He took a seat next to her, watching her. “There are others who want to be a part of what you have been doing.”

      “I know,” Imogen said.

      “But you don’t want them to be a part of it.”

      She smiled tightly, and she turned her attention back to the street in front of her. It was late, and the sun was setting, leaving a golden sort of glow streaking across the ground. It was lovely. It was not home, though. More than anything else, Imogen had started to feel that was the most significant thing. It was not home.

      “I’m happy to have all the people that we worked with be a part of what we have accomplished.”

      “But?”

      “There’s no but to it,” she said. “It’s more a matter of my own uncertainty. I am conflicted.” She might as well put it out there for him. She wasn’t sure how he would react to her admission, and though he had been supportive of everything that she had done, everything that she had told him that she needed to do, Ruhid had his own agenda.

      “Now that you have completed your quest, you can help us with what we need to do.”

      Imogen looked over. “That can be your quest.”

      “We don’t want to do it without you. I don’t want to do it without you.”

      She knew what he wanted to do. She didn’t need to have him explain, especially as she had a very good sense of what he intended. He had shown her that. Some of it came from what he had said, but most of it came from how he had acted, and the way that he had proven his desire and willingness to slaughter.

      He wasn’t who she had thought he was.

      Then again, Imogen wasn’t who she had thought she was. Maybe that was part of the bond quest. Perhaps that was what Master Liu had wanted her to learn so that she could better serve the people.

      “I can’t stay and hunt sorcerers,” she said.

      “Why?” He turned toward her, looking up at her with his dark eyes. There was something compelling about him as he did, something that demanded her attention, and it drew her in. “You were trained to fight sorcery. We have an opportunity for you to do that here. Why wouldn’t you want to stay and clean the city up?” He swept his hand out, waving toward the tower that the Society occupied. “You can help us expel the Society from Loruv. Don’t you want to do that?”

      There was a part of Imogen that wanted that. It was the part of her that felt the same hatred of sorcery that she had always felt, but there was also part of her that knew that she could stay and hunt and cut down sorcerers for the rest of her life, but she would not be serving her people.

      “When I was younger,” Imogen started, turning away from him, “I lost my parents. I don’t really know what happened to them, though there are stories about it. My brother believes one thing, while I believe something else. After that day, I undertook my training far more intensely and devoted myself to the blade and to its mastery.”

      “Which is why you should stay here,” Ruhid said.

      “As I got older,” Imogen went on, ignoring his comment, “I recognized that I was among the most skilled in my village. When I was selected to go to the sacred temple”—Imogen had revealed some details to those she had trained, but Ruhid was among the very few who understood that she had trained in the sacred temple—“I felt that it was my right. In that selection, I was chosen for something that would allow me to help my people in ways that I could not have done had I not been chosen. I felt that it was my destiny.”

      She fell silent. It was easy to think back to what had brought her up to one of the sacred temples, and easy for her to remember that first journey, the difficulty that she’d had in scaling the mountain, and how she had very nearly not survived. It was harder for her to remember all the days spent training, thinking that she could eventually learn the sacred patterns, and failing.

      And as she turned to Ruhid, saw him watching her, she couldn’t help but feel he would not understand. In his mind, he would have her stay and fight his fight. Imogen wasn’t sure that his fight was her fight, though. The bond quest was part of her journey, but what was she supposed to learn from it? And what was she supposed to learn to do once she had completed it?

      The only way that Imogen would know would be by returning to her homeland and asking Master Liu, the one person who might have those answers for her. And if he didn’t…

      Imogen wasn’t sure if he would have those answers, and what she could and should do if Master Liu did not know, but she had to find out.

      “It is the bond quest,” she said, looking at Ruhid. “And I have trained you and the others as much as I can.”

      “There is still much that we can learn.”

      “Learning the blade is a lifelong journey,” she said. “Whether I’m here or not doesn’t change that. I trust that you and the others will continue to progress, each of you taking your own journey to understand the blade. And I suspect you will do well in leading them.” She looked over at him, holding his gaze. Ruhid didn’t go away. She could see the irritation in his eyes. She could sense his frustration. And yet Imogen knew there was nothing that she could do differently. “I hope you can understand.”

      “What’s there to understand? You’ve trained us, given us hope, and now you intend to abandon us. That’s what you want me to understand. And somehow you want to make yourself feel better for it.” He got to his feet, looking down at her. “Go on. Leave. Just know that you could have made a home here. We could have had a home here.”

      He glowered at her.

      Imogen waited until he was gone. She stared out for a long while, watching the street, listening to the sounds of the city and feeling the energy that she had come to know better than she had ever expected to know the energy of any city, and she let the tears fall. She had completed her bond quest, but she couldn’t help but feel that rather than finding herself, she had lost a part of herself.
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      The renral shot into the air. There was an energy to the way that the renral was flying, and Imogen could feel something burning through him, as if that crackling power that radiated up through his tipped-up feathers began to push power through her. It was a significant surge of energy that left Imogen open to his power.

      Lilah sat behind her, quiet since they had left the hut. The renral continued flying, and Imogen kept looking for signs of the Leier, signs of where she needed to travel, and could not find anything. There had to be some way for her to get the help that she needed.

      “What do you intend for us to do now?” Lilah asked.

      Imogen let out a breath, and the wind continued to whip around her. “I intend for us to get help for my people. But I’m not sure what kind of help we need. If this is all about Sul’toral, then I think that we need to find a way to draw them out.” Or if it was about Timo.

      “How do you intend to draw them out?”

      “I don’t know. You obviously had some way of trying to reach that Sul’toral. What did she have you doing to do so?”

      “She had me summoning the storm. She believed that would somehow make a difference.”

      “It obviously made something of a difference,” Imogen said. “Because when we did that in the clearing, he came.”

      “He did,” Lilah agreed. “And we couldn’t do anything to stop him.”

      That wasn’t entirely true, but Imogen wasn’t sure if she had the necessary strength to stop him. Not alone. With an attachment to the renral, maybe there would be enough power to overwhelm a Sul’toral, but Imogen wasn’t sure if that would be enough. How could they get that kind of connection formed, and in time?

      This Sul’toral was far more powerful than any she had ever experienced.

      It might be useful to find a sorcerer. Perhaps a dozen sorcerers, but Imogen suspected that if she were to do that, they would be more interested in how the Sul’toral had the power that he did.

      That said nothing about what Timo was doing.

      Increasingly, she felt he had to be involved.

      The renral continued to fly, and Imogen focused. It seemed the renral knew where he was going and had something in mind about where they were traveling to, but Imogen wasn’t at all sure what that was.

      She gripped him tightly and could feel the wind in the energy coursing through her, and she could feel the way that it was flowing around her. Lilah fell quiet for a moment as the wind whistled.

      The renral shrieked.

      Imogen frowned, and she looked down.

      Below her, there was some long brown winged creature flying toward them.

      There were several of them. They began to circle, and as they did, heat began to build within them. Imogen tried to focus but couldn’t see anything.

      “What is going…? Oh,” Lilah said. “What are those?”

      “Some other magical creature,” Imogen said. “And apparently, they don’t care much for the renral,” she added.

      “What do you think they’re doing?”

      “If I had to guess, they are forming a pattern to make it difficult for the renral to fly.” She realized now that the renral was circling rather than flying in a straight line, as he had been. And as he circled, the heat began to build, flowing up through him. It seemed as if these creatures summoned heat, and it was that which made it difficult for the renral to fly.

      Imogen patted the renral. “What can you do?”

      The renral shrieked again.

      He was answered by other renral, though it was a distant sound. Imogen looked out and didn’t see any sign of other renral, but an idea came to her. If heat impacted the renral…

      She got to her feet, standing on the renral’s back.

      Lilah grabbed for her. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m protecting the renral.”

      “By jumping from his back?”

      “You forget. I am Imogen Inaratha, First of the Blade.”

      She looked at the renral, who locked eyes with her for a moment, and then she could feel his wings beginning to shift, feathers parting as they tipped upward. That oily surface of his feathers began to catch and gather the wind, and energy began to crackle along it. That energy streaked through him and into Imogen.

      She’d come a long way from the sacred patterns. She’d come a long way from leaving Yoran with Timo, and finding Benji alongside the road. At that point, Imogen had been simply trying to understand the truth of the sacred patterns and had been failing. And now here she was, standing atop a renral, debating whether she should jump, but knowing that she had to.

      She took a deep breath, opened herself to the renral’s connection, and then formed Lightning Strikes in the Storm within herself.

      She leaped free. And as she did, she could feel the air crackling around her, whistling with energy. It carried her quickly down, shooting her toward the ground, until she felt the onrushing power building toward her.

      Heat bubbled, a circling sort of power that began to sweep toward Imogen. As she neared it, she shifted her blade and twisted her body. She was Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and she could feel that energy pouring from her. She struck the heat, and it bloomed around her.

      The lightning that she summoned through the renral exploded, crackling outward.

      Then it dissipated. It turned into nothingness.

      Imogen dropped through the heat. There was a part of her that felt scalded, burned by that energy, and then it faded. And then it was gone.

      She shifted, twisting into Petals on the Wind, and she floated. It gave her an opportunity to look up at these creatures. They were large, though not as large as a renral, and she felt a power coming from them. A dozen of them circled in a pattern that Imogen could not quite recognize. Power bloomed from it, though.

      She twisted on Petals on the Wind. It carried her away, but she still didn’t have any answer as to what was here.

      It was almost as if these creatures were summoning sorcery.

      A burst of power struck her from the side.

      Imogen looked down and saw three people standing on the ground. Another burst struck her.

      Imogen twisted to get a better look upward but decided the renral had to be safe for now. She had to focus on these creatures targeting him. There were sorcerers targeting her that she could deal with. So she dropped.

      She let Petals on the Wind carry her, and when she landed near them, her sword was still unsheathed. She whipped it toward the nearest of the sorcerers, and he tried to raise his hands to block, forming a spell, but Imogen flowed.

      That was what they had to be. She noticed the white ring on the hand of one of the sorcerers and suspected that they were Toral tied to the Sul’toral. Could he be permitting them to summon power from him?

      Irritation built within her.

      She flowed, driving her blade toward the sorcerer. She twisted, whipping her blade in one direction, then the next, catching the Toral across the wrist and severing his hand. He looked up at her with eyes wide, but Imogen had already moved on.

      The other two had turned to focus on her.

      One of them seemed to have enchantments that helped him move quickly, far faster than he should have. She knew how to deal with enchanted power—and any magical power.

      She flowed.

      She drifted into one pattern, then the next, mixing in one of the traditional patterns, and jabbed her blade toward the Toral. They had framed her on either side and were blocking her in, including the one who no longer had a hand.

      Imogen snarled and jumped. She pushed off, Lightning Strikes in the Storm, switching to Petals on the Wind, and floated above them. She flipped in the air and came to land behind a Toral. She stabbed again, driving her blade up to the hilt and through his back.

      He stumbled, staggering forward as blood bloomed over his jacket.

      Imogen spun, focusing now on the other two.

      Above her, the renral shrieked.

      Imogen couldn’t take too much time here. She had no idea what those creatures might do to the renral or to Lilah. She needed to end this as quickly as possible.

      And she was going to need to borrow from the renral in order to do that.

      She planted herself. Tree Stands in the Forest. When she did, she opened herself to the renral’s power. She let it course through her, a crackling energy, and rather than letting it explode out through her, she could use a more focused beam of power, shooting it toward both of the Toral. That power struck, driving toward them like lightning bolts that coursed along some branch, and slammed into both of the Toral at the same time. Imogen released Tree Stands in the Forest, flipped toward the nearest, and drove her knee into his chest. She followed with the blade, which jabbed through his heart. She rolled off to the side, reaching for the other Toral, but he was gone.

      Imogen looked up. The strange brown creatures still circled.

      She felt the heat building from the ground. She started to use Lightning Strikes in the Storm but found that she couldn’t.

      She hurriedly looked around, but there was no one here.

      Which meant…

      A spell.

      The Toral had been trying to complete some sort of pattern, and they must have succeeded.

      Imogen turned, storming around, and could not find where they had gone.

      She focused again and could not figure anything out.

      Above her, the renral shrieked again.

      Tension built within her.

      She had to find answers quickly.

      She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest to detect the energy around her and then pushed downward, sweeping out in a circular arc and building back up. She flowed through the ground until she found what she was looking for.

      There.

      The Toral hadn’t disappeared at all. He had simply used some spell to make himself invisible.

      Imogen flowed toward him. This time, she used Lightning Strikes in the Storm, but she didn’t use any bit of the renral’s power.

      Her blade was blocked.

      A staff.

      She spun, dancing back.

      It wasn’t the Sul’toral, but it was somebody who had trained with him, she was certain. She could tell that there was something about the technique that he used, some way that he was drawing upon that power, that made him dangerous. And as he flowed, swinging his staff around, Imogen could feel the energy coming from him, and she realized that she would have to do something quickly.

      The Toral stepped toward her.

      The staff spun in a blur. Power radiated from it.

      Imogen caught each thrust, parrying it, driving the Toral back.

      “If your master couldn’t stop me, I doubt you can,” Imogen said.

      The Toral jabbed at her.

      Imogen spun the blade, and she flicked outward, catching his staff, then drove her blade toward him again.

      Then she thrust once again.

      He was skilled.

      She had never faced a sorcerer with this kind of weapon skill before and was actually surprised to find this a challenge. The other two hadn’t had nearly this level of skill.

      Imogen darted to one side, flowing through Stream through the Mountains, bringing her blade around into Lightning Strikes in the Storm. He blocked, as if anticipating her attack. Could he have some Porapeth ability to anticipate?

      She dropped low, focusing for a moment on Tree Stands in the Forest, and began to let that energy build within her. As it did, she could feel the power bubbling up deep within her, and then it began to flow, working its way out, until she could feel some other part of it rising.

      She had to do more.

      She had a dozen different sacred patterns, but none of those were going to work.

      But there was something different that she had seen recently, and something that she thought might be effective. She spun her blade, Snow in the Wind, a spiraling pattern that drew that power up, and surprisingly, it forced it into a concentrated form.

      He blocked, though this time it was a near miss.

      Imogen clenched her jaw.

      She spun again, reversing direction. And as she did, the pattern was a similar one to Snow in the Wind, but she added a hint of something else. It took her a moment to realize that she had added some aspect of the renral movement into it. There was a steadiness to that pattern, and she borrowed from it, using what she had felt in how the renral had flown, and erupted that power toward him.

      It was a bigger surge of energy.

      And this time, as she exploded toward him, she could feel his resistance failing.

      She swept her leg down, hooking him, and kicked.

      He went stumbling, spinning off to the side. He tried to bring his staff up to block her next thrust, but she caught him in the belly.

      Blood bloomed.

      He rolled, spinning his staff, but Imogen had already jumped, shooting into the air with Lightning Strikes in the Storm, Petals on the Wind for the briefest moment, and then she reversed course, Lightning Strikes in the Storm shooting toward him.

      The suddenness of the movement caught him off guard, and as she drove her blade through his neck, his eyes went wide. Imogen rolled off to the side, kicking his staff out of the way, and crouched there for a moment, waiting.

      He did not get up.

      Imogen looked at the other creatures circling above. She had to stop them but didn’t know what she needed to do. She focused on them, and with a burst of power that flowed through her, she shot toward them. Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      By the time she reached them, though, they had already flown away.

      Imogen let out a breath and slowly lowered herself back to the ground.
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      They hadn’t gone very far before Imogen indicated that they needed to slow. She could feel an energy around her that was building, and it was powerful in a way that Imogen had not detected recently, but it left her fearing that it was tied to the Toral again.

      The renral started to circle, moving steadily, and as he did, Imogen found herself peering over his side, looking down to try to understand what had been happening nearby. She could not tell; she just felt something was off. At one point, Imogen realized that there was evidence of destruction, which she had not expected to see. When she slowed enough that she could look down at it, she found herself frowning.

      “We are beyond the Leier lands here,” Lilah said.

      She had been quiet, though Imogen hadn’t expected Lilah to have much to say.

      “I’ve been following the attacks for a while,” Imogen said. “I’ve been trying to make sense of what has been happening in the Leier homeland.”

      The renral circled but did not descend to settle on the ground.

      “You mean your homeland.”

      “What has traditionally been my homeland,” she said. “But I have begun to recognize that it is no longer just my homeland. I’m not sure what to make of it any longer.”

      Lilah stared. “Why did you come to the Koral lands?”

      Imogen looked out, and she realized that had to be where they were. She had not expected that.

      “The renral guided me here.”

      “You had to have known.”

      Imogen started to smile, but when she looked back at Lilah, she realized that she didn’t share the amusement. Perhaps she could not, given all that she had been dealing with.

      “I have permitted the renral to lead me. I don’t know what he will find, but I understand that there is something here that he wants to show me. That is all.”

      As she looked down, Imogen started to try to make sense of what was down below. She could not tell much from here until she began to see smoke. There were hints of it, little more than tracings of smoke that suggested the destruction that had come through here. When she looked back at Lilah, she found her frowning and quiet.

      “You knew.”

      Lilah looked up at her. “I didn’t know. I suspected. Feared. But I did not know.”

      “Why have they been attacking here?”

      “We don’t know. At least, I don’t know. It’s possible that Abigail does but hasn’t shared.”

      As the renral circled, Imogen found herself staring and trying to make sense of it. It didn’t make sense to her, though. And that was what bothered her. “The Sul’toral have not attacked us like this before. They have left our lands alone.”

      “Why do you think that is?” Lilah asked, irritation evident in her tone.

      “You can’t believe that it’s only because of what Abigail did.”

      “Perhaps not only, but she had a hand in it. Because of her, we have managed to avoid much worse. But then, that doesn’t fit your narrative for her.”

      Imogen started to smile. “My narrative?”

      “Exactly. It doesn’t fit with what you would like others to think she is willing to do and is capable of doing.”

      Imogen started to argue, but there was no point in it. “I won’t remind you of what Abigail was willing to do to me and both my and your people, what she was willing to sacrifice. I don’t feel that I need to remind you.”

      Lilah glowered for a moment before turning away.

      And Imogen found herself looking down. She recognized the destruction down below and realized that there were several villages that must have been targeted, much like there had been villages all throughout the Leier homeland that had been targeted.

      Why?

      She focused on the magic that was buried within her, wondering if perhaps any sense of Benji would be there that she might be able to access to convince him to answer, but when she tried to connect to him, there was silence. So often that was all she knew from Benji. If only he would answer, she might be able to learn more about what he and the other Porapeth had gone through. She might be able to uncover more about what Benji had been planning for—and Imogen was certain that Benji had been planning for something, regardless of whether he would acknowledge that he’d had a hand in such preparations.

      They continued their steady circle as Imogen focused, straining to make sense of what was down below, and finding no answers. All she knew was that the Sul’toral had been attacking, but not why. If it were some attempt to pit the Koral and the Leier against each other, it wouldn’t make a difference. The Leier had been devastated by the attacks, and from what she had seen, so too had the Koral.

      They continued circling so that Imogen could try to make sense of it.

      The renral flew for the better part of several hours before finally descending and landing atop a mountain. It wasn’t nearly as high as some of the mountains near them, not as high as the sacred tiger temple, but high enough that the cold wind bit Imogen’s skin as it whipped past her. Occasional snowflakes swept around, mixing with the swirling wind, but faded, even though the cold did not. She huddled close to the renral, surprised that he had not taken off, but it seemed that having flown as long as he had, he was tired as well. Lilah sat away from them. She had her knees drawn into her chest, and her head hung down, eyes staring as if lost.

      “What’s wrong?” Imogen asked.

      Lilah looked up, and there was a momentary look of confusion in her eyes. “Why do you think she didn’t help?”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Imogen said. “Abigail has her own motivations, as you know. She can see things that we cannot.”

      That was all that Imogen thought mattered. Abigail had her own plan and had seen some different possibility, but increasingly, Imogen believed that perhaps what she had seen, and the plan she had in mind, involved Imogen. Perhaps it even involved Imogen offering some protection to Abigail. She wouldn’t put it past Abigail to plan something like that. But the question was, what had she seen?

      “If she wanted you to help me, she would have—”

      “She would have simply done what she did,” Imogen said. “She would have forced me to offer you assistance without knowing I was offering you assistance.”

      “But you’ve already helped me before,” Lilah said.

      Imogen shrugged, and she leaned closer to the renral. He had a strange, musky odor that she didn’t find unpleasant. There was almost an earthy note to it as well, and with the heat radiating off him, and the sense of power that she felt from him, she could practically feel some aspect of the renral radiating outward. It was as if she could feel the electrical energy that she had summoned through him. She closed her eyes, focusing on that connection, on that sacred pattern, and she could feel that energy building within her once again.

      She didn’t call it out, though. Imogen worried about what would happen to her and the renral if she were to do so, and whether there would be anything that would explode that power away from her.

      “What are you doing?” Lilah asked.

      Imogen cocked an eye at her. “I’m resting.”

      “I can feel something. I don’t know what you’re doing, but you’re using some sort of magic. What is it?”

      Imogen grunted and closed her eye again. She focused, thinking about the power of the renral, thinking about how she used that energy and whether there was anything that she could do as she summoned that power through her. The energy that she felt now was significant, and it seemed to Imogen that there was some part that she should be able to feel, some part that she should be able to draw upon, but she couldn’t tell what it was.

      “Tell me about the magic you were doing there,” Imogen said. She kept her eyes closed, feeling for the pattern that she had felt form between her and the renral. As she did, she could tell that there was a connection between them, even if that connection was different from what she had expected there to be. “The lightning. The thunder. What is it that you were doing?”

      “It’s just part of something that she was teaching me. She has been working with me on calling storms. The storm serves as a way of summoning her. She can feel it. I don’t know how, as she keeps that from me.”

      “She’s a Porapeth,” Imogen said.

      “You say that as if you understand the Porapeth.”

      Imogen started to smile, and she sat up, glancing back at the renral, realizing that she probably needed a name for him. She wondered if he had one, but perhaps that was expecting too much from him. She would have to come up with one.

      She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, and focused on Tree Stands in the Forest. When she did, she immediately began to feel the renral energy flowing through her, as if she was now connected to that power in a way that she had never anticipated being before.

      “I don’t understand the Porapeth. The only thing that I understand is that they are magic.”

      “That’s what they want you to believe,” Lilah said. “That’s what Abigail believed as well, but there’s something else about them.”

      “Now who’s the one who wants to make it sound as if she understands the Porapeth?”

      “I do understand them,” Lilah said. “I’ve spent enough time with Abigail to know, even though she tries to keep it from me.”

      Imogen frowned. “What has she been trying to keep from you?”

      “What she plans. Why she plans it. How she intends to accomplish it.”

      “And this army of enchantments and dark creatures is not her?”

      Imogen had thought that it might have been, that the army attacking her people had come from Abigail, but if the same army, or something similar, would attack Abigail, and Lilah, that couldn’t be the case.

      “It’s not her,” she said.

      “Then tell me what you know about who it is.”

      “I don’t know anything about who it might be. We’ve been—” She leaned back, cutting herself off as she did, and frowned at Imogen. “I’m not going to tell you what we’ve been doing. That’s what she would want me not to do.”

      “Then she trained you well,” Imogen said.

      Lilah glowered at her, and her hand went to her neck to clutch her necklace. “Most of my training was in my temple and with my people. She only tried to add to what I had learned.”

      “Did it work?”

      “Did it work when you worked with him?”

      Imogen shrugged. “Benji knew things I couldn’t learn from my sword masters. He didn’t understand how to fight with the blade, but he did understand the power of the sacred patterns.” There was no use in denying that. She had faced Lilah, and she had proven herself capable with magic, so there was no point in denying how she had done it. “All Benji did was help me see the truth of my sacred patterns, and he helped me find the key within it. He helped me see what I needed to do, and how I needed to use those patterns.”

      “How is it that a Porapeth understood your patterns?”

      “How is it that a Porapeth can teach you sorcery?”

      Lilah regarded her for a long moment, lips pressed together in a tight frown, and she squeezed her enchantment. “She helped me see bigger magic.” She looked up. “She said I needed to understand it. She said that was going to be the key to how I could use it. Is that what he taught you?”

      Imogen smiled. “Bigger, I suppose. He wanted me to understand the power that existed in the world, and how I might be able to find it. He wanted me to see that power, and feel it, so that I could understand what my role might be. He intended for me to recognize that we all move through the world in various patterns.”

      The wind whispered in the back of her mind, she could practically hear Benji chiding her, or perhaps harassing her. Whatever it was, he was there, saying something.

      “What sort of things did Benji tell you?”

      Imogen shrugged again. “You traveled with him for a while. You knew the kind of things that he said. He was strange, a little quirky, and he made a point of trying to tell us that he could see power in the world, that he could hear the wind, that he could feel it talking to him.”

      That had been the most amusing thing for Imogen, but she also realized that it had been true. He had been able to hear something on the wind, something in the stone and the earth, perhaps even in the grasses. That had been Benji.

      “She hasn’t given me anything like that,” Lilah said.

      “Have you asked?”

      “That’s all I’ve done is ask.”

      Imogen understood that feeling all too well. “One of the things that bothered me most about Benji was the fact that he kept things from me. Often they were things I thought that I needed to know, but he continued to tell me I did not. That I simply had to trust him.” She looked over at Lilah, and she shrugged. “You know how hard it is to trust somebody you don’t even understand? Somebody who has the kind of power you cannot even fathom, and yet you’re expected to rely upon them and believe what they tell you. I didn’t understand what Benji was doing, but I did trust him.”

      As she said this, she realized that it was true.

      There was a whisper in the back of her mind again, and once again she could practically feel Benji there, either taunting her or perhaps pleased by this turn of events.

      “He had his own agenda, and I was never privy to it. There are times now when I feel like I should have better understood what he wanted from me when he gifted me an aspect of his power. I still don’t understand it. I think it’s there in me, but I don’t know how to access it.” Imogen closed her eyes and thought she could sense it, and thought she understood Benji, but it was a fleeting sense. He was still there with her.

      “She didn’t care for him,” Lilah said.

      “I know.”

      “I think she did once.”

      Imogen looked up. “What do you mean?”

      “She tried to keep it from me. She tried to keep many things from me, but I think that she cared about him. I think she was upset by something he did a while ago.”

      Imogen closed her eyes for a moment. She focused on the sense of Benji in the back of her mind, trying to see if he might whisper something to her, but there was nothing there. It was quiet, an emptiness that she wondered if she could come up with anything to understand.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t really know,” Lilah said. “It was in some of the comments she made, things that she would say about him, ways she would speak about him. She had a look about her. Like she’d been scorned at one point.”

      Could they have been close?

      Imogen focused on Benji’s presence. Would he acknowledge something?

      “That might be useful to know,” Imogen said.

      “I doubt we will learn anything from her. And he’s gone.”

      “Not entirely,” Imogen said.

      “Even if you can find something, I doubt it will make a difference. They are Porapeth, and they keep anything from us they think we don’t need.”

      “They do so as they guide us,” Imogen said, her hand going to the bamboo-sheathed sword. “Do you remember what Benji said when we first found the branox in the forest?”

      “I remember he feared them.”

      Imogen snorted. “I’m not sure Benji feared anything, and certainly not creatures like that, but that’s what I mean. Do you remember what he claimed? That they had fought those creatures. That they had dealt with them and faced them and worked with others who had fought alongside them years ago.”

      Lilah looked over at Imogen. “What are you going on about?”

      “There was a time the Porapeth were willing to engage with the world, but something happened.” Imogen leaned back, resting her hands on her legs. “And they disappeared from the world, but not completely. It occurs to me that during my time outside of the Leier homeland, I didn’t encounter anybody who made any reference to the Porapeth.” She hadn’t given much thought to it, but it was a mistake for her not to have. It was strange in hindsight, especially knowing how powerful Porapeth were—or had been. “The sacred temples of my people were founded by the Porapeth, and I think they were the origin of the sacred patterns.”

      “The Porapeth don’t guide people.”

      Imogen leaned toward Lilah, resting elbows on her knees. “What if they did? And not just my people, but yours as well. Our people are not that dissimilar. We were separated.”

      And she would bring them back together.

      It was the journey that she had been on ever since meeting Benji, when he had guided her to the Shadows of the Dead to show her the truth of her brother, and the truth of the power that he chased. It left Imogen wondering just how much Benji had seen.

      And perhaps it didn’t matter.

      Imogen needed to be a part of this in some way. She needed to help bridge the gap between the Leier and the Koral. They were her people. This was her land.

      “That’s not the sense I get from Abigail,” Lilah said.

      “I’m not sure we can trust what Abigail was trying to show you,” Imogen said. “And even if we can, I’m not sure we can trust that she wasn’t trying to work her own angle. What else has she had you doing other than serving as bait to draw out the Sul’toral?”

      “Nothing but the Sul’toral.”

      Imogen got to her feet, and she started to pace in a small circle. They were on the top of the mountain, on a peak that had a very small flat section, so she couldn’t pace nearly as much as she wanted. She needed to think, and she needed time to pace, to work through this. She felt she was close to some answer, but even as she made a steady circuit, Imogen couldn’t tell if she was right.

      “Timo was after Benji,” she said, speaking the words aloud. They seemed to be carried on the wind unprompted, but as she said them, she could feel something about the wind, something about what Benji was doing to the back of her mind, the way that he was guiding her, as if he wanted to make sure that she made this connection. “And he failed. But then there was another chase.” She looked over at Lilah. “And Abigail was pushing, but was it because she wanted Benji’s power?” She frowned. At the time, that was what she had thought that had been about, but perhaps it wasn’t.

      Abigail had wanted something else. She’d wanted something more.

      She’d wanted access.

      She’d wanted back into the Leier lands.

      “Why was Abigail where she was?”

      “What are you going on about?”

      “Abigail. She was using us. She used you, and she used the guardians, and she was trying to use me. What was she after?”

      “You saw what she was after.”

      “No,” Imogen said. She continued to pace, but the longer she paced, the more she started to question whether she was right. Perhaps this was not exactly the right way to come to the answer that she needed. When she had found Abigail before, she’d been hiding. She had been afraid. Why? “She was running. The same as we were.”

      Sul’toral.

      Timo was out there, but there were other Sul’toral. There were many of them. As far as she knew, there were a dozen, maybe more, and they all served some dark power. But Sul’toral were after something else. Benji had been running from them as well. They had nearly killed him once, and had it not been for Imogen, they might have succeeded.

      “This wasn’t about Abigail trying to harm Benji. This never has been.” Imogen looked up, holding her gaze on Lilah. “And it wasn’t about you being bait in some attempt to draw out the Sul’toral. At least, not entirely. Perhaps that was part of it, but I wonder if she was after something else.”

      “I think you’re giving Abigail more credit than she deserves.”

      Imogen squeezed the hilt of her sword. “Maybe. But I think that I’m right about this.” She looked out over the mountainside, and she could feel something.

      Abigail. Porapeth. Benji.

      All of this was linked.

      The Sul’toral.

      “She tried to draw them out,” Imogen said. “What reason did Abigail have for trying to draw them out?”

      “I don’t know. She never told me.”

      “And you don’t think it strange that Benji is gone, and now the sacred temples are gone, and who knows what has happened in the Koral lands?” She had started this journey thinking that she had to get help, and perhaps she still did, but maybe there was a different reason behind it. “It’s about the Porapeth.” It had always been about the Porapeth. “Abigail the Lost,” Imogen said. “I can’t help but wonder if perhaps she’s now Abigail the Last.”
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      She ran her hand over the renral. He looked up at her, his dark eyes glittering in the early-morning light. Imogen could feel power of a storm cloud, like lightning, radiating from him. Perhaps the renral wanted her to be aware of the kind of power that he possessed and the connection they had formed. But tracing the pattern on his back, she opened herself to something different. She could now feel the connection and that power, and she could practically use it, but she was not entirely sure if she should.

      She looked over at Lilah, who was standing staring out over the mountainside. Imogen wondered what she was doing, and what she was thinking.

      Abigail had been hiding.

      The Sul’toral had been after her.

      They had been after Benji and had essentially succeeded, in that Benji had been eliminated. Not in the way that they probably expected, and with her having gained some of Benji’s abilities, Imogen suspected that the Sul’toral would be disappointed in what they had been able to accomplish, but they had still removed Benji, one of the original, and most powerful, Porapeth. Whatever other Porapeth had existed, whatever others had remained, were probably gone.

      And that left Abigail.

      Imogen had always known that the Porapeth were rare, and that they were incredibly powerful, but she did not know much else besides that.

      Her time with Benji had given her more insight into the Porapeth, but certainly not enough for her to know what they might do, nor to know what role they might have. That was a question she should have asked Benji before.

      Then again, there were many questions she should have asked Benji before.

      Abigail. The Leier. The Koral.

      Was there a link in some way?

      Not for the first time, Imogen wished she could see the various possibilities that existed, and she felt the frustration that Benji must have felt in having nothing more than a blur around him.

      She turned to the renral, holding her hand out. “I think we need a name for you. What kind of name does a renral have?”

      “Why would you name this creature?” Lilah asked, turning back to her.

      Imogen shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because you saw what they did.”

      “You saw what the renral Abigail sent our way did, but these—and him in particular—are different.” Imogen could feel it, especially now that she had formed some sort of connection between herself and the renral. She didn’t fully know what that connection meant, but she felt it.

      “Until it decides to eat you.”

      Imogen patted the renral, and the massive bird looked up, his long beak, almost razor-sharp, slightly opening, but it seemed to snap shut at Lilah, as if he understood.

      Imogen patted him again. “Don’t listen to her,” she said. “But you do need a name.”

      “My people name the hawks we hunt with,” Lilah said.

      Imogen glanced over. “What kind of names do your hawks have?”

      “Regal names,” she said. “The kind of names that kings should have. Names like Herkan and Firen and Tolajsin and—”

      “Those are terrible names. But I do like the idea of naming them.” She held her hand out, and she traced his feathers. They were oily, slick, and she remembered how he had come in the night, how dark he seemed, how dangerous he had always been to her.

      And she felt the electrical energy that came through him.

      He was death, if she were to permit it.

      She could go with something simple. Lightning, perhaps. She could go with something more traditional, giving him a name that was common to her people, but she wanted something that fit him. He was massive, and he was powerful, but perhaps she was overthinking it.

      “You could call him Reaper,” Lilah said. “Death, to my people.”

      “He’s not death to us,” Imogen said.

      “Fine. Talon.”

      Imogen snorted. “I think your names are getting worse.”

      “What would you name him?”

      “I don’t know. I’m thinking.”

      “How long are you going to do that? I’m just asking because we’ve been standing here atop this mountain now for the better part of the early morning, and the wind is starting to get cold. I don’t care for it.”

      “You had better get used to it,” Imogen said. “As we will feel the wind atop his back.”

      “Fine, then call him Wind.”

      “That’s no good,” she said.

      “You’re impossible,” Lilah said. “I’ve been trying to help you, and all you want to do is try to find some fitting name for a bird.” She frowned, and she took a step back from the renral. “A killer bird at that.”

      “Exactly,” Imogen said. “Which means he needs to have the right name. He has to have something that fits him.” She turned back to him, and she thought about what she could use for a name. It didn’t even have to be a classic type of name. She thought about Shadow, as he was as black as night and soared silently, but that didn’t fit him, either. Perhaps she should go with something powerful.

      As she thought about the people she had known in her life, the people who had worked with her, lived with her, she started to think about what she might be able to use. She didn’t like any of those names.

      “There’s a story my people have,” Lilah said. “It is ancient, but it speaks about one who has always watched over us. One who guides us.”

      Imogen looked over at her. She wasn’t sure where Lilah was going with this, or how this would relate to the renral, but she was curious.

      “I don’t know that it makes any sense to name a renral this, but perhaps you will like the name. We were told stories about him. He is supposedly a god, at least in the story, and he rides on lightning. He is powerful, more powerful than most, and comes with the storm.”

      “If you’re going to say that I should name him after you—”

      “I don’t come on a storm,” Lilah said. “I only call the storm the way Abigail taught me. But we call him Zealar. Powerful. Invisible. And deadly.”

      Imogen turned to the renral. “I like it. Powerful, and deadly. Not invisible, though. I don’t want him to be.” She tapped him on the side. “What do you think? Zealar?”

      The renral perked up and locked eyes with her. In that moment, something passed between them, some sense of understanding, as if the renral understood what she was getting at, and her suggestion that he have a name. There came a surge, and a crackling of energy poured between them.

      “Zealar it is,” she said. “It seems he approves.”

      Lilah shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re having a conversation with a renral.”

      “And I can’t believe that you don’t want to share in this conversation.”

      “What’s there to share?” She sighed and turned away, looking out over the mountainside. “What now? Obviously, you have some plan in mind.”

      “We need to call Abigail.”

      “You realize if we call Abigail, the other Sul’toral are going to come. They were following my storm. That’s what Abigail wanted, after all, but she thought that she could draw them out one at a time to pick them off as a threat.”

      “Then we do that. If we do it one by one, we should be able to destroy them.”

      There couldn’t be that many of the Sul’toral remaining. Imogen had killed several of them herself, or had seen them die. So how many were left?

      Then there was the possibility that others had joined their ranks the way that Timo had.

      “It’s not going to work,” Lilah said. “They are too powerful for us. We’ve tried—and we’ve failed.”

      Imogen looked over at Zealar. The renral was waiting, sitting upright, as if he was anticipating that she would tell him something.

      And as she watched, as she was waiting, she could feel something. It was the energy that came from him, and it seemed to emanate outward. She could feel that energy coming off him, the energy that was pouring through her, the connection made by the strange power that they possessed.

      She could feel something more, though. And as she did, she began to question what it was. Perhaps Zealar had some way of detecting Abigail.

      She was Porapeth, wasn’t she?

      “Can you find her?”

      He looked up, and then he shrieked softly, but it was still a painful sound.

      Lilah took a step back, moving away from him, staggering toward the edge of the mountain. Imogen had to grab for her, keep her from toppling off the side.

      “I’d be careful there,” Imogen said.

      “What are you doing with him?”

      “I told you what I was doing. We’re talking. And we might end up talking about you.”

      She looked over at the renral. “Do you think Zealar could find her?”

      “He has a different kind of magic than we do. Different from mine, different from yours. And different from Abigail’s. And I suspect that most don’t understand it. But that’s part of the beauty of it. They don’t understand it, so they won’t anticipate it. And because of that, we can use it to our advantage.”

      “What if it doesn’t work? Even if we reach her, there’s no guarantee she will answer—or do anything to help.”

      Imogen couldn’t shake the feeling that they needed a Porapeth to help their people. “That doesn’t mean we don’t have to try.”

      “She’s Abigail the Lost, and I don’t think she’s going to do anything that she doesn’t want to, anyway.”

      “If I’m right, as I said, I think she’s Abigail the Last,” Imogen said.

      She climbed onto Zealar’s back.

      He spread his wings, and immediately Imogen could feel something changing, some aspect of the power that flowed through him beginning to build. A surge of what felt like lightning coursed through him, as if he called upon the storms.

      Lilah approached carefully, and she climbed up on him. Zealar did not even move while she did so.

      “Just relax,” Imogen said. “You don’t have to fear him. You only have to fear where we’re going.”

      With that, Zealar lurched into the air. The wind caught his wings, and Imogen noticed the way that his feathers tilted upward, as if he was in control of each individual feather. The wind itself was swirling among those feathers, and it created a crackling sort of energy that flowed through Zealar. It flowed up through that strange pattern Imogen had placed on him, and into her.

      “You’re doing it again,” Lilah said from behind her.

      The wind was whipping around them, cold, but not nearly as cold as it had been on top of the mountain when she had been at the sacred temple.

      Imogen glanced back to see Lilah sitting upright, leaning forward and clutching the renral’s back tightly. He was large enough that they both fit well, and certainly larger than any of the renral enchantments Rebecca had ever made.

      “I feel something from Zealar,” Imogen said. “Some connection formed because of a sacred pattern I used.”

      “You used a sacred pattern on this?”

      “I’m not sure what it was.”

      But there was energy that she felt deep within her. Increasingly, she wondered if there was something intentional that Zealar provided. Lightning coursing through him, possibly, but regardless, it was power that flowed.

      She leaned toward Zealar. “Find her,” she said.

      The renral circled, and Imogen kept waiting for him to choose a path, for him to try to find some way of flying, but she didn’t find anything in the way that he was traveling. The only thing that she could tell was that there was some energy coming off him, something that seemed to connect her to the distant power around her.

      Behind her, she could feel Lilah tensing, and every so often, Imogen began to feel a buildup of pressure and power, something that suggested Lilah was using her own magic. She was searching for Abigail.

      “How did you call to her?” Imogen said.

      “She wanted me to use the storm. And if she didn’t answer, I was to wait.”

      “How long would she leave you alone?”

      “Not long these days. Ever since I…” She trailed off as she leaned away from Imogen.

      “Since you left our people.”

      Lilah nodded as she looked away.

      If storms called Abigail, could the renral help? There was a power within the renral that suggested the storm.

      Even without Imogen saying anything, Zealar seemed to know what she wanted, and he turned, banking east, and he headed between mountains, toward a wide grassy valley. Even from above, it looked peaceful to Imogen. She couldn’t tell if there was anything here that might call to Abigail, but it did remind her of where she had first seen her.

      Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest and realized it wasn’t going to work when seated atop Zealar. It was much like when she had first tried to connect to him. She had known he wasn’t going to be stationary, and with his connection to the wind, there was never going to be Tree Stands in the Forest upon him. She could anchor to him, but that didn’t seem quite right.

      But his pattern, though, seemed more appropriate.

      Imogen concentrated on the pattern, meditating upon it. A connection formed in her mind, and it seemed as if some power flowed from the renral and into her. She opened herself to that magic.

      That connection wormed somewhere deep inside her, and it allowed her to call that storm through her, the storm that she could feel coming from Zealar, from his wings, from the wind that he swept through, and then she opened the connection, and it poured outward.

      He was the storm.

      Lightning streaked downward. She did it again. Then again. And each time that she did, the lightning bolt was followed by a rumble of thunder. It was a cloudless sky, the sun shining down, and yet she was calling the storm. It was almost as if she truly was a lightning storm.

      “How are you doing that?” Lilah asked, leaning closer to her.

      “A connection to the renral.”

      “I’ve never even heard of anybody being able to do that before,” Lilah said. “The renral hunted our people.”

      “We’ve probably made a mistake in not trying to connect to them sooner. There are other renral. If you’d like to connect to one, Zealar might be able to help.”

      Lilah said nothing.

      Imogen focused on the renral power, feeling the energy of the storm, the mixing of thunder, and then it faded. That energy exploded from her and from Zealar.

      She looked back at Lilah. “Abigail only responds when she knows that it’s safe.”

      They waited, but nothing changed for a long time.

      Then everything did.

      There was a stream of movement.

      It happened quickly, as if some part of the landscape had suddenly shifted, creatures and nightmares beginning to blur. An army. It was much like the army that chased her people, but this one had simply appeared.

      Was it even real?

      But there had to be somebody here controlling it.

      Imogen had to find that person, find a way to overpower them, and then she could end it.

      She leaned forward, focusing on what she could see down below, and though it was difficult, she caught sight of one figure that drew her attention. One figure loomed more than the others, and she looked down, watching and wondering if perhaps it was more than just the Toral she assumed it to be. It wouldn’t be that easy to find one of the Sul’toral, though. They would hide.

      Zealar shrieked.

      “You’re right,” Imogen agreed. “We are going to have to get down there. We are going to have to fight him.”

      She hoped that she was ready for it.
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      Zealar shrieked again as he circled, and power built within him. He tipped up his feathers, and Imogen could actually see them beginning to form power along them, as if the oily surface of his inky feathers began to absorb that energy and call it inward. Imogen could feel all of that working through him, building up, and coursing through the entirety of the creature.

      And because she had remained open to that power, it filled her, coming through and rising up within her. Imogen recognized that power, and she had to brace for it. As it built, she focused, thinking about what she might be able to do, and how to make a call on that argument of whether there was anything that she might be able to use it for.

      Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      What if she was truly lightning?

      She looked back at Lilah. “Stay with Zealar.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Surprise him.”

      Imogen stood, and as she did, she focused, calling upon the power within her. She could feel that energy, and she could feel that power rising up within her, and she knew there had to be something there, some connection to that power, and she knew that she could feel it, but she wasn’t exactly sure how, or why.

      She focused that power again, and then she became the lightning storm.

      She shot toward the ground.

      Using the energy of the renral combined with her own sacred pattern, she shot down faster than she could have imagined. Imogen wondered if she might crash into the ground, but when she struck, it seemed as if the ground absorbed her and the energy of her magical attack.

      She faced a sorcerer. They spun, beginning to move their hands in a pattern, and her gaze flicked to the ring on one hand. Imogen darted forward, driving her flexible blade into the Toral’s chest, and then spun, carving off their hand.

      She turned. There were two more.

      So many Toral?

      The only reason that there would be this many Toral here would be their master’s presence.

      Imogen flowed. She used Stream through the Mountains, twisting and bringing her blade up and around, carving through one of the Toral, then the other, until they were down.

      Another figure loomed behind their fallen bodies.

      And then she stood before the Sul’toral. He was an older man. Gray-haired, lean, and carrying the same strange staff she had seen before. The others had carried them as well. Imogen wondered if there was some power to these staffs.

      Imogen unsheathed her blade.

      The man spun his staff toward her.

      There was a crackle of energy along it, and as he turned it, it was as if he was using the sacred patterns, but the way that he used the staff was unlike any technique Imogen had ever faced before. She tried to block but found that his movements were far too fluid and fast for her to follow.

      She was forced to use Tree Stands in the Forest.

      He regarded her, his eyes flashing with a pale gray.

      Not gray. Silver.

      “You have been more trouble than we anticipated.”

      “And you have been trying to remove the Porapeth,” she said.

      He arched a brow. He spun the staff again, and he swung it toward her, but she didn’t move. Imogen had come to trust Tree Stands in the Forest, and she had come to trust the sacred patterns, so she understood that she was protected.

      She had not expected his staff to whistle straight through Tree Stands in the Forest as if it were little more than water. She had to bring her blade up in a flick and catch the staff.

      He grinned at her. “Better trained than some of the others,” he said. “Much better. I’m surprised.”

      “Because I blocked you?”

      “Did you?” He flicked his staff again, and it went down toward her feet before whipping toward her head. Imogen watched his arms and his shoulders, not the staff, and she twisted, sliding out of the way. It was a flow, a mixture of Petals on the Wind and traditional patterns. The combination seemed to fix in her mind, as if it had suddenly appeared to guide her.

      And then she drove her blade toward him.

      She caught him in the flank and then withdrew.

      He didn’t even wince. He made no sign that her sword had harmed him.

      He spun toward her, whipping his staff around again.

      She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, though he had already proven that it would not be much of a hindrance for him.

      “What do you intend to do when you remove all the Porapeth?”

      “Oh, it’s not so much that we intend to remove them as that we intend to replace them.”

      “Then what do you intend to do once you replace them?”

      “You have your own unique insight,” he said. “I can see it. I can see the way you’ve recognized the truth. You could be useful. We could have you serving us.” He whipped his staff around, and Imogen had to bring her blade up, a mixture of Axe Falling and pattern sixty-one, eighty-three, and then ninety-eight. The mixture allowed her to duck out of the way of the blow, and she stayed just ahead of the attack.

      He smiled at her. “Much better trained than the others.”

      “I don’t have any interest in becoming a Toral, or a Sul’toral, for that matter.”

      Not like Timo had. She couldn’t imagine his thinking, and she couldn’t imagine why he would want to be like this and claim this kind of power. What reason would he have?

      “Do you understand what you have so quickly abandoned?”

      “I understand you’re chasing power that you should not have.”

      He whipped his staff around, angling the tip toward her chest as if to stab outward.

      Imogen ducked, flowing off to the side, but not before a blast of invisible power surged toward her. She had to jump off to the side, using Lightning Strikes in the Storm to carry her quickly, and she realized that she was calling upon some aspect of Zealar as she did. The connection to him had given her some help.

      Could it help her in other ways?

      Zealar was naturally immune to magic—it was some trait of the renral—but perhaps there was some way for her to use that.

      She had to figure out what that connection was and try to understand whether there was something more that she might be able to comprehend, but even as she tried to think about it, she didn’t have time. There was not going to be the time when faced with somebody like this. Somebody who had command of his staff and knew sacred patterns in a way that Imogen had only recently come to comprehend. He flowed through them, his staff whipping and whizzing through the air, his power well greater than Imogen had expected to find. He would have easily defeated the sacred sword masters within the sacred temples.

      “You were there,” Imogen said. She frowned as she looked at him. He must have stayed hidden. There had been a power that had lifted the others away. Could it have been him? “With Timo, and the other two.”

      He spun his staff again. “So it was you. You decided to shift my plans.”

      “Are you the one who gave Timo his power?”

      He paused again, bringing his staff down. In that moment, Imogen recognized what he was doing. He was using his staff to connect to something akin to Tree Stands in the Forest. She pushed out with her own connection to Tree Stands in the Forest, and as she did, she felt the blooming power flowing beneath her. This was a powerful Sul’toral.

      Far more powerful than any that she had ever encountered before. The others had been simply superpowered sorcerers, but this one…

      He was something else. He was powerful in a way that others had not been. And he understood magic in a way that others did not. Not just magic, but how the sacred patterns formed their own addition to magic.

      “You’re his sister,” he said. He started laughing, and his grip shifted on his staff.

      Imogen noticed that in the moment before he brought it around.

      But she was ready. She had been fighting and training to fight like this for her entire life, so she had learned to look for little tells, little slips that could share with her what somebody might do. She had learned to find those secrets. And his secret was that he shifted his grip on his staff slightly before he spun it.

      Imogen dropped, brought her blade around, and stabbed him in the side again.

      She backed away as he recovered and slipped his staff back to block. He brought it down, Tree Stands in the Forest, or whatever it was that he called it, and then he turned to her. He didn’t look as if he was even bothered by the way that her slender blade stabbed him. He didn’t seem to mind the pain.

      Who is this?

      “You are more difficult than I was expecting. Why is that? Why is it that I can’t see what I need to from you?”

      There it was again. Another person who commented on seeing something about Imogen but thought that she was a blur.

      What was it about her?

      It didn’t matter right now. She had to defeat him. Defeat his army. And save her people.

      “I am curious about you. Perhaps I will take you with me and dissect your ability. You would be most useful in reaching an understanding of what I need to end all of this.”

      “End all of what?” Imogen asked.

      “End all of what has taken place.” He smiled.

      Imogen hated his smirk immediately. It was almost slimy, reminding her of the oily feathers of the renral, but that was a pure and functional oiliness. This was something else. This was something dark, and there was something malevolent in the way that he looked at her.

      He brought his staff around.

      His hand shifted in just a moment, and she reacted, but he must have sensed that she had noticed his tell, as this time when he brought his staff down, he switched direction, bringing it around to the side.

      It caught Imogen in the flank.

      She tried to flow with the pain.

      She had been struck before. It was not the first, and if she survived this, it would not be the last time that she would be struck in such a way.

      It knocked the wind out of her.

      And she spun, trying to move off to the side with it, trying to hold on to herself, to focus on what she could feel, but all she knew was pain. It coursed through her, as if he had shot her with some magical power.

      Perhaps he had. Perhaps that was part of what he had done. Perhaps it was his blast, the strike, that had overwhelmed her and had somehow managed to drive through her.

      She focused. Tree Stands in the Forest.

      The connection between her and the renral bristled with power, and it strengthened her.

      Not only that, but it seemed as if the energy helped her recover somewhat.

      She got to her feet.

      And as she did, Imogen realized she had moved while holding Tree Stands in the Forest.

      That shouldn’t even have been possible.

      Tree Stands in the Forest should have required complete concentration and complete control, and yet she had moved.

      The Sul’toral watched her, and he seemed to realize her surprise.

      “Very interesting,” he said. “Now I would very much like to bring you back with me. You have something I would very much like to know about.”

      He brought his staff around, but Imogen braced for it.

      And this time, rather than simply holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest, she opened herself to the connection that she shared with Zealar.

      That connection formed a bursting of power that crackled out through her. It shot upward and downward, forming a cage of electricity that surged outward. As his staff struck, it bounced back.

      And she pushed even more.

      He tried to drive his staff toward her again. Imogen held on to the connection, held on to the power, and could feel it flowing. As it flowed, and that energy built, Imogen wondered if there might be some other way for her to use it.

      Could she attack with it?

      She had the renral, and she had his strange natural ability, and she had seen how it would mix with Tree Stands in the Forest, and she had also used it with Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      Imogen watched the Sul’toral for a moment, and when his grip shifted, she watched his shoulders, saw him starting to twist, and she released Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      It flowed from her, and there was power that burst out of her, burst through her, pouring from the renral. It seemed to augment and concentrate her sacred patterns. And as that power exploded, she shot out, sweeping around.

      And there was a burst. A surge. There was something powerful.

      She detected that energy, and she pushed downward, holding on to it.

      The Sul’toral backed away.

      The smirk that he’d been wearing had faded. It had been replaced with something else.

      Was it concern?

      Imogen wasn’t sure if that was what it was. Perhaps it was merely his own amusement. His eyes shone with it, and she watched him, feeling his irritation beginning to build.

      There had to be something she could do to drive him back.

      Not just that, though. She had to incapacitate him and do the very thing he wanted to do with her. He wanted answers, which was what she wanted.

      She had to let the connection flow through her, and she began to feel power building as she stood in the barrier of Tree Stands in the Forest. She tried to open herself to the renral, but Zealar had started to fade.

      She could feel the energy weakening.

      He had limited power.

      The Sul’toral regarded her. Imogen stood motionless, Tree Stands in the Forest, using a hint of the crackling power of Zealar, only enough to reveal she still had it, and hopefully enough that it would push him back and keep him from attacking.

      “Who are you?” Imogen asked. “You know who I am, but I don’t know anything about you. I imagine you’ve lived a long time, and given what I’ve seen of other Sul’toral, you likely want to brag about yourself and your power. So go ahead. Tell me.”

      “You’re a fool,” he said. “You think I haven’t faced people like you before? Do you think I haven’t destroyed them just as easily as I’m going to destroy you?”

      “Oh?” Imogen asked. She did not move, but she still held on to Tree Stands in the Forest and still felt that energy of Zealar flowing through her. “I’m the fool, but I’m not the fool who’s been stabbed twice by someone who has probably lived a tenth of your life.”

      “Not even a hundredth of my life,” he snapped.

      Imogen smiled tightly. She was getting to him.

      She needed to use that.

      “A weak little Leier. Trained by her people and discovered by a Porapeth.” Imogen shrugged her shoulders just enough, the barest fraction of a shrug, and smirked. She called upon even more power, letting it flow through her and pushing outward.

      As she did, she recognized that energy was building, and she started to question what he might do.

      She watched his hands, his shoulders, his feet. He wasn’t moving yet. She had a little bit of time before he took the next step, but she had to be ready. The moment he shifted, Imogen had to be prepared for what he might do.

      “And if you aren’t afraid of me, then why won’t you share with me your name?”

      He brought his staff up. Imogen was ready. She opened herself even more to Zealar. She had to use this exactly right. She wouldn’t have many more attempts, but if she could coax the Sul’toral into thinking that she had more power than she did, then perhaps she could turn this.

      His staff slammed down into the ground.

      Imogen hadn’t been ready for that, but she was Tree Stands in the Forest, summoning the renral power through her, and that power flowed outward, and she reacted, bracing herself. In doing so, she pushed. The air crackled with the lightning of the renral.

      “There is a trick you don’t know,” Imogen said.

      He brought his staff back down again.

      Imogen still held on to Tree Stands in the Forest, but she no longer kept herself as open to Zealar as she had before.

      “Perhaps it would do well for you to know my name when you die. I will take you, and I will understand what you’ve done. It will be added to the rest.”

      He raised his staff, but then he hesitated. She could feel power building, and she wondered what it was.

      “I am Aneadaz. I am the Hand of Sarenoth.”

      With that, Aneadaz brought his staff down, and there was a shattering of power that exploded outward, but when that was gone, so was he.

      Imogen held Tree Stands in the Forest for a few moments more in case he returned. But there was no sign of him. No sign of anything.

      Only the crackling of energy around her, a crackling of thunder from some distant place, and she realized that Lilah was still circling atop Zealar. Imogen wondered if there might be some way to use the connection in order to help Zealar draw upon even more power, but she did not know.

      She finally released her connection, finally released the power that she was holding on to, but even as she did, she worried that she would need to use it again.

      Aneadaz.

      A Sul’toral.

      And probably a powerful one, given what she had seen from him.

      But that wasn’t what worried her.

      It was what he had said afterward.

      He was the Hand of Sarenoth.

      Zealar came swooping down, a silent shadow that circled over her, before landing.

      When he did, Lilah climbed off, looking around. The valley had been emptied of the strange creatures. Imogen couldn’t help but think that the creatures had been little more than enchantments… perhaps even illusions.

      “Imogen?”

      She looked up and realized that Lilah was not alone.

      “Abigail.” She snorted. “You waited until I nearly defeated him.”

      “But you did not.”

      “Do you know this one?”

      “I didn’t see whom you fought.”

      “His name was Aneadaz.”

      There was a soft gasp, and Abigail stopped, her hands clutching her chest, her eyes narrowing slightly.

      Imogen just watched her. “Apparently, you do know him.”
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      Abigail strode through the clearing, using a strange flowing gait that reminded Imogen of how Benji had walked. His had been more of a glide that seemed to follow the wind, whereas Abigail used something else. Imogen found herself watching Abigail’s pattern but couldn’t identify anything.

      “I know him,” Abigail finally said, approaching a small hillside with what looked to be the remains of a building set into it. It was only then that Imogen realized that she had been here before—at least, someplace like this. “I have known him for many years.”

      She paused, and as she did, Imogen became aware of a sense of power that came off Abigail, a hint of magic that emanated from her and suggested that she was pulling upon what Imogen believed to be sacred patterns, but what she suspected was actually nothing of the sort. It was probably more akin to the Porapeth magic, and something Benji had been doing.

      In the back of her mind, she had a hint of a whisper, as if Benji was there, giving her insight into what it was that Abigail was doing, but even as he did, Imogen did not know whether there was anything to what Abigail did that she might be able to identify.

      “Who is he to you?” Imogen asked.

      Imogen looked over at Lilah and found her standing, feet set slightly apart and hands out from her, as if she was trying to call upon some pattern, or sorcery, but did not dare to use it completely around Abigail.

      “He is a means to an end. I’ve been trying to get to the most dangerous of them, and Lilah has been drawing them out for me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I cannot,” Abigail said.

      Abigail crouched down, and as she ran her hands along the hillside, Imogen could feel something. It was the whisper that came through her. It was almost a murmuring.

      Imogen paused, tilting her head to the side, and then she found herself crouching down to join Abigail. She ran her hands along the top of the grass, tracing a pattern just like Abigail had. Imogen was testing for something within that pattern, testing to see if she might be able to uncover anything that she might learn, and trying to determine if there was something that would help her understand just what it was that Abigail had done.

      Benji would have known. Benji would have heard the whispering here, and Benji would have understood that there was something here, some message, some way for her to know just what it was that she might be able to hear from the grasses themselves.

      “Do you hear it?” Abigail asked, regarding Imogen carefully.

      “Not in the way he wanted me to,” Imogen said. “He tried to get me to understand what he was doing, and he wanted me to learn how to listen to the wind, but I never mastered it.”

      “All this time, and he was trying to find someone to follow him,” she said, shaking her head. “All this time, and I did not understand. I could not have understood.”

      “What were you trying to understand?” Imogen asked.

      Abigail got to her feet and started moving, and this time, Imogen recognized the pattern that she was using as she walked. There was a steady sway, and Imogen followed, using the same sort of pattern. With each step, she could feel something deep within her.

      She hadn’t noticed it before, but she had missed some aspect of what Benji had been doing. Seeing Abigail and the way she was walking and moving and swaying as she made her way across the meadow gave Imogen a different insight into what she might be able to do. She followed, feeling that energy, and feeling something else within it. It was as if Imogen had blocked off one aspect of the patterns Benji had shown her, or perhaps he hadn’t shown her all of them. And now, standing with Abigail, she could feel that energy building, and she recognized that there was something within it.

      As she moved, she began to feel currents around her.

      It was almost like the wind, but it was not the same. When she closed her eyes, Imogen thought that she could feel those currents moving and shifting and flowing. And with a start, she realized just what it was that she was detecting.

      She gasped. “This is how you see,” Imogen said.

      Abigail looked over and frowned at her. “I thought that you understood that.”

      Imogen shook her head. “I knew that there was a pattern that Benji used to see the possibilities, but the one I use is different from this.”

      “Then he didn’t show you everything,” Abigail said.

      She continued moving, and Imogen followed her, modeling the same pattern.

      “Tell me about Aneadaz,” Imogen said. “He called himself the Hand of Sarenoth, and I know enough about Sarenoth to know that means he has a position of significant power. But I don’t know if he is somebody that I need to fear more than the others.”

      “When others discovered the key to connecting to Sarenoth, he was the greatest of them,” Abigail began, still moving carefully but not with the same pattern as before. She paused from time to time, bending down to touch a flower, a blade of grass, or a small shrub, plucking a berry off it and popping it into her mouth. “Others learned to connect to that power and served Sarenoth, thinking to claim his power and gain even more of it. They failed him.”

      She was talking about the Sul’toral, but this was an aspect of them that Imogen had never heard before. “How did they fail him?”

      “He showed them what he should not have. And they saw his power, but they could never reach it. They tried to understand what he could do, and they tried to understand how he could call upon the power that he did.” Abigail turned, and she tipped her head back, breathing in deeply. “It has been many years since I’ve been here.”

      The change of topic was jarring. “Why have you not returned?”

      “I was young when I first came here,” Abigail said, and she smiled as she tilted her head slightly to the side, breathing in. “The meadow looked different then. Not as many flowers, though I think this is lovely in its own way.”

      This was a side of Abigail that Imogen hadn’t seen when she had dealt with her in the past. Abigail had always come off as a dangerous Porapeth, a being of incredible power, and a being of incredible magic that Imogen couldn’t even fathom. This was somebody who was almost wistful and was more like how Abigail had been when Imogen had seen her in a meadow like this before.

      “How long ago was it?” Imogen asked.

      “Longer than you can imagine,” Abigail said softly.

      “I can imagine quite a bit. And given the time I spent with Benji, I think that I have a pretty good sense of how long Porapeth live.”

      Abigail looked over. “Did he tell you?”

      “He didn’t tell me how long he’d lived, but he mentioned fighting against creatures like the branox.” She took a deep breath, then let it out. “And yet you thought to use them.”

      “I didn’t use them.”

      “No. You used my brother in some plan of yours.”

      “It was necessary,” Abigail snapped. Then she took another deep breath, as if calming herself. “Much of what I have done has been necessary, but I wouldn’t expect you to be able to understand. Not yet. In time, perhaps you will see it, but for now, the answer is not there.”

      Imogen could hear Benji suddenly. He surged into the back of her mind, wanting to laugh, and wanting Imogen to know that he was there. It was a deep, heavy cackle that carried upon some part of Imogen’s mind and left her frozen.

      “Benji finds that amusing,” Imogen said.

      “Is he here again?”

      “I don’t think he’s ever truly gone. Every so often, he decides to make his presence known. Annoyingly.”

      Once again there was a surge of what sounded like laughter.

      Imogen closed her eyes. She could feel that energy in the back of her mind. She could feel Benji’s whispering sense. It was a guiding sense when he wanted it to be, but for the most part, Benji didn’t really offer that to her. For the most part, Benji was simply there, as if he lingered, waiting for the right opportunity to offer something more.

      But more than that…

      Imogen didn’t have the opportunity to gain more than that.

      “I thought that he was fully gone,” Abigail said, her voice dropping to a whisper.

      “Did you want him to be gone?”

      “For a time, yes.”

      “You cared about him.”

      She breathed out softly. “Very much.” She strode forward, then stopped on a mound, grass heaping up over it, but Imogen could see the contours of what had once been a building, something like a home, but a larger home than Imogen would have expected to find out here in the middle of what looked to be nowhere. There was no sign of any city, and as she had flown with the renral, she hadn’t been aware of anything else. This valley would be difficult to reach, much like many places in the Leier lands were difficult to reach. It was isolated.

      “Who was he to you?” Imogen asked.

      “He didn’t tell you about me?”

      Imogen sniffed. “He told me about you when he needed to. I think he was concerned about what you might do, and for good reason, it seems. When we first encountered you, he was worried about what you might do to me.”

      “For good reason,” Abigail echoed. “I didn’t expect to actually lose to him. I thought that I could bring him back. I thought the two of us could…” She forced a smile, and the hardness in her eyes flared again, and the silver shot through them once more. “All this time that I spent looking for answers, and he was looking for something else.”

      Abigail turned and strode down another hillside. But then she paused. She spread her hands to her sides, and the air shimmered and then began to take on a hint of a shimmery, faint flowing quality. In that moment, it looked as if a lake had formed, blooming into view. Imogen could have sworn that it was not real, that it was nothing more than an illusion, but it felt real.

      She had seen this from Abigail before, but this time it felt different.

      “This is what it looked like,” Abigail said. She swept her hands to either side of her again, stretching them all around, and the ground rumbled, shifted, taking on different contours.

      Suddenly Imogen caught a house behind her. It reminded her of the house where she had last seen Abigail, and as she looked at it, she noticed how comfortable it appeared. There was even a faint stirring of smoke that came from what had been a chimney, though Imogen suspected that was part of the illusion.

      “What was this place?”

      “It was my home,” Abigail said. “Our home, really.”

      Imogen smiled to herself, shaking her head. “Benji, you bastard.”

      Abigail glanced over at her. “Are you talking to him?”

      “I don’t know if he’s listening.”

      “He could be a bastard,” Abigail said, nodding to her. “That is part of his charm. At least, it was. He could be stubborn, and he was determined that he could see things others could not. And…” The image shifted, and then the home faded. The lake began to withdraw, and then it was gone. “He told me that things would change. That time would change for us, that he had seen it. He told me that he alone knew what we needed to do.”

      “That seems to be a Porapeth trait,” Imogen said.

      “More than you can know,” Abigail said. She strode forward again and flicked her gaze up to the sky. “The air smelled different then. I can remember it. It was almost sweet, filled with the faint white scent of the meadow flowers.” She swirled her hand and formed another pattern, and as she did, the air shimmered again, and a large white flower formed in her palm. Abigail held it out, and she turned in place, twisting it, until she twisted her hand once more. The flower faded, disappearing altogether. “Benji believe that we needed to stay out of events within the world.”

      “I thought the Porapeth were not permitted to intervene.”

      “Permitted,” she said, shaking her head. “Who is to say what is permitted or not? At the time, we were what permitted everything.”

      She strode back up the hillside and paused at the top. From here, Imogen followed the direction of her gaze. She looked toward the east, the direction that they had been traveling in, where Lilah stood. Zealar rested, wings tucked in, long, sharp beak stretched out in front of him, and he looked terrifying against the green meadow. He was massive, even from here, and Imogen could open herself to that connection and feel the power of him flowing through her. She didn’t dare draw upon it. She was getting answers from Abigail, even if she wasn’t sure what to make of the answers that she was getting. They were answers that seemed important to Imogen, and if she permitted Abigail more time to share with her, Imogen had to believe that she would learn what she needed.

      Zealar looked up, and even from a distance, he locked gazes with her. She could feel the energy coming through him. He was gifting her some of the power that he had collected.

      “We thought to call the renral to you,” Abigail said. “Not to harm you but to slow you.”

      “You want them to harm us,” Imogen said.

      “Perhaps,” Abigail admitted. “You took a path, and a journey, I did not want you to take.”

      “Why?” Imogen turned to her then and was unmindful of the danger. This was a powerful Porapeth, someone who had proven herself willing to harm Imogen, and harm those who had come with her, and even harm another Porapeth. This was somebody who had anticipated things Imogen couldn’t even fathom. “Why would you do that to us? What had we done to you?”

      “It was nothing that you had done. It was what you might do.”

      “Benji used to think the same thing, but he recognized there were certain things he couldn’t clearly see, and he didn’t fight that. Rather, he searched for understanding.”

      “He was wiser than I,” Abigail said.

      “So what did you see?”

      Abigail breathed in. “It has been so long since I’ve been here. Too long.”

      “What are you going on about?”

      Abigail flicked her gaze to Lilah. “When I discovered that Benji had taken on someone like you, I realized that perhaps he had seen something I had not. I decided I should follow his lead, but I never had the same touch with people.”

      It was Imogen’s turn to laugh, and she did so, chuckling deeply. “If you knew Benji as well as you claim you did, then you would know that he didn’t really have a good touch with people. In fact, I would say that Benji was probably one of the worst people I’ve ever met when it comes to interacting with people. He was stubborn, cantankerous, and would swear at the drop of a hat.”

      “All of which made him entertaining,” Abigail said. “But those traits are warranted when you have lived as long as he had. As long as all of us have,” she said, adding the last softly. “He must have seen something in you. And given what I have seen myself—or not seen, as the case may be—I begin to question if perhaps he really was the greatest of us.”

      “You’re going to have to explain yourself better. Are you still trying to hurt me?”

      Abigail looked over. “This was never about you, Imogen Inaratha.”

      “You could’ve fooled me. It felt like it was about me when you were trying to harm me. When you sent your guardians after me. When you tried to cut me down, and you used somebody I’d saved, or thought that I’d saved, to do so.”

      Abigail looked over at Lilah. “Maybe you could still save her. I thought she was what we needed to achieve my goal. I thought she was going to be the key to helping me with Aneadaz, but perhaps she cannot be. Perhaps she never could.”

      It seemed too harsh a sentence for Lilah. “And what goal is that?”

      Abigail looked back at Imogen. “The only goal that matters to me. Saving myself.”

      Imogen started to smile. “You’re actually saying something truthful for once.”

      “I would never deny the truth when it comes to that. I want to save myself, Imogen. I have wanted to ever since I saw the end coming.”

      “What end?” Imogen asked carefully.

      “Why, the end of the Porapeth. That is what Benji feared. That’s why he came after you. That’s why he gifted you what he did.”

      Imogen snorted. “I’m not exactly sure that Benji cared much about the end of the Porapeth. And I’m not sure if he gifted me anything. He did it so that I could stop the sorcerers, so that I could make sure that they did not continue to harm us, and he did it so that I could defeat the Sul’toral.”

      “And whom do you think the Sul’toral serve?” Abigail asked.

      “Sarenoth.”

      “Exactly. One of the Porapeth.”
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      The air rumbled, and there was a steady buildup of energy in the distance, as if a storm was brewing, but Imogen didn’t know if it was a real storm or if it was magically induced. As a trembling began to fill the air, she flicked her gaze to the sky, listening, feeling the energy, feeling the power that was building, and waiting for there to be something else. There was no sign of anything more. No sign of the power that might persist, no sign of any additional energy that was building. The only thing that she detected with any real understanding was a hint of power that filled the air.

      Imogen realized what Abigail intended. This was about revenge. This was about stopping someone who had harmed one of her own.

      “How do I stop him?” Imogen asked. She had a sense from Abigail that she was not going to share anything more, but it wasn’t even about Sarenoth, at least not really. It was about power like his that Aneadaz and others pursued.

      More than that, though, Aneadaz had power similar to Imogen’s. Porapeth power.

      He had become more like Sarenoth.

      And he was a sorcerer, which meant that he could do things that she could not.

      “He was always skilled at drawing in those who sought power,” she said. “And he trained them, guiding them along his techniques. It was how he made them as powerful as they became.”

      “His techniques meaning sorcery?”

      She tilted her head slightly, a brief nod. “His techniques have evolved into sorcery. We all had our own. Benji used what you have learned. He tried to instill that in his followers, but very few have ever truly managed to master it, whereas I have tried to instill what I know in my followers. But then, my followers are few and far between.”

      “I don’t understand any of this,” Imogen said.

      “How is it that you can use Benji’s understanding of the world?”

      Imogen shrugged. “Part of it comes from the sacred patterns… That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it? You’re saying that Benji led those who could use the sacred patterns.”

      “He offered guidance. There were some that were more useful than others, and very few could truly understand how to conceptualize them. Those who could became more powerful, something even he was able to see.”

      “What do you mean, even he?”

      “I mean that Benji identified that there were some who had the mindset to recognize patterns in a way that others did not. He would use those patterns, and he tried to guide them, much like he tried to guide most of his people.”

      “And you?” Imogen glanced over at Lilah. “I take it that your people are the Koral?”

      “My people have been gone a long time,” Abigail said. “Why do you think they call me Abigail the Lost?”

      “I suppose I don’t know.”

      “They faded. It was a time long ago, a time before. Benji had been advising me to avoid influencing the world. He advised all of us to avoid influencing. He thought that was necessary for us to keep our hands out of what happened around us. He thought that if we were to permit ourselves to get involved, we would find that we faded faster.” Abigail smiled tightly. “You claim to have seen something. He claimed that it was one of the most common threads he could identify. As he was Benji the Elder, most believed him.”

      “Most of the Porapeth,” Imogen said. She felt foolish in making a comment like that, but she felt that she didn’t fully understand what was going on here, and she needed to wrap her mind around all of this. Benji was a Porapeth, and though she knew there weren’t that many Porapeth, there was something about what Abigail implied that suggested that the Porapeth were more than what she had known. It was as if she was suggesting that the Porapeth were almost gods.

      What had Benji told her, though?

      He was magic.

      What was that but a god?

      “There were only a few of us. There never have been many. It was as if the powers that be did not want that energy concentrated in many places, or perhaps diffused into too many places,” Abigail said. “Those of us who had power chose to embrace it, trying to hold on to it. Some of us more tightly than others.”

      “And Sarenoth?”

      Abigail frowned at her. “He thought to try a different tactic. He thought that he could get around what Benji had done, that he might be able to find a way past it. He thought that he might be able to avoid the darkness that Benji claimed would come eventually, regardless of what he attempted. That attempt changed him. It was slow, gradual at first, but over time, it changed him like all of us were changed over time. We did not see it for a long time. We could not see it, I think. And as it changed him, as we saw him beginning to influence, we began to recognize that what he had done had made his fate different. I’m not even sure that I understand it.”

      “And his followers?”

      “His followers embraced the lessons he taught, wanting to understand him, and wanting to understand the power that he had. They all wanted to claim the same power as Sarenoth. But there is only one Sarenoth.”

      Imogen thought of what she had learned about the Sul’toral, those who had served Sarenoth. They summoned a different power. She had seen how they could summon that power, and she’d seen the magic that came from them, and how they could draw that out from themselves. It was as if they were accessing something greater.

      They were accessing energy, magic.

      They had harnessed it in a way that seemed impossible, but perhaps it was not impossible at all. Perhaps what they had found was a truth, and a way of grasping that truth.

      “How is it that Sarenoth’s followers can call upon his power? I have seen that, and I have seen the power that he summons, and I have seen the energy that the Sul’toral can draw upon.”

      “They learned to harness his power.” Abigail smiled tightly. “Do you believe that Sarenoth was only exiled?”

      “I don’t even know anymore. I think what we were taught was that Sarenoth was captured, held, because he was somehow too dangerous to exist in the world. That, at least, is what I have been told.”

      “It is what we wanted others to believe. But what happened, what truly happened, was that those who followed Sarenoth were not content with merely accessing part of his power. They did not want to be cut off from it. They found another way to hold on to it. Much like your brother once tried.”

      “They trapped Sarenoth,” Imogen said.

      “They did. And he remains trapped. The Sul’toral hold him, and only they know the key.”

      “What would happen were he to be freed?”

      “You misunderstand, Imogen. As they held him, they destroyed him so that only his power remains.”

      Imogen looked up at the sky, thinking of what she had seen of Benji and how he visited her. Would it be like that?

      Why not? Benji had that kind of power and had wanted to prevent others from trapping it and using it, so why would it not be the same with Sarenoth?

      “Why were you not able to free him?”

      “Because Benji saw that we could not. He saw that we should not. They knew how to trap the power of a Porapeth. How could they not trap another?”

      Imogen had seen an attempt like that before. It was what Dheleus had attempted, and had nearly succeeded in.

      “After all that, he still did not want to intervene,” Abigail said.

      “Because he knew better.”

      “He knew nothing,” she said.

      Imogen understood. She could see it in Abigail’s eyes. “So you avoided them—and avoided the world—because you were afraid?”

      “We prepared. At least, that is what we thought we did. That is what we told ourselves we did. I prepared by guiding my people, but even that wasn’t enough. I prepared by trying to draw them into the world, helping them find a different way. But they were lost, much like me.” She glanced over at Imogen. “And Benji … he trained his people in a different way. He decided that there were other ways of teaching. It wasn’t about taking his power, but harnessing that which exists in the world.”

      Imogen could easily imagine Benji doing this. It was the same way that he had tried to teach her. Hadn’t he demonstrated that the power didn’t come from him but from everything around him? He might be magic, but it was the power that he had demonstrated to her, power that came from everything that he had shown her, that really mattered. It wasn’t about his magic.

      But then he had gifted her something. Imogen could still feel it if she closed her eyes. That energy was there, lingering within her. If she closed her eyes, she could focus; she could feel that connection to Benji, and she could feel that there was something that he had granted her, some connection to power that had not been there before.

      Was it that different from what the Sul’toral chased?

      What she had to do was find a way of harnessing it.

      It couldn’t be a coincidence that Benji had trained those who could overpower a Sul’toral. It had to be the reason he and the other Porapeth descendants had wanted the Leier to learn how to fight magic.

      “So now what?” Imogen asked.

      Abigail looked over at her. “My path became hazy. I believed that my time was at an end. And I have been trying to avoid that fate.” She looked up at the sky. “You cannot understand what it’s like to have lived in this world as long as I have, to have seen what I have, and to have influenced in the way that I have, only to know that it’s coming to an end. You have no idea what it feels like to feel that the answers are there, just at the edge of my understanding, only to not be able to grasp them.”

      “I don’t know what Benji was after, and I certainly don’t know what he was trying to do, but I do not feel that it was his attempt to prolong anything that was not supposed to be prolonged.”

      Abigail watched her. “You cannot understand.”

      “Perhaps not,” Imogen said. “And perhaps I never can. But I’m not exactly sure that it matters. Benji wanted me to see something, and he wanted me to know the truth in a way that you can’t show me.”

      “What do you intend to do?” Abigail asked.

      Imogen had been concerned Abigail might try to do something to her, that she might try to either stop her or take the power that Benji had given her. “What do you intend to do?”

      “I’m not stopping you, Imogen Inaratha.”

      “No. You’re hiding, and now you’re using Lilah as bait. And all that does is put you, and everything else, in even more danger, doesn’t it?” Imogen could feel Zealar trying to connect to her. There was an urgency to it, and she realized that they were going to need to get moving. The renral seemed to have detected something. “Do you know what the difference was between you and Benji? I don’t know much about what happened between you long ago, but he obviously still cared about you enough to try to help you. And I suspect he was trying to help you. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have brought us together. Benji understood that if he couldn’t see something, it didn’t mean the end. He didn’t fear what he couldn’t see. It was simply another challenge to him. But you’ve chosen to run from what you can’t see. You’ve chosen to hide. And it makes you weak.”

      “Perhaps if you live long enough, you will understand the truth,” Abigail said.

      “I’m not even sure if that’s true. Now it seems as if my task is to stop the Sul’toral so that I can save my people and, in doing so, free the power of Sarenoth.” It was a strange change from when she had first learned about the Sul’toral and the kind of power they possessed. That had been a time when she hadn’t needed to fight on her own. Gaspar and the Chain Breaker could help, but there were others as well. The Toral Jayna could help, if she was willing. But all were too far from her. “But I will start with one. I will start with Aneadaz.”

      An idea came to her, though she wasn’t sure if it would work.

      Aneadaz called upon the power of a Porapeth.

      It was a power that Imogen knew. Not in the same way that he did, and perhaps she never could know it in that way, especially as he had held on to that power for a long time. But she had seen how a different kind of power could counter what he could do. It would be unexpected—and something he couldn’t see.

      She had the renral. Not only Zealar but other renral. And if they were able to work quickly enough, powerfully enough, then perhaps it might even be enough.

      “You can’t stop him,” she said. “Not by yourself.”

      Imogen looked over at Abigail, who had turned back and was facing the mounded remains of the home. Imogen suspected that this was the home that she had shared with Benji, before whatever had happened between them had taken place.

      “You could help,” Imogen said.

      “I am not getting involved,” Abigail said.

      “Because you choose not to.”

      “Because I recognize the danger if I do.”

      “You can still help. You have remained involved all this time, and only now, because of your fear, you have chosen not to?”

      “As I said before, if you live long enough, you may come to understand that fear yourself.”

      “If I live long enough and begin to understand that fear, perhaps it will be time for me to pass on.” In the back of her mind, Imogen could practically feel Benji laughing. “And Benji agrees.”

      She had started forward when Abigail grabbed her wrist. Imogen felt strength in her grip, and there was a bit of energy, heat, and something that reminded her of Tree Stands in the Forest, though she wasn’t exactly sure why. She could feel the way that Abigail was calling upon that power, some aspect of it that reminded her of how she held on to that, but she could not tell what Abigail did. Her magic was not quite the same as that which Benji had used.

      “If you talk to him…”

      “Benji?”

      Abigail held her gaze. “Tell him that I’m sorry.”

      Imogen looked up at the sky. “You can tell him yourself. He’s not gone. I still hear him, and unfortunately, I even see him from time to time. That is how he has changed. It’s how you will eventually change, if you stop fearing it. You are Porapeth. You are magic. And I don’t know that magic can be destroyed. I don’t know if magic can end.”

      Abigail watched her, and there was a brief flicker in her eyes, a hope that shone.

      “You’re afraid of dying,” Imogen said softly.

      “I have lived a long time,” Abigail said. “I have seen the end of the rest of my kind. At least, all but Benji. He was the last. And now you’re telling me that he’s not even gone.”

      “Not really,” Imogen said. She smiled at another thought. “And his lessons are going to live on, so Benji will never truly die. He taught me ways of accessing the sacred patterns that will be handed down to others.”

      “Your people have tried to access your sacred patterns for a long time, and none of them have succeeded.”

      “And I don’t know why. But I wonder if Benji knew something or suspected something. Regardless, it’s up to me to prepare the others.” Imogen took in a deep breath before letting it out. “Either you can choose to fear death—and I’ll be honest, there are many people I have known who fear death—or you can choose to recognize that it is part of life, and do what you can with the time that you have.”

      “You don’t fear it?”

      It seemed a real question, and Imogen knew that Abigail deserved a real answer.

      “I don’t want to die. And if I were able to do anything to keep from dying, of course I would do it, but there are some things worse than dying,” she said, glancing over at Lilah before turning her attention to the renral.

      She started forward, and Zealar got up, shaking out his massive inky wings. He stretched, and his feathers tilted enough that Imogen could feel the wind flowing over them in some way. It was a strange thing for her to be aware of, strange that she could feel that wind and the contours of it as it flowed over the surface of the feathers. It was stranger still that she could feel the way power worked through him and into her.

      The connection was considerable, significant in the way it flowed, building between the two of them, bridging and forming something greater than it had been before. And as she focused on it, she knew that gave her an advantage that she had not had before. If she could find a way to connect to other renral, perhaps that would be enough for her to stop Aneadaz. Maybe that would be enough for her to overwhelm the rest of the Sul’toral.

      At least now she had an understanding of something that she needed to do.

      Stop the Sul’toral.

      Free the power that was trapped.

      And then…

      Then she didn’t know. Perhaps then her people could live without fearing magic.

      Abigail flowed toward her, and Imogen glanced over at her. Was she going to come with them?

      “What’s worse than dying?” Abigail asked.

      Imogen smiled tightly. “I can’t believe you have to ask that. You’ve lived a lot longer than anybody has a right to live, and yet you still don’t know.”

      When Abigail said nothing, Imogen shook her head. “It would be worse not to live.”
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      The forest encircled her. Imogen could have sworn that she had come this way on the way toward Loruv, but this time, there had been a blockade that had prevented her from passing through the forest as easily as she remembered. Outside the city, she had encountered several different enchantments, and Imogen had been tempted to cut through them, but she had refrained. If there was one thing she had uncovered while she had been in Loruv, it was that there would always be another enchantment. Much like there would always be another sorcerer. Perhaps that was the lesson that Master Liu had hoped that she would learn by sending her out on this bond quest.

      A wolf howled, its sound mournful out in the forest, and she leaned against one of the trees, resting her back against the trunk as she listened to the wolf, along with the sounds of the forest around her. She had not seen any other travelers this way. When she had left the city, she had headed east—at least, she had believed that she was heading east, but now that she was in the forest, she had found herself turned around.

      Heading away from her homeland had been easy. She had found a road, and she had taken it, using that to guide her, as if she could simply find her bond quest in that manner. In some ways, she wondered if the bond quest itself had pulled upon her like some mystical force drawing her away from her homeland and toward her destiny. Now that she’d completed it, she had been left aimless.

      Did that mean that she was meant to do something else? Perhaps she should take on another bond quest. A bond quest was supposed to be difficult. It was meant to challenge one of the Leier, not only to force them to learn aspects of the blade that had been hidden from them, but also to help them uncover some aspect of themselves.

      What did it mean that Imogen’s bond quest had taken her less than a few years?

      It seemed that was not long enough.

      She pulled her blade out and rested it on her lap. She stared down at it. The metal was as gleaming as it had been when she had first been given the blade. It was smooth, and she ran her hands along the blade, wishing that she had been notched, but perhaps that didn’t matter. She had put so much into the idea of having a notched blade that she had made it into something almost supernatural. Having traveled to Loruv and having worked with the others, Imogen had come to know that her level of swordsmanship exceeded that of those found in the outside world by a significant margin. What did it matter if she did not have a notch?

      She closed her eyes, letting her mind wander. But she kept coming back to a single thought. It mattered because she was not one of the greatest swordsmen.

      And she never would be.

      That thought hurt in ways that it probably should not. There was always somebody hoping to get better, faster, and more skilled among the Leier. Imogen had felt that way, and it had been that desire that had driven her, helping to push her so that she could become something more and greater, but maybe she should be satisfied with the idea that she was still one of the most skilled swordsmen in the world. Not only that, but she had used her skill to help train others and prepare them to handle the dangers of magic.

      When she had left, all had wished her well. All but Ruhid, who hadn’t even seen her off.

      That had hurt. They had been close, and she had believed that he had wanted what was best for her, but when she had chosen something other than him, he had taken it as a personal insult when that had not been her intent. Why couldn’t he understand that she wanted something more for herself, which she couldn’t find in Loruv? Why did he think that she needed to stay and help him accomplish his goals while sacrificing her own?

      She drifted, and when she came awake, she got back to her feet and wandered. She spent the next few days seemingly following the path, though Imogen wasn’t even sure if the path that she believed she followed was the path that she actually intended to follow. She thought it was taking her toward the Leier homeland, but she didn’t know.

      She was nearly a week outside Loruv when she reached the edge of the forest.

      It was late, and dark enough that Imogen couldn’t see the horizon, so she wasn’t able to tell which direction she’d been heading in. The forest had been too dense for her to see the rising sun, so she had no good idea of how she had been moving, but she thought she had been traveling in the right direction. She was moving into the darkness, wanting to get a better start on reaching the homeland, when she saw fire crackling in the distance.

      It was the first sign of life that she had encountered since leaving Loruv.

      Her hand went to the hilt of her sword, as it often did when she thought she was threatened, but perhaps that was a mistake. Imogen had no idea who or what was out there, but other than the occasional howling from a wolf, the chirping of birds, the buzzing of insects, she had not heard anything or anyone. There had certainly not been any sense of magic.

      She picked her way forward, and when she reached a set of boulders, she stepped toward the firelight.

      No one was there.

      Something pressed into her back. “Now, what do we have here?” The voice was deep, a little gruff, and she understood what had happened.

      Here she had thought that she was going to sneak up on whoever had the fire crackling, but instead, they had noticed her coming and set a trap.

      She didn’t move. “I don’t have anything of value.”

      “I’m not here to rob you,” the man said. “Are you here to rob me?”

      “I’m not a thief.”

      “Anyone can be a thief. It just takes the right attitude and mindset.”

      She started to move, but she felt the knife press into her back just a little bit more. She relaxed.

      “Then what are you doing out here?”

      “Heading home,” she said.

      “Home? You don’t sound like you are from around here.”

      “I am not.”

      “Though you’re dressed like it.”

      “I’m heading east.”

      She waited for him to say something more, figuring that if she could find the right moment, she might be able to turn this to her advantage. It wouldn’t take much, she didn’t think. All she had to do was take a step, and she could unsheathe her blade and easily gain the upper hand—assuming that this man didn’t have somebody else with him. She wasn’t sure. She hurriedly scanned the fire site, looking for signs of how many were here, but she couldn’t discern anything. As far as she could tell, there had been none here.

      Not only had he sensed her coming, but he had done so with enough time that he’d managed to clean up any evidence of how many there were.

      How could he have done that?

      Magic.

      That had to be it.

      “What are you? Sorcerer? Enchanter?”

      She had some experience with both now, and so she felt this was a reasonable question to ask.

      He started to laugh. “Enchanter? Is that what I look like?”

      “I don’t know what you look like.”

      The man shoved her forward, and Imogen staggered before spinning, blade coming out in a single fluid movement. The man standing across from her held a pair of knives, and he did so with a fluid comfort that suggested that he was capable of using them. A knife was a dangerous weapon in the right hands. Someone who was comfortable with knives could easily toss one, and with the right attack, it could injure her before she had a chance to counter.

      “You’re awfully skilled with that blade.”

      “I am,” she said.

      The man grunted. “Good. The road gets dangerous. You’re going to want to be able to protect yourself.”

      “What kind of dangers?” She hadn’t seen anything, but then again, Imogen had been traveling through the forest, so it was possible that whatever danger he anticipated that she would find still had yet to reveal itself.

      “Oh, the kind that can get you into trouble if you’re not careful. Then again, you strike me as somebody who’s careful. Aren’t you?”

      “I am.”

      “And you said you were traveling east?” The man flicked his gaze off in the opposite direction to the one Imogen thought she needed to go in. Could she really have gone that far astray? “It gets more dangerous that way.”

      “I can handle it,” she said.

      He snorted. “I suspect you can. Now, I don’t have much, but as long as you aren’t going to try to gut me, I am perfectly happy to share a meal and the fire.”

      “I would welcome a fire,” she said.

      “And I’d welcome the company.”

      He slipped past her, knives sheathed, and took a seat at the fire. He waited for a moment, then waved to her. Imogen took a seat.

      “What’s your name?”

      “I am Imogen Inaratha. I am the—” She had almost said that she was the First of the Blade, the title that she had come to give herself while in Loruv, but she was no longer in Loruv, and that was no longer a title that she needed. Instead, she slipped her sword back into her sheath as she took a seat across from him at the fire. “Imogen.”

      “Well, Imogen. It’s a strange way for us to meet, but it is nice to make your acquaintance.” He reached into a bag resting next to him, rifled through it, then pulled something out and tossed it to her. It was a hunk of wrapped bread. “I don’t have that much, but it should get us by. Anyway, I’m Gaspar.”

      “A pleasure to meet you, Gaspar.”

      There was something about him that struck Imogen as different. And she found herself drawn to him. Not only that, but she found that she could actually relax. It was unusual. Even within Loruv, Imogen had struggled to relax.

      She peeled off the wrapping on the bread and bit into it, then tossed the rest back to Gaspar.

      “Why don’t you tell me a little bit about yourself?” he said.

      “You first.”

      He glanced up. “It’s like that, is it?”

      “Like what?”

      “You got secrets. That’s fine. We all do. And I’m not going to push.”

      “Good.”

      “But I have the sense that you don’t like magic.”

      Had she said something to leave him with that impression? She didn’t think so, but maybe she had. “I come from a city not too far from here that feels that way. What about you?”

      Gaspar looked up. “Well, can’t say that I love the idea of sorcery, but magic has its uses.” He twisted the ring on his finger, and she looked over, realizing what it was. An enchantment. She hadn’t even felt anything. “So long as you aren’t going to look down on me if you catch me using an enchantment, I won’t say anything to you about your disdain for magic. Deal?”

      She snorted. Then she finished chewing the bread. “Where are we?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I came to the forest,” she said.

      He glanced back. “I see. Well, if you’re heading east, you got a difficult journey. Might be better for you to loop back around to one of the roads that head that way.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s just swamp and rock. At least, to the east.”

      “What are you doing out here?”

      He glanced up and then looked back down. “I thought we weren’t sharing.”

      She smiled. “You don’t have to.”

      “And I won’t.”

      The fire crackled, and Imogen listened to it and felt a measure of peace that she had not felt in quite some time.

      “If you don’t end up going east, maybe you want to travel with me a little ways. I could use your help.”

      “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “I know the look of someone who can handle themselves. I know the look of someone who knows how to use a blade.” He looked over, and then he winked. “And might be that I could use an extra set of hands. That is, if you don’t mind.”

      She was tempted to tell him that she did, that her bond quest was completed, and that she needed to return to the homeland, but if she couldn’t easily return to the homeland, perhaps this was fate guiding her in another direction. Perhaps she could do this. Or perhaps she had always been meant to.

      What would Master Liu have told her to do?

      Find her own way. She’d finished her bond quest. What did it matter if she took a little longer to return?

      “I might be able to travel with you for little while.”

      As she said it, she felt as if another weight had been lifted from her.
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      A gust of wind whipped around them, and it flowed past the meadow, leaving it flickering, which suggested to Imogen that some of this was not real, though she didn’t know how much of it. It seemed to her that Abigail could not have manipulated all of it quite like that, but she had claimed this had once been her place.

      “What do you intend to do?” Lilah asked, looking over at Imogen.

      Abigail had gone, leaving the two of them alone, and Imogen did not have a plan for what she was going to do. Not yet.

      She looked over to where Zealar rested. His wings were folded in, and yet Imogen could still feel a hint of the power that flowed through him, as if he was still summoning some energy. That power had proven effective against Aneadaz, but she didn’t know if it would work again.

      “We’ve stopped this Sul’toral once, and I intend to do whatever it takes to stop him altogether. Abigail has been hiding from them. She’s afraid, and she’s using you to see where the other Sul’toral are. Now I will put an end to this.”

      “She’s afraid of him?”

      Imogen nodded. She had seen that, though she wondered what reason Abigail had for fearing Aneadaz. He was Sul’toral—and powerful—but she was Porapeth. She was magic. “Which is why we will do this for her.”

      Lilah twisted her fingers, and in that moment, Imogen could imagine her forming a pattern, preparing to unleash some magic upon her. “You would actually help her?”

      “I don’t know if it’s about helping her or helping our people. The Porapeth have guided our people. Both the Koral and the Leier. And because of that, I think we need to help her so that we can help the Porapeth.”

      There was that whisper of wind in the back of Imogen’s mind, that whisper that suggested to her that Benji was there, and that he agreed with her plan. It was that whisper that told her that perhaps it was what she needed to do.

      She only wished it would tell her how. Benji might have given her his power, but he hadn’t told her why. And in Benji’s mind, there might have been another reason for it. He might have decided that Imogen could be useful. She still didn’t know how to use that aspect of the gift as well as she thought that she needed to. That was going to be the key to unlocking some answer and truth about the Porapeth ability, but Imogen was not sure how to use it yet. The answer was there—Imogen was certain of it—but what was it going to take? How was she going to be able to use that and find the answers that she thought she needed?

      Perhaps the only way to do it was to start with magic. If she could find the source of magic, then there was a very real possibility that she could use that to help protect her people.

      She headed over to Zealar. As she approached, he spread his wings and bent down so that she could get closer to him. This permitted her the ability to climb onto his back. When she did, she leaned close to him. “I need you to help me find magic.”

      This wasn’t the reason she had come out here. She had come after telling Jorend and the others that she was going to look for others to help her people, but perhaps she had found another way to do so.

      Not Abigail, as Abigail would not help. But maybe there would be another way. Knowing the danger, and knowing who was responsible for it, provided her with a different opportunity.

      Zealar spread his wings, and Imogen had the sense of power flowing through him, a certain crackling sort of energy that suggested to Imogen that he was trying to push that energy through her.

      Lilah approached, gripping the enchantment that she still wore around her neck.

      “The Sul’toral have trapped this power.” Imogen glanced over the valley. “They are responsible for what happened to Abigail. And if we can stop them, free that remnant ability, then perhaps we can help her. I still need to stop Aneadaz so that he stops attacking my people. Our people. And you could help.”

      “I’m not sure what I could offer.”

      “We have to look for them. Sul’toral. Aneadaz. I need to find all of them.” Including any Sul’toral that might have joined, such as Timo. “Once we do, then…”

      Then it was a matter of destroying them.

      Imogen had already removed several Sul’toral. Now she had to do something she had not even considered possible. Now she not only had to go after the Sul’toral but also had to hunt them.

      Timo had set off from the Leier lands in order to go after the Sul’toral, but he had gone after a single Sul’toral. Imogen now needed to go after all of them.

      All those years ago, when Master Liu had sent her out of the Leier sacred temple so that she could follow her bond quest, Imogen would never have imagined she would find her way back here so that she could do this, but it seemed almost fitting.

      It seemed as if this was what she was meant for.

      Stopping the Sul’toral.

      Freeing the power that was trapped, the Porapeth power that was meant to be released, and keeping Abigail from harming any more of her people.

      “I might know something,” Lilah said. She glanced toward the meadow where Abigail had been, then turned her attention back to Imogen. “There is something she taught me. I’m not sure that it’s going to work, but I think it could.”

      When Lilah climbed up behind her, Imogen shifted on Zealar’s back, twisting so that she could get comfortable. From there, she looked out over the meadow. It really was a peaceful place. She could see why Abigail had wanted to spend time here, especially if there once had been a pond, a memory of power. She understood what the other woman had wanted for herself, even if it would have been difficult for her to find and keep.

      Imogen breathed out, and then she patted Zealar on the side.

      They took to the air, circling.

      Zealar seemed to know where to go. Perhaps the renral had some intrinsic connection to magic, or perhaps they were tied to the Sul’toral in a way that meant he knew where he needed to go. Whatever it was, he flew quickly.

      As he did, Imogen could feel the pressure building in Lilah behind her, and she glanced back to see what she was doing, whether she was calling upon any of her power, and found that she was forming a steady pattern. In that pattern, Imogen felt the energy building in Lilah, energy that flowed out from her.

      She couldn’t detect anything more. The only thing she was aware of was how Lilah called upon that power, a strange, coursing energy that was building. And it was steady, a distinct pattern. And within that pattern, Imogen could feel that energy bubbling up. She could feel the way that Lilah had held on to it. And she could feel it wash outward.

      Lilah released her pattern. She was quiet for a few moments, and then the renral began to turn.

      Lilah sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh. Maybe he knows.”

      Could he?

      The renral were such interesting animals. After Lilah had released that power, letting it flow away from her, Imogen had felt the power streaking out, and she had begun to detect some other aspect of it. She couldn’t help but question whether that was what Zealar had detected. Perhaps he was following what Lilah had used.

      She held on to him tightly, and they dove.

      In the distance, she saw a jagged mountain peak. She didn’t think this was the way that they had traveled, so when she saw the mountainside, she frowned. They were heading back toward the Leier lands.

      The renral crested the peak of the mountain, and then far below, Imogen saw a village. Smoke drifted from it.

      She stiffened, but Zealar dove before she had a chance to react.

      It was a bursting of power, and as they dove, she began to feel something else. Magic. That power was down there in that village, coursing through it. As she streaked toward the village, Imogen couldn’t help but feel there was something about this village that was familiar to her. Had she passed through here before?

      She didn’t know any longer. She had been so far away from the Leier lands, and had traveled in such strange ways, that she no longer knew if this was how she had come, but what she did know was that there was a familiarity. Perhaps it only stemmed from the fact that this was her people. This was Leier.

      Then the renral reached the peak of the village.

      Imogen could feel something within it.

      She looked back at Lilah. “Stay with him.”

      She jumped.

      She was little more than Lightning Strikes in the Storm, but anger filled her, and there was something else to it. There was the strange familiarity to what she had detected, along with the worry that her people had been harmed. Imogen found the power carrying her down, and she let it drag her quickly. As it did, she streaked toward the village.

      Several buildings had been destroyed. She saw no sign of Leier, no sign of the people who had been here, but she did see bodies. And that filled her with even more anger.

      Imogen strode through, Petals on the Wind carrying her, and then she came upon a man dressed in a gray robe. She caught sight of the Toral ring on one hand, and with a flick of her blade, little more than a surge of power, she streaked toward him. It was Axe Falling, and Imogen let that drive her forward with all the power, all the anger, that she could summon. She did not care. She wanted nothing more than to destroy him.

      Had Aneadaz actually thought to send Toral after her? She had handled them easily before. Or had he sent them after people?

      Either answer filled her with anger. This was her land.

      The Leier homeland.

      She might have been too slow to protect them the way that she wished she could have, but she would protect them now. She would defend the Leier.

      She spun, and when she did, she came face-to-face with three Toral. One of them carried a staff, and he reminded her of Aneadaz, but he was not. Imogen pushed off, jumping with Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and immediately flowed into Petals on the Wind, decapitating one of the Toral before spinning, driving her blade into the chest of another. By the time she landed, the man carrying the staff had already started to turn. Imogen darted toward him, driving her blade into his side. He spun around, his eyes wide.

      “Where are the others?” Imogen demanded.

      “I’m not going to betray him.”

      “Then you will die for him,” Imogen said.

      “Do you think I fear death?”

      “He does.”

      The bodies of the Leier within the village loomed in Imogen’s mind, and with that, she drove her fist down and felt the power of Lightning Strikes in the Storm forming within it. It wasn’t just a pattern for the blade. It was a pattern that she had come to master in all its forms. She drove her fist down and shattered his jaw.

      Above her, Zealar continued to circle. The renral’s shadow stretched over the village, fitting Imogen’s mood. How many had died here?

      She strode through the village, looking for anybody who might have survived. She was not hopeful.

      She found several Firsts, but all of them were older. There had been a smattering of Seconds fighting alongside the Firsts, and all had died.

      These were men who had trained their entire lives with the blade, only to have fallen easily. Had they learned the sacred patterns, it might have been different.

      She stopped in the central square, where these Leier would have trained. She found children no older than she had been when she had become a First, all slaughtered. A boy leaning against the stone wall caught her attention, and she hurried to him in the hopes that he might be alive, but he was gone. A girl next to him was slightly older, but no more alive.

      It could have been Imogen and Timo.

      She didn’t know if they were brother and sister, but both had blades in hand, and neither had been given the opportunity to learn what they had needed to save themselves.

      Imogen made her way through the village, mentally counting the dead. There were too many. She stood for a while in mourning before coming to a decision.

      She would find the Leier and Koral.

      Sword and shield.

      And she would stop these attacks.

      As Zealar circled overhead, Imogen focused. She used Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and the power carried her up into the sky, and she dropped onto Zealar’s back. Lilah was there, holding on to the renral, looking expectantly at Imogen.

      “We were too late,” Imogen said.

      How many other villages would be like this? How many others would be lost? And even if they visited each of them, would it even be possible to get to them in time?

      Perhaps she could not. Perhaps it was already too late.

      And if it was, how many of the Leier would remain?

      It might be that Imogen had already failed her people.
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      They had stopped in several more villages. Each of them had looked like the last, with bodies strewn about, buildings having crumbled, reminding Imogen of what she’d seen in the sacred temples and how the Sul’toral had destroyed them. With each one that she visited, Imogen felt increasingly certain that she wasn’t going to be able to defend her people. She felt increasingly certain that they had already failed.

      Lilah was quiet.

      Imogen didn’t have anything more that she could say to her, though. She felt the same frustration. They needed to make their way through here, and from there, they needed to find out whether there were going to be more Sul’toral involved or whether it was just Aneadaz. At this point, Imogen didn’t know.

      They had not found any more Toral. They had not found any more Sul’toral. Lilah continued to use her sorcery, but so far she had not found anything, either. Imogen believed that there had to be something more out there, but they had not yet uncovered it.

      Then Zealar began to dive.

      She prepared herself, unsure what it was that the renral had uncovered but worried that he might have found something dangerous. She had to ready herself. Her hand went to the hilt of her sword, but even as it did, she wasn’t sure that she would find anything below.

      Then she detected something.

      She peered over the side of the renral.

      There was a flood of creatures.

      Imogen had seen this kind of flood before. It was the same flood that was heading toward her people. It was the same flood that had suggested that her people were going to be destroyed. It was sweeping through a valley far below.

      Lilah leaned down, staring. “What is that?” she asked, her voice a soft whisper.

      “The same as we’ve faced before.”

      “It looks real. Do you think—”

      Lilah broke off, and Imogen realized why. A person stood among the swarming creatures. They wore a black cloak and carried a twisted staff, but it was not Aneadaz.

      Imogen looked back at Lilah. “How do you feel about taking down a Sul’toral? There’s a very real possibility that when we attack any of these other Sul’toral, we will release more power to Aneadaz.”

      There came a strange fluttering in her mind, and for the first time in a while, it seemed to Imogen that Benji was there, trying to speak to her, as if affirming her concern.

      Was that what he feared?

      No. A bright line suddenly formed, and she realized what it was. It wasn’t what Benji feared. It was what he wanted.

      “This path?” she whispered.

      Imogen didn’t really expect any answer, but there came another fluttering, now like the wind stirring in the back of her mind.

      “If that’s the case, then should we go after Aneadaz first?” Imogen asked.

      “Only if you think we can find him.”

      Imogen didn’t know. The only thing she knew was that she had to start with Sul’toral.

      That was what Timo had once wanted.

      That fact was not lost on her. There had been a time when he would have done the same thing, when he had left the Leier in order to defeat the Sul’toral, believing the same as she did, willing to fight and die for their people to stop the threat of the Sul’toral.

      Timo is gone.

      The man that he had been was gone. She didn’t know what remained. Now all that was left was someone who had embraced the very magic that they had intended to fight. Now all that was left was Timo, but not her Timo.

      “We start with what we can,” Imogen said. “When I was younger, one of the earliest lessons that my father gave me was to fight the fight that is put before you. If you do that, then from there, you begin to win the war. And that is what this is. A war. These Sul’toral have proven themselves dangerous, and they have harmed our people. It is time that ends.”

      Imogen looked around. She couldn’t help but feel that there was some part of her that was meant to be here. There was some part of her that had always been meant to be here. And now…

      Now she knew what she needed to do.

      Remove the Sul’toral.

      Do what her brother had claimed he was going to do.

      And so she would.

      She was left with other questions, though. Why would the Sul’toral add to their ranks and bring someone like Timo along? The only reason Imogen could think of was that those additions brought something to their power in the way that Timo had intended with Benji and then the branox queen. There had to be some reason for them to welcome new Sul’toral.

      Imogen looked down at Zealar. In doing so, she could feel the energy around her, and she could feel what she needed to do. She jumped.

      Power flowed through her as she gripped her blade.

      Then she landed.

      Creatures swarmed her, but she was ready for them. Tree Stands in the Forest.

      They were forced back. Energy crackled along Zealar’s wings, and Imogen summoned that energy, wove it within her, adding it to Tree Stands in the Forest, and in doing so, she felt an increased surge of power flooding through her.

      She used that to push back the creatures. She had no idea how many of them were real or not, but when they were gone, she looked at the Sul’toral holding the staff, with power that surged from them.

      A woman. Gray-haired. Powerful, and in her own way, but a Sul’toral nonetheless.

      She looked at Imogen. With her gray hair pulled back the way that it was, Imogen felt that it was surprising that she had a real sense of age. But for the first time, she recognized something else. It wasn’t just the sense of age that came from her. She suspected this woman had once been like her. Dark-haired. Perhaps similar to the Leier. Or the Koral.

      Imogen braced herself, and then she darted forward.

      This Sul’toral was skilled. She spun her staff quickly, but Imogen was ready. Having faced Aneadaz, she thought that she had no choice but to be ready. She brought her blade around quickly, carving toward the Sul’toral.

      “You could be a part of this,” the woman said. Her voice was accented, and the words were clipped in a way that Imogen didn’t quite recognize. “You do not need to do this.”

      “I could say the same to you,” Imogen said.

      When the woman pointed her staff, Imogen braced, using Tree Stands in the Forest laced with the power of Zealar. In this case, she could feel the burst of power that flowed out from the Sul’toral, but Imogen also recognized that she could push back against it. She knew what she needed to do. She switched the power she was holding on to, and rather than simply weaving it within Tree Stands in the Forest, she began to try something different. She added a little bit of Lightning Strikes in the Storm. The combined energy allowed her to radiate that power outward, and in doing so, Imogen could feel the Sul’toral being pushed back.

      Creatures around her swarmed.

      The Sul’toral stood, looking at Imogen, grinning. “Did you think that was going to be so easy?”

      “No. But did you think I had come alone?”

      Zealar dove, spreading his wings, and the razor-sharp feathers cut through the creatures, real or not. Lilah jumped, and Imogen shifted Tree Stands in the Forest to catch her, so that Lilah came to stand near her. As Lilah formed a pattern, the Sul’toral grinned, likely thinking she would have no difficulty stopping Lilah and her pattern.

      Perhaps that would have been the case against a normal sorcerer, but Lilah had been trained by Abigail, regardless of what Lilah believed. Abigail had taught her so that she was no longer a normal sorcerer.

      Lilah used a strange swirling of energy that exploded out from her. It targeted the Sul’toral, who stiffened and then stopped moving.

      Imogen glanced at Lilah to laugh. “What did you do?”

      “It’s just something that Abigail taught me.”

      The Sul’toral’s eyes widened at the mention of Abigail.

      “I wasn’t sure that would work,” Lilah admitted. “When dealing with Abigail, I didn’t really know how much of what she was trying to show me was a way of teaching me, and how much of it was her way of trying to control me. Either way, it worked. I just didn’t know if it would work against the Sul’toral.”

      Imogen strode forward. “Good. Now that you have her trapped, what do you want to do with her?”

      Lilah looked over. “I get to decide?”

      “You get to decide. And then we can decide together what happens next.”

      The Sul’toral strained, and Imogen could see her lips moving, as if she was trying to summon some different kind of power.

      Imogen smiled at her. “Where did he go?”

      “I’m not his keeper,” the Sul’toral managed to get out, barely whispering through the magical restraints that Lilah had placed upon her. “And even if I were, I would not share his location with you.”

      Imogen tipped her head to the side. The creatures that were around them continued to swarm, trying to get close, but Zealar made a steady circle around them, carving through them. It was a strange thing to observe, stranger still that he barely had to do anything. His wings arced through the monsters, cutting through them and destroying them. It took little more effort than flying did. And with each passing swirl that he made, Imogen could feel the energy along his wings, the energy that radiated from him, and she could feel the power that pulsed out from him. She marveled at it.

      Zealar was powerful.

      Perhaps all the renral were equally powerful.

      “I learned the names of the Sul’toral,” Imogen said, standing in front of the woman. She still hadn’t moved, but even if she did, Imogen held her blade out and was prepared to use Lightning Strikes in the Storm. She had opened herself to Zealar’s power and could feel that energy flowing through her. There was a burst of it, and as it exploded, she recognized just what she would have to do.

      She thought of the names that she knew, but now she didn’t even know if they mattered. She had cut down several of the Sul’toral, but if others had joined their ranks, that may not make any difference.

      The woman glowered at her as if Imogen was nothing to her. But then, Imogen probably was nothing compared to the life she had led by drawing upon the power of the Porapeth and using that in her command of sorcery.

      Imogen turned her attention to the Sul’toral. There was a part of her that wanted this woman’s name, but it didn’t matter. Perhaps the only thing that mattered now was bringing down the Sul’toral. One was no different from another. They could be nameless to Imogen.

      Much like the Leier were nameless to them.

      Imogen turned. She was still holding Tree Stands in the Forest, and she had Lightning Strikes in the Storm ready, but it was more than just that. She had the energy of Zealar mixed within her sacred pattern, and she was ready for the possibility that the Sul’toral would attack her with her back turned. But Imogen was not concerned. There was no need to be. Lilah was there. She held that pattern, so when Imogen turned, she looked over at Lilah, who frowned. And then, with the flick of her wrist, she heard the Sul’toral suck in a sharp breath, and then no more.

      “You wanted me to do that?” Lilah asked, waiting on Imogen.

      “I wanted you to have the opportunity to choose,” Imogen said.

      “What now, though? We don’t know where they are going. We don’t know what to do about them.”

      The strange wave of creatures had faltered, disappearing.

      But where they had traveled, there was real destruction. Magical destruction.

      It was enough that Imogen knew that they had to remove the Sul’toral that were responsible for this in order for her to protect her people, and her homeland. Until she did that, the magical creatures, and their strange attack, would continue to sweep through here and pose a danger to her people.
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      They hadn’t traveled very far before Imogen began to see the danger of power spread out before her. The mountainside was empty—until it was not. It had been little more than rough rock, patches of snow and ice, and places where she could have sworn she had seen movement. Imogen had flown with Zealar, searching for signs of villages that had not yet been destroyed, and had unfortunately failed. As much as she wanted to get to those villages and save all that she could, every time she came upon a village, she found little more than destruction. The Leier—and the Koral—had been leveled.

      It left her angry.

      Something that Jorend had said came back to her, though she doubted that he had meant for it to stick in her mind the way that it had. He had said it in passing and had commented on how she had seemed so calm. At the time, she’d been angry, but she had known better than to reveal such anger. That was a key to fighting: hold on to anger, keep it bottled inside, and use the power that it granted.

      That was a lesson that she had learned early on, but it was a lesson that Imogen had never struggled to master. Until now. She felt nothing but the rage bubbling within her.

      “Imogen?”

      She twisted on Zealar’s back and looked at Lilah, who was seated behind her, finally looking somewhat comfortable. “What is it?”

      “Look.”

      Imogen turned toward where Lilah pointed, and she realized that she was pointing toward a small ravine. It seemed to be moving.

      That was surprising.

      It was moving because the ravine was more than just simply a ravine.

      Zealar seemed to sense that something was amiss and immediately began to turn, heading toward it.

      “What are we doing?” Lilah asked.

      “We are going to investigate.”

      “Are you sure that’s what we should be doing?”

      Imogen found herself staring at the ravine, at the nearby destruction of an entire village, before staring straight ahead. “I do.”

      Lilah shook her head. “I don’t think that I can do this, Imogen. I don’t know enough to fight the way that you do. I know you’re powerful, but I’m not. And I’m not like you.”

      “I’ve never asked you to be like me. No one has. All I want is for you to be like yourself. Be the shaman Abigail trained you to be.”

      Even that wasn’t entirely true. Abigail hadn’t trained her to be a shaman; she had trained her to be one of her guardians. It didn’t matter. Nothing did. The only thing that mattered was stopping those who would harm their people.

      “I’m not like you,” Lilah said. “And I don’t think that your people would want you to do this yourself. What happens if you fall?”

      “Then I fall protecting my people.”

      “What happens to them, then? Didn’t you tell me that you had prepared them for what they might need to do? But if you fall, who will lead them?”

      Imogen said nothing for a long moment. “I have made certain they are ready for the possibility that I won’t be there for them. And if I’m not, there are others who are capable of leading. I would not be much of a commander if I did not prepare my people that way.”

      “But I imagine they want you, not some replacement that you have trained.”

      “They want me, but they also understand that there may come a time when I am not there for them.”

      “But you don’t have to risk yourself like this.”

      Imogen wasn’t sure whether she should be angry with Lilah for trying to talk her out of what Imogen believed she needed to do or whether she should be thankful that Lilah cared—or seemed to. She wasn’t sure if Lilah truly cared or not, and she didn’t know if this was merely fear for herself that motivated her.

      “You don’t want to fight.”

      Lilah shook her head. “I don’t.”

      “Then you don’t have to.”

      “Good. There are other places we can go—”

      “I need to fight,” Imogen said, looking back at Lilah. “Even if you choose not to, I do not have that luxury. Not if there is something that I can do.”

      “Even against whatever is down there?”

      Imogen leaned forward, and she ran her hand along Zealar’s back. “I am capable of something they do not anticipate. That is what makes me think that I can do this.” An idea came to her, though. Perhaps it was one that she should have considered before, as there had to be a reason for all of this, but more than that, there had to be something that she could do. “I need you to do something for me.”

      Lilah frowned. “What?”

      “It is not unpleasant. And it’s something that you are capable of doing. I need you to return to our people. I need you to let them know what I am doing, and to help them prepare.”

      “They are not my people.”

      “They were. And they can be again. All I need is for you to get word to them. Tell them how to find me.”

      “How would I do that?”

      “The renral will show them the way.” Imogen was convinced that the renral had some way of connecting to each other. Probably through the storms, as it seemed to Imogen that they were somehow connected in that manner, though she didn’t know if that were truly the case.

      “That’s not what I mean,” Lilah said, though her frown deepened. “Although I am surprised that you think the renral would make a difference.”

      “I think the renral could guide you. In fact, I’m certain that the renral could guide you. All of us. And I am optimistic that if you go to them, the renral will lead the others back to me.”

      “If that works, then great, but that’s not my greatest concern. My greatest concern is that your people won’t listen to me.”

      It was a valid concern, and unfortunately, it was one that Imogen did not have a good answer for. Why would any of the Leier or Koral listen?

      The only way that she thought would work was to provide Lilah with enchantments, along with the means of using them, but even that might leave her people thinking that something nefarious had happened to Imogen.

      What could she say to Lilah that she could pass on to the others? If Imogen could come up with an answer for that, then perhaps she could have the help that she needed.

      Perhaps might not be good enough.

      “Do you feel competent in your ability to use your magic?”

      “More than competent,” Lilah said carefully.

      “Then do you feel competent in your ability to defend yourself.”

      “I don’t know where you’re going with this.”

      “I’m saying that you might have to present yourself, and you might have to convince them. If you tell them that I need them, that I am facing Sul’toral and ultimately planning on heading to the Heart, I believe they will answer.”

      Lilah said nothing for a moment. “What is in the Heart?”

      “Perhaps nothing. But maybe answers. That’s what I hope to find, at least, though I wonder if perhaps the reason that I was urged to head to the Heart is somehow influenced.”

      “Why and how would it have been influenced?”

      The wind swirled around her, with Zealar flying, carrying on the breeze. Imogen listened to it, and she focused on what she could feel, her mind racing. She had expected that she would need to go to the Heart because that was where Master Liu had suggested that she go, but Imogen started to wonder if perhaps the Sul’toral had had an effect even then.

      It could be a trap.

      Everything that Master Liu had been after could be a trap.

      He had gone looking for others, wanting to find other sacred sword masters. She needed to know if she could see anything about Master Liu, though Imogen doubted that she would find much of an answer, and she doubted even more that it would provide her with what she needed. If Master Liu was tied to the Porapeth in the way that he had claimed, it seemed unlikely that she would be able to see anything about him.

      But the possibility of a trap loomed in her mind. And unfortunately, the more Imogen thought about it, the more likely that possibility seemed. She could easily envision what the Sul’toral wanted—to force the sacred sword masters toward the Heart and remove those with any ability to resist.

      But for what reason? That was what Imogen still struggled to uncover.

      “I don’t know,” she finally answered. “Regardless, we need to be careful. And we need to move. If you are not going to fight, then I’m asking you to do this. Not for me but for your people. They need us.”

      Lilah held Imogen’s gaze for a moment and then nodded.

      Imogen reached into her pouch, pulled out a pair of enchantments. They were renral. Rebecca herself had made them, so Imogen knew that the enchantments would carry Lilah well and would likely withstand any dangers. She tapped on one, and then helped Lilah to climb onto the enchantment while Zealar made a point of slowing enough that Lilah could do so without any danger of plummeting to her death.

      “Find them. Tell them to join me.”

      “And what if they don’t listen?”

      “Then they will have followed their path,” Imogen said.

      Lilah held her gaze for a moment before heading off, the enchantment somehow knowing where to go.

      Imogen leaned forward on Zealar. She could see the activity straight ahead, and though she wasn’t sure what she might encounter, she had a suspicion that it was tied to the Toral—or worse.

      The renral began to circle more rapidly. As he did, she began to feel energy crackling along his feathers, seeming to come from someplace buried within him, but it also seemed to connect to something beyond. It was as if Zealar was reaching for some external power, and it was that power that streaked along his feathers, leaving Imogen thinking that if there was some answer to the kind of power that he possessed, she could find it. She didn’t know how, and she didn’t know what she might uncover, only that she could feel it coursing through him. When she focused on the sacred pattern that she knew connected her to the renral, she felt that power building even more.

      And then she used it.

      Imogen launched herself forward, shooting off the side of the renral, then coming to land on the ground. There was movement all around her, but that movement seemed designed to mask anything else. She was ready, though. Imogen detected the activity around her and then began to form her sacred patterns, bracing herself. She immediately began to slide through the enchantments. They were of all different kinds. Strangely twisted grasses. Rocks that seemed to have come alive. Even mud mixed with water and air. Some that seemed to be of metal, though those were far less common. Imogen cut through all of them. It took her a moment to realize how she did. It was not just her power that permitted her to do so. She was borrowing from Zealar, that energy coursing through her in a way that flowed easily, spilling from her blade and slamming into each of the enchantments.

      The power that coursed through her was considerable. Imogen found herself uninhibited, using the energy that she detected, combined with her sacred patterns, and she found herself quickly carving through all the enchantments. She was getting to the point where there was nothing that slowed her.

      Perhaps it was simply a matter of her experience with these enchantments now, or perhaps some part of her had begun to change, though Imogen doubted that was the case. She did not know what it was.

      And then she felt something else. She knew the sense of sorcery quite well. Imogen had learned to detect it with exquisite control while on her bond quest. It was something that she had permitted herself to forget over time, as eventually she had not needed to detect sorcery, and she had found herself not fighting sorcerers. When she had been in Yoran, surrounded by enchanters, there had been a sense of magic almost continuously. She had never revealed that fact to the others in Yoran, who had believed that magic had been exiled from the city, as it would only put in danger those who had done nothing.

      That didn’t mean that Imogen could not still use that connection. And it didn’t mean that she didn’t know how to find that power within herself.

      She blasted through a pair of stone monster enchantments that tried to get in her way, drawing through Zealar just a little bit as she did, feeling his power flowing into her. She came face-to-face with three sorcerers.

      That there were three sorcerers here suggested that they were only Toral. Imogen didn’t give them a chance to prepare, and she slid toward the first, driving her blade through his belly, twisting and disrupting the spell that was starting to build near her. She cleaved the arm off the next woman and then hurriedly paused, formed Tree Stands in the Forest as she blocked another attack. When that one had passed, she didn’t even move. She used Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and the energy of her blast caught the sorcerer and tossed him back.

      Their absence revealed another.

      A Sul’toral.

      She stood almost casually behind the fallen sorcerers, seemingly unconcerned about the fact that Imogen had cut down her soldiers, if that was what they had been. She regarded Imogen’s blade before looking up and meeting her eyes. The woman carried a slender rod of metal, a staff that Imogen had taken to believing the Sul’toral kept on them to defend themselves against those like Imogen.

      “We’ve taken care of all the sword masters, so who are you?”

      “I am Imogen Inaratha, First of the Blade.”

      The woman regarded Imogen and then started to smile. “The First. And you managed to bring down three of my Toral? A shame, really. Then again, I didn’t have much time to prepare them. We’ve been so focused on getting to your lands and cleansing them of a taint that we have not had the opportunity to train them as we once did. Or perhaps you Leier have learned a few tricks in the time since I last was here.”

      “You will find that our land does not fall easily.”

      The woman started to smile. “It doesn’t? Well, then how do you explain what has already happened? You see, I’ve seen how quickly your land falls. So many of your people think they can stand before us. So many fall so quickly.” She smiled, flicking her gaze past Imogen, and Imogen knew where she was looking. Toward the fallen village. “But these were not your people. Which begs the question as to why you are here.”

      “I would ask you the same. There is no reason for you to risk your lives coming to these lands.”

      She started to laugh. “Risk our lives? I’m afraid you have it wrong. We risk nothing. We only gain.”

      Imogen held on to Tree Stands in the Forest. As far as she could tell, this woman didn’t even know who she was. Could Aneadaz not have shared that with the other Sul’toral?

      Her mind worked through those possibilities. The Sul’toral had come to face the Leier and Koral, and they had targeted the sacred temples, the villages, and pitted themselves against those who were trained to fight magic. Was it simply a matter of trying to remove a threat to them, or could they have come because they truly believed that they needed to accomplish something in coming here?

      Imogen did not have those answers.

      What was worse was that she felt that Aneadaz had some plan and had seen something that Imogen did not yet understand.

      The woman took a step toward Imogen and finally met the protection of Tree Stands in the Forest. Her demeanor shifted.

      “Not simply a First.”

      “Do you think you are the first of your kind that I’ve faced? I do not fear cutting down the Sul’toral.”

      The woman started to laugh. “Then perhaps I have you to thank for my increase in power. We didn’t know that it worked quite like that. At least, most of us didn’t. I wonder if he knew.” There was a bit of darkness in her words.

      Imogen suspected that he was Aneadaz.

      At least that answered one question that she’d had. By cutting down one Sul’toral, the others had access to more power. It made sense. The more Sul’toral there were, the more power the remaining had access to.

      But what didn’t fit was why they would permit somebody like Timo to become one of them. He would only dilute their power.

      “Now. You are quite troublesome, and I’m tired.”

      The woman moved her hands in a quick pattern, and she whipped her staff forward. The power building from it was considerable, but Imogen was ready. She drew upon her own power, from Tree Stands in the Forest, and called upon the connection that she shared with Zealar, and that energy poured out of her. She blasted the Sul’toral.

      The Sul’toral was tossed back.

      Imogen darted forward, Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and drove her blade into the woman’s throat.

      The woman’s eyes widened as she began to fade.

      Imogen held her blade in place, keeping Tree Stands in the Forest surrounding them so that the woman could not use whatever power the Sul’toral had to disappear.

      Imogen might be empowering Aneadaz, but she would also not leave one of the Sul’toral alive, especially not one who was responsible for the destruction of the villages.

      When the woman finally perished, Imogen withdrew her blade. Zealar flew overhead, power crackling along his wings. He had been summoning more energy. Imogen could feel it. It was as if Zealar was readying for the possibility that Imogen would need to draw upon even more power.

      Not yet. Not against a Sul’toral like this. But against Aneadaz?

      She would need more. Imogen knew that.

      She looked up at him. “Are you ready to keep hunting?”

      The renral shrieked, his voice bouncing off the mountainside, echoing with a painful cry. A battle cry.

      It was time for them to fight.
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      Imogen wasn’t prepared for what she saw spread out before her.

      There was power. That much was clear, and how she sighed, but she could not make out anything more than the steady, undulating flow of monsters and creatures of magic that worked before her.

      And she was alone.

      She had Zealar, but even he might not be enough with what she had to deal with. She could feel the energy from the renral, and the power that continued to flow through her, but anything more than that was too much for her. It built within her, and it seemed like it could be enough, but with each passing moment, Imogen could not feel anything more than what she had already.

      Just power.

      And that power was not going to be enough for this fight.

      She stared down. She tried to think about what it had taken to get her to this point, and whether there would be any way for her to come out of this on the right side, but she wasn’t sure if there was going to be a way. She had come here thinking that she could stop Aneadaz, but even that may not be possible.

      He was powerful.

      And she had helped make him that way.

      It had taken her a while to realize that, but now that she understood the truth of it, Imogen couldn’t help but feel she had made some mistake. She had taken power from others, destroying them and, in effect, concentrating power within Aneadaz. It was the very thing that he had wanted. He hadn’t been able to steal power from the others on his own, at least not easily, and without having them retaliate, but as Imogen had cut down other Sul’toral, she had felt he had begun to grow stronger.

      The renral shrieked, and she looked over at Zealar.

      He was perched on the edge of a rock, looking down the valley at the creatures that were flowing through there.

      His shriek bounced off the walls and reverberated back to her.

      She had to defeat Aneadaz, but she wasn’t sure how to do that. It would be like stopping a Porapeth. Imogen would not have been able to stop Benji on her own, and Abigail had essentially abandoned the fight, which had made it easier for her.

      This was something different.

      The only hope she had was that he did not have the power of all the Sul’toral. There were still some remaining, but there was still enough power within him to make it difficult.

      She was tired, too. She had been awake for the better part of several days, sleeping when she could, and that rest had not been as restorative as it needed to be. She took a deep breath, and as she looked down upon the ground, watching the rolling of the creatures as they spread through, she didn’t even know how many of them were real and how many of them were manifestations of magic, power that was not meant to do anything other than terrify and waste the energy that was coming. When she had been attacked with Abigail, Imogen had seen something similar, and had seen how quickly that power had dissipated once she had overpowered it.

      Now…

      Now she couldn’t help but question.

      She climbed over to Zealar and slipped onto his back.

      There was no point in delaying any longer.

      She had to find Aneadaz.

      And if she could find him, and if she could face him, then she had to believe that he could be stopped.

      Even if it meant her using her own power.

      She sat upon Zealar, and she focused for a moment. The flood of creatures moving through the valley was impossible to overlook. As it swept through, eventually it would reach the Leier homeland, and eventually it would destroy everything and everyone. It might be partially an illusion, but there was enough magic there, and enough power there, that she believed some aspect of it was real. And in that, she knew that she wouldn’t be strong enough to overwhelm it.

      Taking a deep breath, Imogen turned and closed her eyes.

      The wind whipped past her. She was perched high enough that she could feel the wind touching deep within her, as if there was some aspect of it flowing in her mind. As the wind whistled through the back of her mind, and as she could hear it, Imogen couldn’t help but feel that perhaps there was something more that she needed to find. She could concentrate, and within that concentration, she thought that she might see just what it was that Benji had lodged within her. He had gifted her some aspect of power, hadn’t he? She just had to unlock it. Imogen did not know what it was going to take for her to unlock it.

      “I know you’re back there,” Imogen said. “And I know that you have gifted yourself to me, but I don’t know how to stop him.”

      “Always doubting yourself, First?”

      Benji’s voice came through crisply, and she wasn’t sure if it was imagined or if it was really there.

      “It’s not doubting me,” Imogen said.

      “I suppose that was never your real challenge, was it? You never lacked confidence. At least, you never did when you were younger. As you’ve gotten older, though, you’ve started to act a little waffly, if you ask me. I don’t like a woman like that. I like mine confident. Strong.”

      “Like Abigail?”

      Benji went silent.

      “I understand what happened between the two of you, and I understand that you were trying to help her all along. And I even think that I understand why you did it that way. You wanted to protect somebody you cared about. Perhaps somebody you still care about.”

      “I never stopped caring, even if I couldn’t save her any longer,” Benji said.

      “She thinks this is the end,” Imogen said.

      “And I told her that she had to stop thinking of this as a linear journey. Just because we can’t see what’s beyond doesn’t mean that it isn’t something.”

      In her mind, Imogen felt as if she were sitting with Benji. This reminded her of the conversation they had had during her journey after she had left Yoran. He brought her peace in a way that she found herself surprised by. This foulmouthed Porapeth was somebody who had become something more than a friend. He had become a mentor in a way that Master Liu never had been.

      “It’s not going to be your end, either,” Benji said. “You have much before you.”

      “Is that something you can see?”

      “If I could see anything when it comes to you, First, I wouldn’t have gone down this path, would I?” He fell silent. “I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you about Sarenoth before.”

      “Because he was a Porapeth or because his followers stole his power?”

      “We never really understood. He taught them how to harness power. He trained the very first of the Society, and from there, they used what he had taught in order to trap and confine, and eventually subdue and overtake. That power became something different and greater. It became something worse. And unfortunately, in that time, it began to devolve. It was nothing like what it should have been.”

      “Like the patterns that you wanted me to learn?”

      “I did nothing,” he said.

      Imogen laughed to herself, and she couldn’t help but feel as if he were truly sitting in front of her, as if they were actually having this conversation, rather than his awareness being in the back of her mind. “I know that you did something. You might have denied it, but you were the reason that the sacred temples existed. Weren’t you?”

      “Others needed to understand the possibilities,” he said.

      “And with those possibilities…”

      “With those possibilities, they could find a truth for themselves.”

      Imogen focused on the sacred patterns she had learned when she had still been at the sacred temple. “Why did you withhold others?”

      “I have not withheld them from you.”

      “You withheld them from anyone else who might have tried to learn them. Why?”

      “Because they were not ready.”

      “And I was?”

      “If I’d had another hundred years, perhaps, but unfortunately, we didn’t have that time, and so I was forced to share with you what you did not have the time to learn naturally. And I can only hope that you have the wisdom to use that knowledge, and to take what I have given you and understand it in ways that others could not.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “If you don’t, then perhaps there is nothing that we can do about it.” He smiled. “I have given you all that I can, and perhaps now it’s time for you to go and see what you might be able to find. It’s time that you end all of this, Imogen.”

      He so rarely called her by her first name that it felt jarring when he did.

      End it.

      That was what she was supposed to do, somehow, though Imogen wasn’t sure what that was going to take.

      “I don’t know enough.”

      Benji didn’t answer.

      She held a whisper of the wind, though, and it seemed to her that there was something prodding her, something that was delivering a prompting that came from him. She might not feel that she knew enough, but perhaps she did. Perhaps she had already learned all that she needed, and what she needed now was to find an answer, a way to uncover just what she might be able to do. She needed to find a way to call upon a different kind of power. And she needed to understand that power, to see if there was anything within what she had been given from Benji that she could use now.

      Imogen climbed over to Zealar, and she could feel the power coming off him, the energy radiating from his wings, the wind that whipped around him, and the connection that he formed with her. She focused on that energy, on that power, and could feel the surge of it flowing through her. It was considerable, but more than that, Zealar was comfortable in a way that surprised her.

      As she sat atop the renral’s back, feeling the energy coursing through them, he took to the air.

      “I don’t suppose you have any way of tracking this magic?” she said, though she had no idea whether Aneadaz would radiate his location that well. She didn’t know if there was anything that she was giving off, any way that she might be casting energy outward, or perhaps any way for her to know just what it was that she detected. The only thing that she was aware of was that she could feel something flowing within her.

      And there was a pattern that surged into her mind. Could that be Benji?

      She used that pattern and focused on it, and she found that Zealar knew how to follow that pattern. And as he did, they circled, the renral staying high in the sky, taking a circuitous route over the flowing of the creatures sprawling below them.

      There were too many.

      But if she could stop Aneadaz, perhaps there would not be.

      Imogen held on tightly to Zealar. He shrieked, and his voice echoed off the mountains. The creatures down below continued swarming, as if unmindful of Zealar and Imogen.

      Zealar began to streak higher and higher. He was taking her away from the lands, farther from where she thought she needed to be.

      He shrieked.

      And as he did, she began to hear the echoing sound of other renral.

      They came from all around her. It was an eruption of sound, thundering, but there was no other sign of the renral. Just the echoing shrieks.

      She kept waiting, though, half expecting that she would find something more, but so far, she had not seen anything. And as they flew, as they continued to circle, she kept thinking that perhaps she would feel some sense of Aneadaz, but she did not. He was not there.

      The renral continued flying, though. He circled higher and higher, shooting through the air, and she noticed that he was angling toward a distant mountain. Imogen had never climbed that mountain. It was a difficult place to reach. It was difficult for anyone to reach. The location of the Heart of the Leier.

      And as they headed toward it, Master Liu’s words came back to her. Go to the Heart of the people.

      Imogen had no idea how to find the Heart of the Leier lands. Master Liu had gone looking for other answers, and other sacred sword masters, to try to tie the Porapeth power to the homeland, but Imogen hadn’t used all her available options.

      She had never asked Master Liu. What could be in the Heart?

      She clung to Zealar.

      The power continued to flow through him, into her. He circled, swirling in an ever-narrowing spiral, and Imogen could feel the power building within him. Each loop caused power to build, rising upward with a crackling sense of energy.

      Then it faded.

      When Zealar began to descend, he dropped quickly with his wings outstretched, energy crackling through him and into her. She had to open herself to it.

      And then they were through the clouds.

      What she saw below her caught her breath.

      It was a city sitting atop the mountain.

      A city she had never seen before.

      And it was empty. Or seemingly so.

      There was one person standing amid the city.

      Imogen jumped.

      Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      It carried her down toward the mountaintop.

      She let the energy of Lightning Strikes in the Storm carry her down, and as she streaked toward the ground, and she braced herself, half expecting that she would crash into the stone and shatter herself, but it didn’t happen.

      She landed on her feet.

      Aneadaz was there.

      He had his staff in hand, and he spun it toward her, grinning as he did. “Do you see that the others are gone? Can you see how I have seen that? The Heart has been concentrated, as it should be, and it was meant to be mine, until you arrived. Then I knew I had to deal with you, much like I had to deal with the others. Thankfully, you did exactly what I hoped you would. You brought it here.”

      Imogen frowned at him. “What did I bring here?”

      “The power that I needed. And now I will have everything I need to contain the rest. Thank you for that.”

      He spun his staff, and Imogen reacted, forming Tree Stands in the Forest, adding the connection with Zealar, and it solidified, became electrified, bulging in a cage. She could feel the electrical energy sizzling along Zealar’s wings, and it coursed into Imogen.

      She tried to hold on to that power, to brace herself so that she could be ready for the next blast of power, but it didn’t come. She wasn’t sure why it did not, only that as she clung to it, and as she struggled with that power, she could not tell if there was going to be anything more.

      Aneadaz spun his staff again, and once again energy crackled along the length of it. “You see, when you have lived as long as I, and when you have conquered as many as I, you begin to recognize patterns. I must admit I wasn’t expecting you to be the one to present me with the pattern I needed to find, but I will take what I need where I need it.” He grinned at her. “I imagine that Benji the Elder,” he said, sneering on Elder, “must be amused by my choice of targets. I chose this for him, you know.”

      “What is this place?” Imogen asked.

      She held on to Tree Stands in the Forest, unable to react fast enough, she thought, to stop him. His staff moved in a blur, a fluid movement that made it seem as if he had learned the sacred pattern himself. Perhaps he had.

      There was flow to it, the same flow that Master Liu had always wanted her to achieve, and the same flow that she had never managed to accomplish nearly so well as she had hoped. And by holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest, supplementing the pattern with what she could from the renral, Imogen couldn’t help but feel she was close to what she needed to do. She couldn’t help but feel this was how she would withstand another attack.

      “This is a place of power. A place of history. This was the place they once called home.” Aneadaz looked over at her, locking eyes for a moment. “It was where power flowed to the people, but it was a place that the so-called sacred sword masters controlled. And then they split it up.” He sneered at her. “And now it’s gone. It’s nothing more than the Heart of the Leier.”

      Imogen regarded him for a moment. “It’s more than that. Isn’t it? It’s not just the Leier.”

      It couldn’t be. It was not set in the middle of the Leier lands. It was set between the Leier and the Koral lands.

      Aneadaz laughed. “And now, once I claim his power from you, it will be the last sacred temple.”

      As he brought his staff around, Imogen felt something within that pattern and within that flow. He had known Benji.

      She recognized the pattern.

      It was one Benji had shown her during her meditations.

      Imogen did not move.

      She had to hold on to this pattern, though the strength would eventually fade.

      And he seemed to know that.

      Of course he did. He was a Sul’toral, and he had been at this far longer than Imogen. He had known about her kind of power, and he had understood the Porapeth, and the dynamics that they had, longer than she had.

      But what did she have?

      “You must be trying to decide what it will take to defeat me. And you must realize that I trained with your Benji the Elder. I suppose he didn’t tell you that, did he?”

      Imogen didn’t bother to respond.

      “Of course he didn’t. That doesn’t surprise me. It’s exactly the kind of thing that Benji the Elder would have avoided sharing. His own fault. His own flaw. And trust me when I tell you that he has many.” Aneadaz swung his staff around, and it crackled up against the cage of Tree Stands in the Forest, which barely blocked the thrust. “Or he did. When he was alive. He’s gone now, from the way I understand it. And he thinks he can still influence.”

      “He can still influence. And he can still defeat you,” Imogen said.

      He chuckled at her. “So confident. I find that fascinating, especially as you yourself are not nearly as skilled as so many that have come before you. Do you think you can succeed where others have failed? Even others who have trained alongside me have fallen.”

      He darted back, spinning the staff, the movements so fast, so fluid, that Imogen could barely follow them.

      And as she struggled, she realized that she might not be fast enough or skilled enough to stop him. She would try.

      And in all likelihood, she would fall.
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      The staff came swinging toward her, and Imogen braced for impact.

      She was holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest and augmenting it with a hint of the power of lightning that flowed through her, the power of the renral. That energy coursed through her in a way that left her entire being crackling with power. Imogen could feel that power working its way through her, but even that wasn’t going to be enough. As she held on to that energy, filled with that power, she felt the way that it spilled out of her.

      Aneadaz took a step toward her.

      She could only block for so long.

      “And here you must’ve thought you were the only one he had ever instructed.”

      “I didn’t know if I was or not, but it doesn’t really matter,” she said.

      He started laughing, his voice a low and horrific sound. “I have lived far too long to fall. You have only uncovered the truth now?” He brought his staff around, and once again it crackled before it slammed into her Tree Stands in the Forest. “You have given me the strength that I needed. All this time, and I could have directed someone else to take care of the others, and instead, I thought to protect them. It was a mistake, and now all that power will be mine.”

      Imogen braced again, and the staff swung, whistling through the air, before crashing into her.

      “Now there are only a few remaining, and it will be a simple matter for me to remove them as a threat.”

      “They will have absorbed just as much of this power as you,” Imogen said. Somebody else must be targeting Sul’toral. Not Gaspar, and unlikely Gavin, the Chain Breaker. Maybe the Toral Jayna? It might explain why Timo had gained such strength as quickly as he had. “So I imagine they will make it difficult for you to stop them.”

      Aneadaz laughed, and he brought his staff down.

      This was an attempt Imogen was ready for. She had felt something like this, and as soon as he brought his staff down in a sharp arc, she braced. She could feel the energy coursing through her, a hint of that power that suddenly slammed through her Tree Stands in the Forest, attempting to overwhelm her.

      And she used a similar technique, pushing out with the power that she possessed, and she struggled, testing whether there would be any way for her to fight off this attack.

      “Most are too ignorant to recognize the change.”

      He brought his staff up again, and she noticed the slight squeeze as he did. She reacted, shifting, wanting to catch him off guard as she had before.

      Lightning Strikes in the Storm, which flowed into Stream through the Mountains and then into Petals on the Wind before gliding into Snow in the Wind.

      She struck nothing.

      He laughed, bringing his staff back toward her.

      Imogen had to jump, shooting into the air briefly before coming back down to land. She tensed, using Tree Stands in the Forest in order to defend herself, and as she did, she could feel something within her, some energy building, and then she pushed that out in order to try to detect what was taking place around her.

      “You really could have been an impressive fighter once,” Aneadaz said. “Perhaps, had you come around in a different time, you might have been able to prove yourself, and perhaps you might even have made yourself useful. Now, unfortunately, the only thing that you will be useful for is dying.”

      He spun his staff around, and when he brought it up, then back down, there came a crackling in the air, and then there was a rippling.

      Imogen was tossed back. She slammed into a building, and her back throbbed where she had struck it. She tried to move, to get to her feet so that she could get back up. In the sky, she heard the sound of Zealar shrieking, his call indicating he knew that she was injured.

      Imogen dragged herself away from the wall. When she did, she felt the pain coursing through her. Pain that filled her. Pain that exploded within her.

      She had known pain.

      Imogen was a sacred sword master of the Leier. Of course she would know how to withstand pain like that. She took a step toward Aneadaz again, and as she did, she began to form Tree Stands in the Forest. She was going to have to find a way to call upon the power through herself, and a way to center herself so that she would be able to hold on to that power and wouldn’t have to fall, but even as she tried, she could not draw upon nearly enough.

      The renral crackled, and that power came through him, but it wasn’t enough.

      Imogen could practically see the renral energy flowing along his feathers, flowing through the connection that they had formed, and shooting down to her, but then it dissipated. Aneadaz brought his staff around again, and he swung it toward her. Imogen ducked, trying to avoid the attack, but she wasn’t sure if she was fast enough.

      Something struck her.

      It was fast, and it blasted at her head.

      She barely managed to get beneath the onslaught of the attack, and as she did, she could feel something swirling toward her.

      Power, energy, and the ferocity of his attack.

      He laughed.

      “Not much longer now,” he said.

      He darted toward her.

      And he slammed into Tree Stands in the Forest.

      Imogen was thrown back.

      She struck her head on stone somewhere nearby.

      The air was cold. The wind whipped around her.

      Her vision started to fade. She could see nothing, could feel nothing but pain.

      Imogen had not even been struck, as far as she could tell. Still, the pain that was throbbing within her was more than what she could withstand. She had no idea how he had managed to hit her so thoroughly, but he had, and somehow, as he had struck her, as he had overwhelmed her, she could not even tell what he had done to her. The only thing that she could tell was that he had overwhelmed her.

      Aneadaz took another step toward her and drove his staff at her.

      Imogen tried to bring her blade around, but even as she did, she was not fast enough.

      A whistling came all around her.

      It was the wind. It was an energy that struck her.

      And within that, it was almost a message coming from deep within her.

      A whisper.

      Imogen rolled, trying to get to her feet, but she wasn’t able to move quickly enough. He stood over her.

      He looked down and sneered at her.

      “And you thought you could come here, claim what was mine. You thought you could take what I had earned. We suffered under him. Did you know that?”

      Aneadaz brought the staff toward her, and it took every bit of Imogen’s power to hold Tree Stands in the Forest. She pushed down and out, holding on to some of the power of the renral to let that power course through her. It deflected the blow, but barely.

      “We dealt with his derision. We were less than him. Did you know that? Did you know that was how the Porapeth viewed us?”

      He brought the staff up again, then back down, and slammed it into her. Imogen had braced as much as she could, trying to protect herself, but even as she did, she could not deflect the attack. She could feel energy filling her and could feel the power of Zealar flowing through her, but it wasn’t going to be enough.

      That power was there, and as it came through the connection that she shared with the renral, she sent it crackling out of her and tried to use it to shoot upward to deflect the power that he was drawing upon her. She managed to push back some of the power. She tried to push outward, but she did not have enough strength.

      Aneadaz slammed the staff down again, then again. Each time he did, the air crackled, and he managed to push through her connection. Each time he did, she could feel the barrier formed by Tree Stands in the Forest beginning to fade. It was the very first of the sacred patterns that she had thought that she understood, and now it was the sacred pattern that would collapse upon her.

      She tried to reinforce it, and as she did, she could feel that power pushing through her. He brought the staff up again, and Imogen spun, sweeping her leg toward him.

      She kicked, tried to drive outward, but could not catch him.

      Sacred patterns had been the key to everything she’d done since learning how to use them, but now they were not going to be enough. She doubted the traditional patterns would help, though she hadn’t tried. A man like this would know how to defend himself against magic, so she couldn’t overwhelm a sorcerer with sacred or traditional patterns. He could summon far more magic than she.

      But she would try.

      She jumped to her feet. Rather than flowing into one of the sacred patterns, when Aneadaz brought his staff around, Imogen shifted her feet, bringing her blade up, and marched through a progression of traditional patterns.

      She was fast. She was precise. She was strong.

      And it still wasn’t enough.

      Could she find some power within the traditional patterns?

      If she could find a flow, some way of not just avoiding the rigidity of these patterns but also adding what she could to them, perhaps she would have enough. Perhaps she could be enough. Imogen tried again. She focused, and when she did, she felt that shifting beginning to work within her. She started to count through the patterns and form them in her mind, trying to think through what they might do, the patterns that she had known her entire life. Patterns that she had meditated on countless times and had come to understand. And as she did, she started to see something.

      There was a flow there. She wasn’t sure if she could capture that flow, but she could see it.

      The renral shrieked.

      It bought her a moment, and she spun, blocking one spin of his staff, but then he brought it around, and he caught her in the side, and she went flying toward a nearby building and slammed against it.

      Imogen staggered to her feet. She tried to move forward, but everything hurt.

      “All you think to do I have seen before.”

      And he was right. He would know everything that she tried to do. He would see it. He would be able to fight through it. Imogen wasn’t at all sure what she could do unless she had some way of getting past that.

      She staggered toward Aneadaz.

      She wouldn’t give up, though.

      It wasn’t in her to give up. She had to fight.

      She stumbled and tried to avoid getting close to him.

      He brought his staff up, and when he swung it toward her, she brought her blade up, a simple, fluid movement, and blocked, but he followed it with another jab, this one to the center of her chest, which sent her stumbling backward. Imogen caught herself and moved forward again.

      “You would do well to simply give me what I want.”

      “What you want is what I have within me,” Imogen said. “And I am not going to give it to you.”

      “Perhaps you will not. And I must take it.”

      Aneadaz brought the staff up again and jabbed it toward her. She couldn’t even move. It struck her in the chest, sending her staggering backward.

      Imogen felt as she had when she had first begun to learn the blade. She’d had a stubbornness then. She had needed that stubbornness, as it had propelled her to keep fighting even when it was foolish for her to do so. That stubbornness had forced her to get up time and again so that she could fight through one attack after another, giving her the opportunity to learn from each time she fell. Imogen got up, and then fell down again.

      That was what she had to do.

      Even if when she fell down, it meant that she was dying. Even if it meant that she had nothing left to give. Even if it meant—

      Another blast struck her. Imogen lost track of whether it was magic or his staff.

      She staggered to her feet. She swayed. Everything was a blur around her.

      She saw hazy lines.

      Lines that gave possibilities.

      She had not been drawing upon that magic, knowing that it wasn’t going to be of much help against somebody like this. And distantly she knew that she was right. She swayed, feeling the wind, feeling the breeze in the back of her mind, the current that suggested that Benji was still there, maybe taunting her, or perhaps offering his reassurance.

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured.

      She had failed Benji.

      For whatever reason, that bothered her more than she would have expected. It surprised her that she would even care that much. Benji had always taunted her, and when he had gifted her this touch, whatever this magic was, she had not known how to use it. Even now, she didn’t really know how to use it. She just knew how it felt.

      He had told her that she would need to master the patterns, but none of the patterns had made any sense to her. The hazy lines parted, and there came a swirling toward her. She didn’t like the way it looked, and she flowed, following one of the other lines.

      Something struck near her, and then the lines parted again, and something struck near her once more. She couldn’t see anything anymore. Her vision was a bloody blur, and the only thing she was aware of was those lines. Maybe they were the lines of possibility that Benji had promised that he would show her, or perhaps it was truly some current within the world, something of the wind, the earth, the snow around her, that was trying to shove her in one direction or another.

      Another line coalesced, and it swirled toward her even faster. Imogen twisted away from it, and she didn’t like it. So she brought her blade up, sweeping casually, feeling the power shooting through her.

      Nearby, Zealar shrieked.

      There was another shriek. Then another.

      Renral.

      But they were going to be too late. Imogen could feel that they were going to be too late. There were too many Toral out there. Too many of power. Imogen had done what she could in order to defend her people, and yet she had only brought them into greater danger.

      She had not saved them. She might have wanted to unify them, to bring them together in a way that would help bridge the chasm between her people and the Koral, but nothing that she had done had accomplished that.

      Another line coalesced.

      Imogen rolled out of the way, avoiding it. It was coming toward her, sweeping toward her face, and she could feel it whispering at her.

      Maybe that was Benji.

      She brought her blade up, striking at it.

      There came a crackling, and she thought that perhaps Zealar had added some energy through that movement. It wasn’t going to make a difference, so she didn’t know why he would even bother to do that. She stumbled. Everything within her hurt. She felt as if she had been beaten and bruised the way that she had when she had first picked up the sword and tested herself for promotion.

      If she stayed down, who would protect her people? Who would protect the Leier? Who would protect the Koral? She couldn’t stay down.

      And it wasn’t within Imogen not to fight.

      She spun off to the side, following one of the hazy lines until it started to thicken toward her. When it did, she shifted to a different one.

      This was how Benji had moved. There was a staggering sort of quality to the way that he had, and Imogen remembered him doing that. It was almost a drunken dance, and she smiled at that thought. Maybe Benji was guiding her to her death. When she fell, would she infest somebody’s mind?

      Maybe even Aneadaz’s mind.

      That might not be all that bad. She could torment him the way that Benji had been tormenting her. Perhaps there was no real ending, and she would just continue to survive, continue to exist, so that every time that he called upon the Porapeth power that had been Benji’s, he would feel her, and perhaps even Benji.

      That idea made her smile.

      Imogen spun again, staggering.

      When the lines in front of her started to coalesce, coming toward her with increasing frequency, she found the only one that did not. She flowed toward it. Gradually the shrieking of the renral became almost unbearable. They were overhead, and the shrieking was filling her ears. Filling her mind.

      What was Zealar doing?

      Distantly she was aware of something.

      The connection that she shared with him crackled with power. She could feel the way that he did that, and she could feel the energy that coursed through her, energy that seemed to come from Zealar, but it was more than what she would have expected to come from Zealar.

      It was almost enough for her to stumble, but she didn’t dare stop. Each time that she considered stopping, she could feel one of the other lines forming, thickening, and guiding her. It was as if she had to keep moving. Otherwise, these strange lines would start to envelop her.

      And maybe this was what Abigail feared. Perhaps she was seeing all these lines, and she had come to see that there was a danger in the way that they began to squeeze toward her, and she worried about it.

      Imogen followed the next one, then the next, then the next. And all that time, she heard the renral shrieking. The air started to crackle.

      Lines started to shift. No longer were they swirling around her, and now the one that was coalescing toward her was doing so with a different shift.

      There was a pattern to it. It was no pattern that she had ever seen before, but there was something unmistakable about it. The energy crackled around Imogen again. Renral energy. More than just Zealar somehow.

      It struck through her.

      As it did, it flowed out through her, along the strange lines. And she started to see something. Those lines were forming a crackling band, and they started to squeeze around her.

      Her vision cleared a little bit. The energy crackled again.

      Imogen followed one flow but felt nudged by another, and then she saw that thicker line beginning to form again. It was coming toward her.

      Now, rather than ducking away from it, she found the crackling lines of energy coming from the renral were starting to twist, turning toward the line. Imogen felt that she could direct it. She focused, squeezing, twisting, and that crackling energy began to shimmer, and then she pushed.

      She didn’t know if it was her or Benji or Zealar that controlled it.

      All she knew was that as she pushed that power into the thickening line, she felt something. It was pressure against her, and something more.

      She heard a shout.

      Her vision cleared briefly.

      Aneadaz stood across from her. He was close, his staff spinning but slowing.

      Had she been missing his attacks?

      She hadn’t even seen that he was there, but then, with her vision as blurred as it was, she hadn’t been able to see much of anything at all.

      He stood frozen. It was as if the strange energy coming through the renral had suddenly filled him and had frozen him in place.

      But the lines stayed within her mind. Imogen could see them, and as he started to turn, she saw that line shifting, and she could follow that flow. She reacted, turning in the direction where he would be.

      She brought her sword down, and it carved off both his hands clean with the staff. Aneadaz staggered back. His staff lay useless on the ground, but he was moving his stumps in a pattern, forming sorcery even without his hands. Imogen could see what would happen as the pattern was completed.

      The crackling energy from the renral began to build within her again. She could hear the renral shrieking, and she could practically see the wind swirling past their feathers, the lightning and the electricity that shot along their feathers, coming through Imogen.

      They had formed a pattern.

      She didn’t even need to look up to know that they had. It was the renral pattern that was helping her now. It was that pattern that was flowing through her. It was that pattern that she was using against him.

      She followed his movement.

      He staggered away. Her blade buried in his belly.

      His eyes were wide, and Imogen carved upward, drawing the sword up to his chest.

      “How?”

      The answer came to her easily then as the renral shrieked around her.

      “You cut down your allies to grow stronger. I made allies to become stronger.”

      The energy of Zealar filled her.

      Without moving her hands from him, she could feel Lightning Strikes in the Storm beginning to form. She could also see that if she did not complete this pattern, he would disappear. She did not know if she could withstand another attack from him. Handless or not.

      The pattern formed in her mind, in her body, and then with a pulse of power drawn through the connection that she had formed with Zealar, the energy crackled through Aneadaz and burst into him with power.

      Imogen staggered back. Aneadaz screamed, and though he attempted to vanish, he could not. That power held him, and she watched as his strand faded to nothingness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Imogen stood on a mountainside, looking down. This had once been the Porapeth home. Everything within her still ached, but it wasn’t nearly as painful as it would have been had she not had some connection to Zealar. The renral circled, and she watched, noticing the steady pattern building. She turned her attention away from the renral, though, and looked down toward the ground. Toward the valley. That was what she was more concerned about. The monsters fighting their way through there had created a rippling wave of energy, but now that Aneadaz was gone…

      It was gone. The army was gone. The danger to her people was gone.

      Imogen sank to her knees.

      She was exhausted. Everything within her felt spent, and given everything that she had been through, everything that she had encountered so far, Imogen knew that she had come through it. Finally.

      She looked down.

      She had no idea what more might need to be done. She would have to bring the Leier and the Koral together. She would have to find more of the Sul’toral. That was her purpose now: defeat the Sul’toral, remove them as a threat, and free the stored power of Sarenoth. He had been a Porapeth.

      She looked back toward the buildings. Perhaps answers would be found there.

      Eventually.

      Right now, she needed to rest.

      She closed her eyes, but the lines flowed around her. She no longer held on to them intentionally, but they still remained, as if the power lingered.

      There came another renral shriek, and she looked up. Zealar circled toward her. There was no mistaking his massive size, and when he came to land, he watched her, his inky-black eyes regarding her with a vibrant intensity. There was energy that still coursed through him, and with the way that his feathers were tilted, the wind whipping across them, she could still feel that power flowing out of him and into her.

      Gradually the other renral began to descend as well.

      Imogen looked over. They all had riders.

      She blinked. Jorend was one of them. Lilah, surprisingly, was one of them. Others. Leier. Koral. They came toward her.

      Imogen tried to get to her feet, but she could not.

      Jorend slipped an arm around her, helping her up. She wobbled, holding on to her sword, and his gaze drifted down to it, eliciting a frown. He looked over to where she had been fighting Aneadaz. “He’s gone?”

      “I think so.” She had thought that she had defeated a Sul’toral before, only to have him escape from her. This time, and in this place, she no longer had to question. She had felt him go, but it was more than just feeling him depart this world. She had seen his line evaporate. That seemed more significant than anything else. Having witnessed what had happened to him, she suspected that he really was gone.

      “What about the rest?” Imogen asked.

      Jorend shook his head slowly. “Our people are safe. The renral guided us here. They knew.”

      “I suspect they did,” Imogen said.

      “They seem to know some pattern. I couldn’t tell what it was. I could feel it. It was like sorcery, but not.” He shook his head, and he looked up at the sky again before turning his attention to the renral that he’d been riding. “I don’t even know what to make of it. They are not what I believed before.”

      She looked at the others with her. Leier that she had trained. Koral shamans, and even Lilah. And she wondered if they would follow when she led. She wondered if they would be willing to leave their land. And unfortunately, increasingly she thought that she might need to. For her to accomplish what she thought would need to be done, Imogen suspected they were going to have to leave.

      But not yet.

      “Much is not what we believed before. We need to gather the people and find a place to bring them together. All of them.”

      “Of course,” Jorend said.

      They had come a long way from when she had returned to the Leier.

      Far enough that they were no longer Koral and Leier. They were something else.

      “We have to keep fighting. It’s going to be different. Dangerous. But we have to remove the rest of the Sul’toral.” She breathed out slowly as she looked up at the sky. “They once served the Porapeth Sarenoth but betrayed him to steal his power and grow stronger. Our people served the Porapeth as well, but we didn’t steal their power. We harnessed it.”

      She glanced over at Lilah and then the other Koral. Eleanor regarded Lilah carefully, and Imogen could see her clutching enchantments, as if ready to attack at any moment. Imogen would have to prevent that from happening. But they had good reason to doubt Lilah. Imogen herself had good reason to doubt Lilah, even if she thought that Lilah really meant well. She had wanted to help her people, no differently than the others did.

      “All of this was about the Porapeth?”

      “In one way or another,” Imogen said.

      It only was fitting that it had started with the Porapeth. She had found Benji along the forest road, and he had changed everything for her. And now she would do what she could to change everything for the Porapeth.

      “I don’t understand,” he said.

      “I don’t either,” Imogen said. “But our people will be needed. There’s something worse coming.”

      “We will be ready.”

      She smiled tightly. Imogen took a deep breath, wobbled for a moment, and then sank to her knees. “I’m going to need to rest for a moment.”
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        * * *

      

      The mountaintop was busier than it had been. Imogen hadn’t intended for her people to come here, but it did seem fitting. Buildings had been constructed, many of them simply created with sorcery, and now the entirety of the mountaintop was filled with a bustling sort of energy. Leier and Koral filled it. All of them had come, answering summons or drawn in some fashion. Imogen did not understand how they had come to find it, and she had stopped questioning it. Some of it might have been something that had been done by the shamans, but not all of it could be explained by that.

      Imogen approached Lilah near the mountainside. She had been quiet and reserved and had stood off from the rest of the Koral, and even separate from the Leier. Imogen thought that she understood. Lilah felt responsible in some way, but she had done nothing other than try to protect her people.

      It would take time.

      “You don’t have to say anything to me,” Lilah said without looking over at her.

      Imogen saw the lines flowing out from her, and though there was a pattern to them, it was not a pattern that she could identify. She recognized something within that pattern, though. There seemed to be an answer there, but she couldn’t quite place it. If she could piece it together, she might find the answer that she wanted.

      She wanted to know what might happen. In this case, all she had were these lines of possibilities. Nothing that would guide her, at least not directly. When she had faced Aneadaz, those lines had been useful. She had known what he might do, how he might attack, and she had been able to follow them. In this case, she could see nothing other than those flowing lines. They seemed to be possibilities for Lilah, but what possibilities?

      And perhaps that was part of the challenge of Benji’s gift. All the Porapeth gifts. They could see possibilities, but understanding them, and acting upon them, was not easy.

      “What did you think I was going to say to you?” Imogen asked.

      Lilah looked over then. “You’re going to tell me that I need to join the others. That I need to work with the Koral. That I need to help the shamans.” Lilah glanced back. Her gaze drifted toward what was becoming a temple. A Koral temple, Imogen could tell, but it was not the only one. There was another temple. A Leier temple. They were next to each other, near enough that Imogen found herself smiling. They were different, but not so dissimilar. She still didn’t know the origin of the Koral, but she suspected that they were Porapeth as well.

      “I do think that you need to join with the Koral, but perhaps not this way.”

      Lilah looked over at her. “What way would that be?”

      “You need to keep learning what you have started.”

      Lilah frowned.

      Imogen smiled. She motioned for her to follow, and they made their way over to the renral roost. They had made their home near the burgeoning city. Imogen made her way to Zealar, and he spread his wings, seemingly knowing what she wanted. She climbed onto his back and waited for Lilah. Lilah regarded the renral for a long moment before joining Imogen.

      They took to the air, and Imogen leaned down, whispering to Zealar. He seemed to know where to go. They streaked high above the mountains and then shot forward on a current of wind, energy, and what seemed like magic. The air rumbled, like thunder. Then they slowed and circled. When Zealar descended to the ground, it was into a massive meadow filled with flowers. It was a different matter from the last one that Imogen had visited, but in this case, she thought that she was right.

      She looked over at Lilah, who had climbed down. “You can summon her.”

      “She has not been teaching.”

      “Just call to her.”

      Lilah stepped away from Zealar, and she formed the sorcery pattern that summoned the thunder and lightning.

      They didn’t have to wait long. Abigail appeared. She simply appeared. She was dressed in the same green cloak, and her eyes flashed with a bright silver as she looked at Imogen, then Lilah.

      “He’s gone,” Imogen said. “Though there are others remaining.”

      Abigail pressed her lips together tightly. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I thought that you would want to know. He’s gone. I am gathering the Leier and Koral forces, and we are preparing to go after the rest. We will destroy the rest of the Sul’toral and free Sarenoth’s energy so that all the Porapeth can be free.”

      Abigail watched her, her eyes flashing silver. “Did he know?”

      Imogen could have sworn that she heard Benji whispering in the back of her mind, but then it faded. She shrugged. “I don’t know. And it probably doesn’t matter. This is my path now.” She looked around the meadow. “It really is lovely here.”

      “It’s not the same one,” Abigail said.

      “I know,” Imogen said. “And we will free him. At least, his spirit. His energy. And then, when it’s your time,” she said, glancing over at Lilah, who stood off to the side, remaining quiet, “you won’t have to be afraid anymore.”

      Abigail stiffened, and for a moment, nothing more than that, Imogen saw two paths swirling away from Abigail, and then they began to spiral, twisting into one.

      “He chose well, First.”

      “I hope you did as well.”

      Imogen strode to Lilah, and she touched her on the arm. “When you’re ready to return, send word. Or perhaps you won’t need to. Either way, you will be welcome.”

      “You’re just… leaving… me here?”

      Imogen looked back at Abigail. “You aren’t finished yet. Abigail lost her people, but I think it’s time she finds a new people.”

      With that, Imogen climbed atop Zealar and felt the energy crackling within him as he spread his feathers. They took to the air. She looked down, watching Abigail and Lilah as Zealar circled before streaking back to her people. It was time to make plans and preparations to defeat the last of the Sul’toral. It was time to free Sarenoth.
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        * * *

      

      The First of the Blade continues with: Unbroken.
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      With her people scattered, Imogen must find a new home.

      The Sul’toral threat is over, but the Leier and the Koral are still not safe. Strange dark magical attacks persist, leaving Imogen struggling to protect those she’s vowed to defend.

      Imogen knows Timo is behind these attacks, but given the power involved, he must have help.

      When a new danger appears, Imogen finds herself facing a familiar foe, only this time she has a strange new ally—one that might be the key to protecting her people for good, but only if she can help them first.
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        * * *

      

      Don’t miss a fun new series set in the world of First of the Blade: The Dragon Rogues!
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      An impossible heist only the thief known as the Dragon could pull off.

      Fresh out of prison, Jonathan Aguelon wants one big score before he leaves the city for good. The job will be more complicated than any that he's ever attempted, but this time he can steal more than money, he can get revenge—but only if he follows a mysterious benefactor’s plan.

      With the right team, Jonathan can succeed, but much in the city has changed during his time away, and the Dragon doesn't have the draw he once did. The team of outcasts he assembles needs time to prepare, but time is the one luxury they don’t have.

      As his benefactor pushes him into action, Jonathan refuses to be used by anyone, but can he refuse when his team might be all that stands before a coming war—if they can find a way to work together first?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Unfinished. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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        www.dkholmberg.com
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