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Interlude

        

      

    

    
      Imogen stormed through the village, ignoring the worry from her younger brother Timo. He kept pace alongside her, as he often did, though this time he didn’t bother to hide the worry in his eyes.

      “You can’t do it,” he insisted. “You aren’t ready.”

      She looked over, glowering at him. “I am as ready as I need to be.”

      “But you only barely progressed to Second.”

      She snorted as she passed the blacksmith near the edge of town, the smell of sulfur strong in the air. The heavy ringing of the smithy’s hammer came rhythmically. The sound was fitting. Soon she would be going there for her prize: her blade.

      Imogen shook her head. “It’s not the time I spend as Second that matters. It’s what I have learned.”

      “No one progresses this fast,” Timo said.

      She didn’t need him to remind her of all the different ways she could fail, and she chose to say nothing. She had to keep her mind focused.

      Imogen had beaten every single Second in the village, and it was time for her to prove herself even further. They had plenty of fighters—all of the Leier villages trained fighters—but none who could challenge her the way she wanted.

      Timo would never understand.

      There were many different things he didn’t understand, but at his age, he still had time. He was skilled in his own right, and it would probably not be long before he presented himself for a challenge to reach the level of Second.

      She found the small clearing active, as she had expected. At this time of the day, most of the Firsts within the village gathered. The Seconds were not welcome.

      Unless they were here for the very reason Imogen was.

      She strode into the circle, and several of them looked up at her, a question in their eyes. They all knew Imogen. She had risen quickly, which drew attention.

      She hurried forward, making her way toward Hutan. He was lean, the way many of their people were, and taller than her by a full hand. His black hair was cut short so that it didn’t fall into his eyes the way hers did when she fought. None of that made her any less skilled, though.

      “Seconds aren’t permitted here at this time of the day, Imogen Inaratha,” Hutan said.

      She could practically feel Timo’s eyes on her back. He hadn’t crossed the small clearing. He knew the rules as well as she did. The difference between her and her brother was that she wasn’t willing to abide by them.

      She drew herself up. From this vantage, she could see two of the neighboring snowcapped peaks and could almost imagine the sacred temples that sat atop them. “I challenge you, Hutan Sarenal.”

      Hutan looked at her for a long moment, as if he was trying to decide how to react to the challenge. It was his right to refuse, but Imogen had prepared for that possibility. There were five other Firsts in the clearing, all of them lower in rank than Hutan, and she could challenge any of them. Eventually, one of them would want to put her in her place—or so they would try.

      It was part of the reason she had chosen Hutan as the one to fight. Imogen’s meteoric rise had gained notice, and there were those who felt she had risen too quickly. She counted on Hutan feeling that way about her.

      “You understand what happens when you fail,” he said.

      She nodded. “I understand what happens if I fail.”

      He returned the nod. “Then I accept your challenge.”

      Hutan was older than her by several years, and all of their people agreed he was one of the most gifted sword fighters their village had produced in nearly a generation. It was not long before General Derashen went to Hutan and called him to the service. He would be one who could serve their people and serve on the front line as they defended the Leier lands from the Koral invaders.

      It was another reason Imogen needed to challenge him. She was not going to reach the goals she had set for herself by accepting weak opponents. She needed someone strong. Someone like Hutan.

      It did not take long before the small courtyard filled with the sound of voices. She had expected as much. A challenge often attracted attention. And a challenge for promotion to First attracted a very different kind of attention.

      Her attempt to become a First was coming earlier than usual. She knew it. Everyone knew it. But everyone also knew that she had progressed rapidly. She imagined that the others would be here to see her finally fail and be put in her place.

      Imogen had no intention of failing.

      Neither did Hutan.

      He unsheathed his blade and bowed to her.

      She held her sword, etched with the marking for Second, and tipped her head to him. Challenging someone for promotion at all other levels involved practice staves. Challenging someone for promotion to First involved steel.

      She knew that, so she was prepared.

      There was a measure of precision required for this. Many had gotten injured during a challenge for First, and a few had even died. At least, that was what the stories always claimed.

      She was the challenger. She was expected to make the first move.

      Imogen took a deep breath and then began.

      Fighting was easy for her.

      Ever since she had acquired her first practice staff when she was barely three years old, she had been quick. Once she had learned that precision with movements was the key, she had practiced until every move she made was perfect. She had watched and studied every great fighter she could so that she could learn beyond her level.

      And now she was a master. From here, she could join the army and take up the fight against the neighboring Koral, but that wasn’t what she really wanted.

      She wanted the temple.

      But first, she had to earn her title.

      Her first attack was defended. Hutan’s skill showed why he had earned his promotion with good reason. He deflected her, using a combination of patterns three, twenty-two, and forty-one.

      An interesting choice. Imogen recognized all of them and deflected with the proper counter.

      Then Hutan began his attack in full, with movements that were not only fast but precise. Imogen experienced a moment of doubt. She had convinced herself she was ready. She knew the patterns. She knew the precision. She knew every defense. And if she failed now, it would be years before she was offered this opportunity again.

      As Imogen was pushed back, she could hear the murmuring behind her. Those watching were disappointed in her.

      She would not disappoint anyone, least of all herself.

      Hutan was skilled, but she blocked everything he threw at her. Realizing that fact gave her confidence. Given his skill, he had almost been offered the opportunity to study at one of the sacred temples.

      Almost.

      As he darted toward her, fast as a streaking mosquito, she twisted ever so slightly, letting his blade slide harmlessly past her. She twisted and flowed through a series of patterns. For a moment, she almost became one with the patterns, nearly finding what her people called the unity. She drifted from one traditional pattern to another, until she saw an opening.

      It was not much of one. Only a brief lapse, but enough for her to notice it.

      Imogen followed the movement of pattern twenty-nine, hesitating for only a moment. Hutan tried to counter, bringing his blade up and exposing his midsection. She swept her sword up and around, knowing that it would take little more than a slice to disembowel him. She did not cut through his clothing—she did not need to.

      She stepped back, lowering her blade. Hutan glared at her for just a flash, then, thankfully, his honor bound him to lower his weapon. He tipped his head in a nod, and he walked away from her.

      She had done it.

      She was now a First.

      Imogen looked around at the others near her. Murmuring voices drifted up to her. Snippets of conversation, all of it earned.

      So young.

      Impressive for someone who’s lost as much as she has.

      Can she go to the sacred temple?

      That last comment was almost too much for her. The idea that she might be able to go and study at one of the sacred temples was a dream, and it was one that all Firsts had, but only a select few were granted the opportunity. For Imogen to continue her growth, she would need to go there. More than that, she was ready.

      She found Timo at the edge of the courtyard. He said nothing.

      When Elder Wurant stepped forward, he held his gaze on her, then presented her with a bundle wrapped in cloth. Imogen took it, feeling the weight of the blade within.

      “You have fought with skill and honor, Imogen Inaratha,” Elder Wurant said. “Congratulations.”

      She didn’t hear anything else that he might’ve said as she cradled the blade. Her prize.

      But it was only the beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The sword whistled through the air.

      The sweet sound was one that Imogen had come to know well, one that called to her in a way that few things did. It was a feeling of peace, which she knew was ironic considering how much violence could be inflicted through her blade, but it was peace for her nonetheless.

      That was something she did not have much of. Not these days.

      She focused, carving her blade through a series of patterns that she had long ago memorized. There was familiarity to the movements, and within them, she recognized the easiest way to flow through the patterns that fell before her. Her skills were quick and precise, and every movement she made was perfect.

      She had reached this point in understanding the blade through sheer force of will.

      Now, the sword was a part of her.

      Imogen slowed her movements, shifting from the traditional patterns of her people into those referred to as sacred patterns. She had learned them long ago, back before she had left her homeland and the temple. They were patterns that had stayed with her, even though she’d never mastered them. Had she done so, perhaps she wouldn’t have left her homeland. Perhaps she wouldn’t have felt the need to.

      The sacred patterns were her greatest failure.

      Imogen flowed through them as best as she could. They were all named, which was a stark difference from the traditional numbered patterns of her people. The sacred patterns were given titles, like Axe Falling, Stream through the Trees, Lightning Strikes in a Storm, and Tree Stands in the Forest. There were thirteen of them in all, patterns that were deceptively simple, yet incredibly complicated.

      Even though Imogen had never mastered them, she still moved through them while ignoring the forest around her. The trees were little more than observers, surrounding her and leaving her space to move. Though her blade was a blur, everything within her was still.

      And as she moved, she felt a hint of something within those sacred patterns. She had started to feel that way over the last few months, especially since she had started to meditate on the patterns in ways she had not before. There was something more to them, if only she could find it.

      She completed the thirteen named sacred patterns that she knew, then repeated them. She did this a total of seven times. Each time she went through them, she tried to mimic the postures she had been taught years ago, ones she had seen demonstrated but had never satisfactorily replicated despite every attempt to do so.

      When she was done, Imogen sheathed her blade in one fluid movement. Then she stopped, closed her eyes, and focused on the stillness around her as she breathed. One more part of the meditation.

      Eventually, she hoped she could use that to connect to something more. Whether it was understanding or peace of mind or even power, none of it really mattered. All she cared about was finding some way to master those patterns.

      She opened her eyes, unsurprised that Gaspar now sat on a boulder near the edge of the trees. He worked a leather strop along one of his knives, looking down at the blade while he did so.

      “Did you think you were going to sneak up on me?” Imogen asked.

      Gaspar grunted, his voice gruff but tinged with the hint of warmth she had detected from him when they had first met on the road all those years ago. “Not sure I could sneak up on you if I tried. There aren’t too many people who have that ability.” He worked the strop over his blade again before looking up at her. Wrinkled eyes narrowed slightly. “You are taking after him.”

      She knew who he meant. Their friend. One who was now gone from their lives. He had been there for what seemed like an eternity, but he had left Yoran—and now them—behind as he chased his own destiny.

      She wasn’t sure if Gaspar meant that she was taking after their friend’s personality. “I’ve been practicing like this for as long as you’ve known me.”

      Gaspar flipped the knife around in his hand, demonstrating a dexterity that she would have been surprised by had she not known him as long as she had. He looked to be in his late forties, but he moved like a man half that age. She didn’t think he had magic, but she didn’t really know. It was a question, among many, that she had never asked him. Much like he had never asked her many questions about herself.

      He carried enchantments on him, magic placed by sorcerers or enchanters that granted the bearer additional abilities. Some used enchantments for speed or strength, and she had seen some that gave a user impervious skin. She had thought the last type would be useful, until she noticed just the slight hesitation in her own movements when she carried an enchantment like that. Others enhanced eyesight, and still others helped maintain alertness. All had their uses.

      “You haven’t been practicing out here,” Gaspar said. He got to his feet, sweeping his gaze around the forest. “For somebody who claims not to like magic, you certainly have a tendency to use it.”

      She looked around her at several enchantments she had placed around the clearing. They were meant to give her a measure of protection, but that hadn’t worked against somebody like Gaspar.

      Imogen frowned. “It’s not that I don’t like magic.”

      He arched a brow at her, and a hint of a smile wrinkled his face even more.

      “Not like some of my people do,” she added. She’d trained to stop sorcery from a young age, mostly to keep the Koral who were at the border of the Leier lands from attacking with their magic. Later, she’d learned of a different danger. One that was darker.

      “About that,” Gaspar said. The reason for his visit was becoming clearer.

      “What has he done?” she asked.

      He grunted. “It’s not so much what he’s done, it’s what he continues to do.”

      Gaspar turned toward the city in the distance. From here, the forest blocked most of it, but not entirely. Through the treetops, Imogen could make out a hint of smoke. The pine scent in the trees didn’t push back the smells of Yoran, which were a hodgepodge mixture of so many people living together. She had grown accustomed to that smell, though it had taken time.

      “What has Timo been doing?” she clarified.

      “He doesn’t bother to hide his distaste for the enchanters. Or their enchantments. And he walks around like he intends to cut someone’s throat if they look at him the wrong way.”

      “He sees sorcery everywhere,” Imogen said softly. “It was one thing that came from the time he spent chasing Sul’toral.”

      The Sul’toral were powerful dark sorcerers who were served by other sorcerers.

      “You’ve seen that type of magic, but you’re not like that,” Gaspar said.

      “I didn’t chase it the way he did. I didn’t lose what he lost.”

      Gaspar frowned, and he shook his head. “You’ve lost people. When you trained the Muvarth in Loruv, how many did you lose to the hyadan?”

      “Not as many as you would think.”

      “I faced those creatures of dark magic too,” Gaspar said. The hyadan were more than just dark magic. They fed on it. “I know how dangerous they are. You might want to downplay it, but I know better than to do that.”

      She shrugged. “I’m not downplaying it. My people were trained as well as I could make them. And we didn’t lose too many.” She shook her head. “Either way, it’s not as many as what I think Timo lost. And perhaps it’s different. They were not of the homeland.”

      “I would think it would be different because you trained them yourself.”

      Imogen nodded. It was a time of her life that she looked back on with a measure of fondness, but also sadness. “Training them wasn’t part of my bond quest. I was meant to focus only on destroying the hyadan stone,” she said. “Much like I think Timo’s search for sorcery wasn’t part of his full bond quest. He let himself be distracted.”

      “But he’s finished his.”

      “I’m not sure he has,” Imogen said. “And I’m not willing to tell him that, either.”

      “Then he will be leaving Yoran.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “And if he does…”

      She knew where Gaspar was going with this, but she didn’t have an answer. It was something she hadn’t decided yet. She hadn’t truly considered what she was going to do, or what she wanted to do. How could she, when she had no idea what was necessary?

      “Yoran doesn’t have much magic present,” Gaspar said, “but with the enchanters running around still scared about what happened to them years ago, losing themselves to the sorcerers who thought to rule them… They don’t care for someone like Timo threatening them now, even if he isn’t saying anything. It’s the way he looks at them.”

      “Probably similar to how I do,” she said.

      Gaspar scoffed. “Not at all similar. You look at them with concern.”

      She started to smile as he shrugged.

      “You’re a different woman than you were when I first met you,” he said. “I’m a different man. Gods, if we didn’t change, then we would be the same terrible people we were when we were kids.”

      “I’m still a kid compared to you.” She flashed a grin at him.

      Gaspar let out a groan. “Not you too. I’ve had enough of you and the kid taunting me about my age.”

      “Well, you are old enough to be my father.”

      “About that…”

      She gave him a gentle punch in the shoulder, and Gaspar chuckled.

      “Nothing like that,” he said. “I was thinking of something I had been talking about recently. About finding oneself. Realizing it’s not always easy to do, and that sometimes we have to leave what we know in order to find what we are.”

      She looked over to him and started to walk out of the clearing. She tapped on several of the stone enchantments surrounding it, which were shaped like animals: a tiger, a wolf, and a massive dog. They shrank as soon as she touched them, becoming small enough that she could slip the enchantments into her pouch.

      “You sound like my instructors. Or some of them,” she said. “When I first started considering taking a bond quest, I was told that the quest was not required but that it does help the quester understand the sacred power that connects the world.” That was what she’d been told. Typically the Leier took a quest because they’d failed to progress. “At one point, I thought it might help me understand the sacred patterns, but unfortunately that was not the case.”

      “What more do you have to learn?” Gaspar chuckled and shook his head. “I’ve seen you fight, Imogen. I don’t know how much more skilled a person can be.”

      “My people have what we call the traditional patterns,” she said, walking with him until they reached the path leading through the forest. Trees towered over her, almost protectively. “I started learning those traditional patterns when I was young. I was a master before I was barely fifteen.”

      Gaspar grunted. “I’ve always known you were talented, but fifteen?”

      “I was young,” she said with a shrug, “and I thought myself skilled. I quickly learned otherwise.”

      They reached the edge of the forest, and the city of Yoran lay before her. There was a time when she would’ve considered it ugly, but it had become her home. Most of the buildings on the outskirts of the city were made of stone, and the roads leading through it were wide enough to let carts easily navigate the streets. Dozens of people milled about, and even more of them crowded it the farther they went into the city. An occasional bells tree forced the road to veer in a different direction. They were considered unlucky to cut down, though she wondered if that was just because of their sharp needles or if there truly was some superstition about the trees themselves.

      “That’s all you’re going to tell me about it?” Gaspar asked.

      She looked over, frowning. “What?”

      “Gods, Imogen. Sometimes you fall silent at the strangest times.” He let out a small laugh. “You were telling me about your training. In all the years I’ve known you, you’ve rarely talked about that.”

      “I never knew that you wanted me to talk about it,” she said.

      “You’re my friend. I want to know whatever you want to share with me.”

      She shrugged, sweeping her gaze around her. She didn’t look for potential threats the way she once would have, but she still stared, expecting to find something hostile here. Within the city, though, the only unpleasantness that she might come across was the possibility of a powerful enchantment. Even that was less likely these days. The enchanters had used their power around the city to limit the use of magic within Yoran itself, which offered a layer of protection from unwanted magic. This was the kind of place her people would appreciate, were it not for the fact that magic itself was used to deflect magic.

      “I’ve told you I trained when I was young,” she said.

      “You told me that your people learn to fight when they’re young, but how young were you?”

      Imogen smiled to herself. “My father put my first practice staff into my hands when I was three.” She chuckled at the memory. “At that point, it’s mostly learning to swing it with a measure of control so you don’t destroy the house.”

      “Or your father’s legs.”

      She nodded, laughing again. “Or that. I started training in full when I was five. My people believe that we can master some of the basics by the time we are that age, but I had moved beyond the basics at that point. So, when I reached the level of First of the Blade, it wasn’t a surprise to me. Or my village.”

      “But you said you don’t think of yourself as skilled?”

      She waved a hand, and they turned a corner. In the distance, one of the many city markets opened up before them. Carts lined the street, and hawkers shouted to passersby, yelling for people to stop for meat, bread, cheese, and even wine.

      “I reached the level of First of the Blade, which means I’m skilled, but there are many people among the Leier who reach that level. I had always viewed myself as having the potential to do more.” She breathed out slowly. “I tried. But when I failed, that’s when I went on my bond quest.”

      Gaspar eyed her. “There’s a lot in between those statements.”

      “Yes,” Imogen said as they weaved through the square. “Where is Timo, anyway?” She glanced over to Gaspar, who was shielding his eyes from the bright sunlight. “You must have known where he was. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have come for me.”

      “Outside the city.”

      “Beyond the reach of the protective enchantments, I presume.”

      Gaspar nodded. “From what I understand, there are a few people keeping tabs on him. They don’t know what he’s doing, only that he seems to be watching with a strange intensity that makes them uncomfortable.”

      “Anything the people in the city don’t understand makes them uncomfortable,” she said softly.

      “Maybe, but this isn’t that. The people here actually understand it.” He looked over to her. “Yoran is familiar with those who don’t care for magic.”

      “I would say that most of Yoran still feels the same way.”

      “Most people do, but that’s not the part of the city I’m concerned with.”

      Imogen shook her head. “He’s not going to do anything to people you care about.”

      “Maybe not,” Gaspar said, but there was an edge to his words that suggested that he was unconvinced. Worse, she wasn’t exactly sure she could argue against it.

      What did she really know about her brother, anyway?

      There was a time when she would’ve said she knew much about Timo, and that she would have believed she understood him, but that was long ago. She had left, and she no longer knew him the way she once did.

      “I’ll go talk to him,” she said.

      “That might be for the best. If you want, I could go with you.”

      “You don’t need to.”

      “It’s not a matter of need.”

      “You need to get out of the city as well?” she asked.

      Gaspar’s brow furrowed. “In the past, I would’ve said no, but…”

      “You can admit that you miss some of the upheaval.”

      He breathed out heavily. “I just have to find myself,” he said with a wink. “Which might be why I’m telling you the same thing. I’m an old man now, as you keep reminding me. And an old man shouldn’t be looking for himself.”

      “I’m sure Desarra could help you find your way.”

      At the mention of his beloved, Gaspar’s eyes took on a distant quality. He rarely spoke of her, though Imogen saw the way he lit up when he looked at Desarra. They had been together long ago, and then something had happened that he didn’t want to talk about, much like Imogen didn’t like to talk about certain things. He and Desarra had grown apart, and time and circumstance had brought them back together, which led to Gaspar spending more and more time away from Imogen.

      “She’s perfectly happy to see the enchanters working with the constables again,” he said. “And to be honest, she’s also perfectly happy to be able to make her enchantments openly again. She can make money at it. Before, it was…”

      “Dangerous,” Imogen said, finishing for him.

      “Forbidden. And when a thing is forbidden, it becomes more dangerous than it needs to be. It means the people involved are more dangerous than they need to be too.”

      They reached the far side of the market, and from there, it was a short walk to the edge of the city. When they stopped on the outskirts, Imogen looked out and to the northeast. That way would eventually lead her back to her homeland. It was a place she had given so little thought to over the last few years, mostly because she had been tied up in her bond quest, knowing that her purpose had not yet been fulfilled.

      Gaspar said nothing as they stood there.

      There was no sign of her brother, though she hadn’t really expected to see Timo.

      “I can wait until he returns,” she said softly. “Then I can talk to him.”

      “I know it’s going to be hard having him leave, but maybe it’s for the best that he does.”

      “It is,” Imogen said, and she took a deep breath.

      “What’s wrong?” Gaspar asked.

      “He’s my brother. I worry about him. And I don’t know what he might do.”

      “Now that he’s unbonded?”

      “We don’t know if he’s truly unbonded. He is disconnected.” She looked over to him. “When I left my homeland, I found something I had not expected to. I might have disconnected from my people, but I also gained something else. Timo has not.”

      “Then his quest hasn’t been completed,” Gaspar said.

      Imogen smiled. “You could have been one of the masters.” When he arched a brow, she laughed. “Well, other than your complete lack of sword skill.”

      “Complete lack?”

      “Near complete?” She shrugged. “I suspect that with the right enchantments, you might be equipped to fight.”

      “I don’t know that I would stand a chance against you, even with the right enchantments.”

      “Probably not,” she said.

      She stared out into the distance a little while longer. In the corner of her eye, a faint cloud of blackened smoke appeared. She frowned, pointing.

      “There’s nothing out there,” Gaspar said. “No villages, at least. And we’re close enough to the city that anyone coming here would just finish the journey.”

      She reached for her pouch, grabbing two of the small stone enchantments and handing one to Gaspar. They strode forward until they passed the ring of the city’s enchantments. A faint tingling sensation worked along her skin when they walked through the separation between the city and beyond, the barrier that prevented magic. She set the enchantment down quickly and tapped on it. The creature elongated into a nearly full-sized wolf. She climbed on top of it and leaned down, patting her hand along its stone back.

      “Can you take me to that?” she whispered to it.

      Gaspar eyed her. “I’ve never understood why you talk to these creatures.”

      “There’s a familiarity to it,” she said.

      They surged forward, and it didn’t take long before they reached the smoke. A series of rocks was scattered over a rolling grassland, but there was no sign of a road or of any inhabitants here. She climbed off the stone wolf, holding her hand on its back. The wolf would know to protect her, as part of the way it was enchanted.

      “Do you see anything?” Gaspar asked, sitting stiff atop his enchantment, jaw clenched as he seemed to struggle to hold on.

      She frowned, shaking her head. Slipping forward and moving carefully, she found the source of the smoke. The ground itself smoldered. Her skin felt like it was stretched tight, the distinct sensation of magic being used near her.

      Imogen unsheathed her blade and turned, preparing for the possibility of an attack, but saw nothing. She walked around a boulder and stopped.

      A body lay on the ground. A figure was crouched next to it, sword in hand.

      Timo barely looked up as Imogen approached. He was slightly taller than her, but they shared the same black hair, the same pale complexion, and the same thin jawline.

      “What did you do?” she asked softly.

      “A sorcerer,” he said. He finally met her gaze, and his black eyes seemed to carry the darkness of shadows around him. “Caught him sniffing around out here.”

      “So you killed him.”

      She didn’t sheathe her sword. She didn’t dare.

      Imogen might not feel the same way Timo did about sorcery, but she recognized the danger in it. If there was a sorcerer here, she wanted to be prepared. She heard Gaspar slink up behind her, and she glanced back. He had a pair of knives in hand, and she suspected he had slipped on several enchantments, though she couldn’t see them. Gaspar was clever enough to know not to reveal them to her brother.

      “Look,” Timo said.

      Imogen approached carefully. The sorcerer was dressed in a traveling cloak, gray jacket, and gray pants, but was mostly unremarkable. There wasn’t anything distinct about him—certainly nothing that signified he was a sorcerer. And nothing that would have drawn Timo’s attention.

      As she looked at the body, she realized something: Timo had cut him down from behind.

      She glanced at her brother. “What did he do to reveal himself to you?”

      “I saw him using power out here.”

      Imogen couldn’t deny that there was sorcery. She had seen it, but could there have been so much that it would have drawn Timo’s attention?

      “If the Society learns—”

      “I don’t care if the Sorcerers’ Society learns about this,” Timo said, his eyes flashing in anger. “I am more than happy to carve through every single one of them if that is what it takes.” He held his hand up, revealing something in his palm: a small, pale gray, circular ring. “Do you see?”

      She frowned. “He was carrying it?”

      “He was. And he had this.” He held up a silver chain with a medallion on it. The symbol was not one she recognized.

      “Am I supposed to know what that is?” she asked.

      “I do.”

      “Well?”

      “Dheleus. And now I know how to find him.” There was a darkness in his eyes that troubled her. “This Toral tried to keep it from me, but I knew how to get information out of him.”

      He got to his feet, kicked the sorcerer, and then marched away, leaving the body. When he was gone, Gaspar looked over to Imogen as she took a long, slow breath.

      “What was that about?” he asked.

      “Timo found something new to chase.”

      “Why do I get the feeling that doesn’t please you?”

      “I saw that look in his eyes. I don’t care for it.”

      “Then go with him,” Gaspar said. When she looked over to him, he shook his head. “We’ve been talking about it anyway. And you need a purpose.” He smiled and added, “Not that I want to get rid of you. Far from it. I haven’t had a friend like you in… well, a long time. But since you finished your quest, you’ve been a little aimless yourself. It would do you well to help your brother.”

      “I’m not so sure that will help him.”

      “Hunting a dangerous sorcerer—”

      “Not a sorcerer. A Sul’toral.”

      She pulled a slip of paper out of her pocket, unfolded it, and showed it to Gaspar. It had been given to her by one of the few sorcerers she had worked with—a Toral, no less. On the paper was a list of names of the known Sul’toral in the land.

      She didn’t need to see it again. She’d stared at the list many times and knew the names. Even if she hadn’t looked at the paper, there were stories from her homeland, tales meant to scare children, that mentioned some of them.

      Dheleus was one.

      “Your brother intends to take on another?” Gaspar looked up. “He knows that he lost everyone who chased the last one with him, and that he nearly died trying to stop the one who came to Yoran.” He glanced behind him at the city. “What is he thinking?”

      Imogen breathed out slowly. “I’m not sure he is.”

      It wasn’t what she wanted to do, but perhaps Gaspar was right. This was her brother, after all.

      She was unbonded, and she could help him. Timo needed someone. She had to do whatever it took to let him find himself again. She wasn’t sure what that was going to entail, but perhaps that would be her new quest.

      “It seems I will be leaving,” she said.

      “I could come with you.”

      Imogen smiled at him, then flicked her gaze back to the city. “We both know this is not something you can be a part of.”

      “If you’re taking on a Sul’toral, I’m not sure it’s something you can do either.”

      “Maybe not, but I can make sure Timo doesn’t get himself killed. And perhaps I can intervene.”

      He frowned at her. “How?”

      “I think he needs to return to our homeland.” She turned to the northeast. That might be the only way she could truly help Timo. “Which means I will need to return with him.”

      Gaspar slipped his arm around her shoulders. “You know I’m always going to be here for you.”

      “I know.”

      “And if there’s anything I can do…”

      “I know.”

      “I wish—”

      Imogen turned and locked eyes with him. “Yoran is your place. Perhaps it could be mine. But this is something I must do.”
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      After walking for several days, Imogen felt exhausted. Gaspar had offered her enchantments to ride, though she knew better than to attempt something like that. Not only would Timo refuse to ride an enchantment but doing so would draw unnecessary attention to them the farther they traveled. They could’ve taken horses, but she didn’t have the necessary funds to purchase them. She wasn’t about to go into debt to Gaspar right before she left, though she suspected he would’ve been more than happy to offer whatever help she wanted.

      Her own two legs were good enough. She had traveled by foot after leaving her homeland, so this was no different, though it was unusual to be traveling with her brother. He had been quiet during their journey so far, almost introspective, and when he did say something, it was usually about the temperature or the time of day. Nothing of much substance. Ever since he had found her in Yoran, there had been a quietness to him. It was almost as if he didn’t want her to know what he had experienced.

      She still knew so little about Timo.

      They had not seen any signs of sorcery during the journey, but she kept expecting to come across something. Anything. So far, though, there had been nothing. No signs of magic, no enchantments, and no strange creatures like they had encountered in Yoran.

      For that, she was thankful, but she had the feeling that Timo was not quite as appreciative. He grew increasingly sullen, and his silence left her worried.

      The road twisted through the forest until she caught sight of smoke in the distance.

      “It looks like a village,” she said.

      “Or someone camped by the road.” Timo’s hand hovered near the hilt of his sword. He was tense, as he had seemed most of the time since she had come across him again.

      “Too many different tendrils of smoke to be a campfire,” she said. She counted a half dozen streams, enough to tell her that it was at least a village, though probably not much bigger than that. “We could camp for the night.”

      Timo simply nodded.

      They walked awhile longer until the road curved, and the village slowly emerged. It seemed quaint, at least from a distance. Sometimes quaintness was not that at all—sometimes it was sinister. She didn’t have that feeling from this place, though.

      As they neared the village, Imogen slowed, looking over to Timo. “We don’t have to stop here.”

      Timo frowned, and his hand continued to hover over the hilt of his sword, as if there was a threat here that only he knew of. “We need to rest.”

      She started to smile, but then she realized that he was not joking. “I could camp on the road.”

      “You’ve been living in a city for years. You don’t remember what it’s like to camp under the stars.”

      She resisted the urge to tell him exactly what it was that she was accustomed to. Nothing as comfortable as he liked to believe. But she didn’t need to antagonize her brother, and it would do nothing other than irritate him. They had enough difficulty as it was.

      “I think you could use a warm bed as well,” she said, keeping her voice soft.

      He nodded again. He stared at the village nestled in the clearing in the forest. Imogen didn’t know the name of it, though in this part of the world, the people typically named the villages after old settlers who had been through them.

      A darkness flashed across Timo’s eyes as he regarded the village. Imogen had been seeing that more often these days. There was something about him that was unsettled, though he would never acknowledge that.

      She guided him into the village. There were farms on the outskirts, but they were small and likely supplied only enough vegetables and grain for a few families. Anything else would have to be traded for. Given how well-traveled the road appeared to be, it didn’t strike her as terribly surprising that trade would come through here.

      They passed a smattering of houses as they reached what she suspected was a tavern. Larger than some of the houses around, it was built out of a gray stone that didn’t seem to fit in, and a thick moss grew along its sides. Imogen glanced over to Timo again, who had stopped, and she watched him. She felt increasingly uncertain about him, worried about what he might do in this situation.

      “Are you coming?” she asked.

      “Why don’t you secure us some beds? I’m going to wander around the village.”

      Imogen frowned at him. “Why do you need to do that?”

      “Old habits,” he said. He forced a smile, and there was a hint of the boy she remembered, but only just. For the most part, any sign of his former self was gone.

      As he departed, making his way to the northern side of the village, she watched him go. His head swiveled from side to side, and his hand never lifted from the hilt of his sword. He was on edge, as if he would find an enemy at any point.

      There were no enemies here, though. There was nothing here.

      She sighed and pushed open the tavern door. It was early evening, late enough that there were a few people within the establishment, but it was not quite as active as it likely would be later at night. They could’ve traveled farther, but Timo had looked as though he needed to stop, and so they had called an early halt.

      Imogen made her way to the bar at the end of the tavern and leaned on the counter. She swept her gaze around her, looking for any potential threats, old habits that she had not yet abandoned. She saw nothing. Absently, she reached into her pocket, running her finger across the enchantment she carried. It was strange to be away from Yoran after all this time. Strange for her to be away from Gaspar after all this time. And now she didn’t know if or when she might return to both.

      There were moments when she questioned what she was doing and why she had decided that she needed to leave. She had been happy in Yoran. But happiness did not mean fulfillment. She had learned long ago that the instant she felt settled was the exact time she needed to get moving.

      “What can I get for you, stranger?” asked an old, grizzled man from the end of the counter, his eyes almost sparkling. He had a thick gray beard and a portly belly with grease stained across it. She liked him immediately.

      “Food. Drink. And a room, if you have it.”

      She pulled a stack of coins out of her pocket, setting them on the counter. She suspected that a man like this would want reassurances that he would be paid for his food and drink, along with the room, before offering it to her. She didn’t have much because she hadn’t expected to need much. Only enough coin to get her back to her homeland, and from there…

      Imogen hadn’t given a lot of thought to what she would encounter once she reached their destination. Perhaps she should have.

      Maybe it was time for her to start thinking about how she could serve the Leier. Timo had made comments during the journey that suggested he was giving thought to the same question, though she wondered whether he intended to remain in their homeland or if he thought to venture out and chase sorcerers again. She worried about what would be the case for him.

      “I’ve got food and drink,” the man told her. “One room left, but seeing as how you’re alone, you probably won’t mind that it’s small.”

      “I’m not alone,” Imogen said.

      He frowned. “Well, you and your companion might be a bit cramped.”

      She smiled to herself. She could already see Timo’s reaction, and she could imagine what he might say about tight accommodations.

      “I’m sure my brother won’t mind. I can give him the floor.”

      The barkeep chuckled, patting his stomach as he did. “Keep the bed yourself, is that it? Can’t say I blame you. Well, in that room, you might be just as well served sleeping on the floor.” He shrugged. “I’d offer you nicer accommodations, but it’s what I have.”

      “I’m sure it will be fine.”

      “What are you doing in Helophen?”

      She hadn’t heard of the village before, but she suspected that it was the name of some founder. Maybe a prospector, miner, or even someone who owned a mill, especially with the forest surrounding everything here.

      “Just passing through,” she said.

      “Which way?” He wiped down a glass and filled it with an amber-colored ale.

      Imogen preferred wine, but she had developed a taste for ale during her time in Yoran. She hadn’t had much choice in the matter. “East.”

      “Not much to the east of us, I’m afraid. Forest, and a few scattered villages like this. Then you get the mountains, and the gods only know what’s beyond there.”

      He chuckled, and Imogen said nothing. She knew what was beyond the mountains. Her homeland.

      “I just make a point of not traveling too far to the north,” he said.

      She tried to think about the geography of this area and came up short. What would be found here? Between Helophen and the mountains was a vast expanse of dense forest. To the north was rugged terrain, and there was the Alithan Marsh, which was essentially unlivable except for a few people who claimed it as their own. She had never visited it, though she knew there were villages propped up on stilts.

      “Why is that? Trouble in the marsh?” she asked.

      “Nothing so far as that,” he said, wrinkling his nose at the mention. “We still get trade out of there.”

      “What kind of trade?” Imogen took a seat on a stool, genuinely curious. She hadn’t realized that there was any trade out of the marsh.

      “Not as much these days as we once had. Most the time, they send us salted fish, and some hemp and rope. They have access to the Reaches, which brings in some of the more interesting spices.” He tapped his nose, smiling.

      She found that surprising as well. She hadn’t realized that the marsh traded with the Reaches, though perhaps she shouldn’t be terribly surprised. The Leier, her people, did some business with them, though it was by sea. They had to sail around the Koral lands, which were otherwise impassable to them. The Koral had their own sort of sorcery, which was the reason the Leier army patrolled along the border.

      “If it’s not the marsh, then what trouble have you had?” she asked.

      “Nothing really specific. Just stories.”

      Imogen leaned forward. If there was one thing she had learned in her time in Yoran, it was to pay attention to stories. There was always some nugget of truth within them.

      She and her brother had ventured this way to return to the Leier lands, but it was more than just because of that. It was Timo’s need to chase sorcerers. His belief that there was dangerous magic out here. She didn’t think there was, which was the reason she had agreed to accompany him. Only part of the reason, she reminded herself as she thought about the dark expression in his eyes.

      “I’d be interested in your stories,” she said, taking a sip of ale.

      He chuckled. “Why don’t you talk to Bug over there? He’s the one who likes to tell stories. I’ll bring you a plate of food while you listen. It’ll take time.”

      She frowned at him, then followed the direction of his gaze.

      A thin, almost haggard man sat at a table by himself. His clothing was tattered and dirty, and his long, unkempt hair looked as if he hadn’t washed in some time. She didn’t like the idea of sitting with him, but it wasn’t the filth that bothered her—it was the wild look in his eyes.

      She’d seen that look in people’s eyes before. There was a danger to it.

      Imogen took her ale, and she settled down in the chair across from him. “Are you Bug?”

      The man blinked for a moment, and some of the wildness departed his eyes as he looked at her. He grinned, an expression that nearly sent a shiver through her.

      “I’m not here for anything other than to hear your stories,” she said flatly, “so don’t get your hopes up.”

      He sniffed. “That’s a first. Usually I have to talk to a woman to be rejected by her.”

      Imogen shrugged, and she took another swig of her ale. The tavern had a dampness to it that the crackling fire in the hearth did nothing to quench. “Then don’t consider it a rejection. Maybe think about it as an offer to tell me stories.” She nodded to the back of the bar where the barkeep had retreated. “He tells me that you have some stories out of the east?”

      “Oh, I’m not sure you need to pay any attention to what Reventh says. He sure don’t pay attention to what I have to say.”

      Imogen took another sip of ale. She had time before Timo returned. It might be better for her to get the stories out of Bug while her brother was away. She didn’t like the possibility of what he might do or say when he returned.

      “Why do they call you Bug?” she asked.

      He chuckled. “Usually because I’m a pest.”

      “Usually?”

      Bug fell silent, and she worried that she had pushed him too hard too quickly. Not that she really cared, but she didn’t want to drive him away before she had an opportunity to hear his stories. If they were traveling east, and it was the direction Timo continued pushing them, then she figured it was better to hear rumors from out that way.

      “Why do you even care about stories, anyway?” Bug finally asked.

      “My brother and I are traveling east. We just want to make sure the road is safe.”

      “No road is safe these days.” His fingers twitched as he plucked out his cloak. Imogen ignored his dirty fingernails.

      “That hasn’t been my experience,” she said.

      He looked her up and down again and seemed to take in her sword for the first time. “Well, with a weapon like that, you probably are safer than most. That is, if you know how to use it.” He made a stabbing motion with his hand. “You ever poke a man to death?” He grinned as he said it.

      “Yes.”

      He blinked, and once again, some of the wildness left his eyes. It was faint, and she didn’t know how sane he might be. It was possible that he was half delusional from whatever he’d experienced.

      “Most people don’t admit that,” he said.

      Imogen nodded. “Most people don’t.” She took another sip of her ale, then leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. She tried not to take a deep breath, not wanting to smell Bug, but she noted a distinct foulness about him. “What have you seen on the road?”

      “Well, if you are going to be so persistent, maybe you need to know. It might help you, especially if you’re heading that way. Danger is out there. At least, that’s what they say.” He leaned back, twisting the fabric of his cloak. He pulled a thread that came loose. “Stories about strange creatures and all.”

      The barkeep came by and set the tray in front of her. Bug eyed the food, and Imogen slid it across to him. She looked at the barkeep and pointed to herself. “Why don’t you bring out one more?”

      He nodded.

      Bug looked down at the tray of food, his eyes suspicious.

      “What kind of strange creatures?” Imogen asked.

      “Things that can’t be. Stone coming alive. The earth itself trying to grab you. Beings that are half man, half wolf.” He shook his head. “Can’t say I’ve seen that myself, but I have seen stone that seemed to follow me.” He frowned, then hurriedly grabbed the hunk of bread and took a quick bite. While he ate, he wrapped his arm in front of the tray, as if to keep Imogen from stealing it back from him. “Then there are the stranger stories. Fog that seems to swallow you. Night that never ends.” He let out a laugh. “Even the dead coming back. But they’re just stories. That’s all they are.” He glanced at her ale, and Imogen shoved the mug across to him. He fell silent as he dove into the rest of his food.

      Imogen decided not to push. She would let Bug eat, at least for now. She could learn what she needed from him after he had his fill. Until then, she would leave him alone.

      A chair shifted near her, and Imogen looked up.

      “That’s all they are,” another man said from a nearby table. He was younger, well-dressed, and had two empty mugs in front of him. A couple of older men sitting at a table behind him looked up from their game of dominos before pointedly turning back.

      “Don’t mind him,” the stranger said, gesturing to Bug. “He comes out of the marsh. Men like him get a little soiled, if you know what I mean.” He made a circular motion with his finger, twisting it by his head, and he rolled his eyes. “He claims he sees things every time he’s come here. Been doing that his whole life.”

      “Have not,” Bug said. “And there hasn’t been anything until recently. Just the normal road troubles.” He finished chewing, and he looked over to Imogen while taking a sip of her ale. “I deal with vithan and olar all the time. These things are different.”

      Imogen knew of the vithan, though she’d never seen them. They were small, foxlike creatures with wide-set eyes and sharp fangs. They hunted in the forests nearby and were rarely spotted. She would not expect anyone to even know of them. The only reason she did was because she had once seen a pelt. When she’d asked the fur trader about it, he had made a point of telling her that it was the only one he ever caught. He wanted an enormous sum for that one fur, claiming that it had medicinal qualities.

      “Not familiar with olar,” Imogen said, looking up as the barkeep brought her a tray and set it in front of her. She flashed him a smile, then started eating.

      “Not many see them,” the man at the nearby table said. He looked over to Bug. “And if he claims that he has seen vithan—”

      “You don’t know what I’ve seen. I’ve traveled farther than you have ever even thought possible,” Bug said. He took another bite and glanced over to Imogen. “The olar won’t bother you unless you travel at night and go in the trees. You gotta keep yourself covered, you see. They’ve got poor eyesight, but they got other ways of navigating. Smell, partly, and they can use that to hunt for their prey. Someone like you might be a bit more dangerous than they would care to deal with, so I doubt you have to worry much. Unless you walk into one of their clutches.” He shook his head. “If you find it, you turn back. You don’t want to be there when they wake up. I have seen people who wandered through, thinking them harmless, and they were skinned before they could even scream.”

      “There you go again, Bug,” the man nearby said, slapping his hand down on the table. “Telling stories, and now you’re trying to scare this lovely stranger.” He winked at Imogen, then grabbed his ale and took another drink. “There is nothing to fear about the olar. Besides, they don’t taste all that bad.”

      Imogen looked over at Bug. “So if it’s not these creatures, then what is it?” she asked, trying to make it sound as if she believed everything he had to say.

      “Told you, didn’t I? The earth itself coming alive. The fog swallowing people. I’ve heard from men out of the marshes, good men—”

      The man at the table nearby grunted and started to laugh. “Good men? What good men come out of the marshes?”

      “Ones better than you,” Bug said. “Anyway, last time I was there, I heard that there were stories of those who traveled into the marsh and got lost.” He shook his head. “Mind you, no marsh man ever got lost. Can’t do that when you have to navigate the fingers of swamp the way they do. Can’t go wandering into fog like that and suddenly disappear.”

      “So now we have to be afraid of fog?” The man smacked the table again and turned to Imogen. “Don’t let him scare you. Besides, if you need someone to keep you safe as you travel east, I’d be more than happy to accompany you.”

      “She’d be better off taking a dog than an idiot like you,” Bug said. “At least the dog might smell the shit before stepping in it. You would just go traipsing through it, not even aware of what you were going to find.”

      The man jumped to his feet. The barkeep rushed over, clasped a hand on his shoulder, and squeezed, causing the man to wince slightly.

      “They’re just stories, Donovan,” the barkeep said. “No need to get worked up about it. Bug isn’t hurting you anyway. He’s just telling the stranger here what he’s heard. She asked for the stories.” The way he said it and the look he gave Imogen told her just how suspicious he was of her: he questioned why she was heading that way.

      And she wasn’t exactly sure she had the answer.

      If sorcery was to blame, it would explain some of the tales Bug mentioned. She had certainly seen sorcery that enchanted stone or dirt to come alive and attack. That could be more than stories. But the fog swallowing someone? The dead coming back to life?

      That wasn’t the kind of magic she had ever heard of—or seen.

      Donovan turned away from Bug, shrugging, and he glanced at Imogen. “The offer of a guide is there for you, if you want it.” He grinned at her, then chuckled.

      She nodded but didn’t say anything. There was no point in beginning an argument with somebody like that. She knew better, much like she knew that someone like him often thought he needed to prove himself.

      When he turned away, she looked at Bug. “Where do the stories say all of this is focused?” she asked.

      “They don’t really talk about that,” he said. “Not much there, anyway. At least, nothing you want to go after.” He winked at her, then picked up a hunk of meat and started chewing on it. “Probably more dangerous than anything.” He talked through his food, revealing some yellowed teeth. “Not quite to the marshes, but far enough north that other travelers aren’t hearing about it, if you know what I mean.”

      “Does the road lead through there?”

      “Leads well enough. Well, it had. These days I think it’s overgrown.” He glanced over to Donovan and shook his head. “Not that someone like that cares much about the truth. If there’s nothing to be concerned about, why would the road be overgrown the way it is?” He turned back to Imogen. “Not saying I have the answers, just that I recognize the questions that need to be asked.”

      He concentrated on his food again, chewing steadily, and Imogen left him alone.

      Everything he’d said pointed to sorcery. That was what she and Timo were hoping to find, though she had started to tell herself that they wouldn’t come across anything. They had been traveling long enough now that she had begun to believe that there wasn’t going to be anything here.

      But now there were rumors. Rumors with some meat to them.

      Imogen picked at the food on her tray. She would have to talk to her brother when he returned. She knew what he would choose. He would chase those rumors because he would want to know if there was any truth to them. He would choose to head farther east, toward the marsh, and to find out if there was anything to the stories of the sorcerer.

      The problem for Imogen was that she wasn’t sure he should.
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      Ever since leaving Helophen, Imogen had been on the lookout for any signs of enchantments or creatures or sorcery, but she had seen and felt nothing. There had been signs of a traveler along the road, and she kept thinking back to Bug and wondering if he was venturing toward the marsh again. He hadn’t said it, but she suspected he was one of the traders that the barkeep had mentioned.

      Timo had been quiet, though that wasn’t much of a surprise. She had waited nearly an hour for him to return to the tavern the previous night, and she still didn’t have a clear answer as to what he had been doing. He’d claimed he had been searching for any evidence of sorcery around the village, but if that was what he had been doing, he should have taken her with him.

      She had told him a little of the stories she’d heard in the tavern, though not much, because she knew it would only force him to push harder and potentially lead him to a single-minded goal of violence. She wasn’t exactly sure what to make of that, only that she had come to understand her brother in a way she had not before, and she recognized that his attitude toward sorcery was different than her own.

      Her imagination wandered as they traveled. The oak trees that towered on either side of Imogen became sentries that guarded the forested lands. Or perhaps they were soldiers that attempted to keep her from leaving the only place she’d known for the last few years. Her heart remained heavy with her departure, heading away from friends toward a future she had wanted to avoid—and one she had come to question.

      She pushed those thoughts out of her mind, trying to ignore them as much as she tried to ignore everything these days since she’d become unbonded.

      A dampness hung in the air, mixed with a bit of a chill that came from this part of the world. So different than her homeland, though it was a homeland she had not visited in many years. She had come to appreciate this land for what it offered, but it was still foreign to her, a place she didn’t quite belong to.

      “Do you intend to remain silent the entire time we travel?” Timo muttered.

      Imogen looked over to her brother. “What’s there for me to say?”

      “If you didn’t want to leave, you didn’t have to,” he said. “I can find Dheleus well enough on my own. The Toral gave me all I needed.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” she said, tearing her gaze away from where she pictured the village in the distance. It was there behind her, more imagined now than anything else, though she could almost feel it. She had no idea when they’d find the comfort of a bed again.

      “You could’ve remained. I can do this myself.”

      Imogen stared through the trees. They shifted from sentries to attackers coming toward her, one after another, to drag her to her fate. It was all too easy to imagine such a thing, and all too easy to envision a sorcerer standing among the trees, hands raised as they forced the trees to start dancing toward her.

      What could she say to her brother? That she didn’t trust him not to die? Or that she worried he’d lose even more of himself in the process?

      “It was time for me to go,” she said. The words were soft, and they disappeared quickly into the forest. She couldn’t have stayed any longer. In that, Gaspar was right. Not with Timo’s need for her help.

      “You care about them, though, don’t you?”

      “They were my friends.”

      “They could’ve come with you, if they mattered so much to you.”

      “They mattered,” she said.

      Imogen reached into her pocket, her finger trailing along the small, circular stone object she kept there. The marker was an enchantment, something she had never imagined that she would agree to use. It gave her the ability to reach out to her friends, to speak to them across the great distance, but it was something she hesitated in doing. She had done so once already not long ago, though that had been out of a great need and not simply from loneliness. Loneliness, she could withstand.

      “I would never have thought that the great Imogen could feel fear,” Timo taunted.

      “It’s not fear,” she retorted.

      He started to laugh, and she shot him a hard look. If only he knew that the real reason she was here was because of him.

      Timo shrugged. “Everyone is afraid of something.”

      “This is nothing,” she said.

      She wasn’t about to tell her brother that it was the friendships she’d made outside of the Leier lands that mattered more to her than almost any others. How could he understand? He saw her as someone who had gone off on a bond quest that she should not have been capable of completing, though his was much the same. In that, they were not so different.

      But she was now unbonded. Timo might be as well, though neither of them truly knew if the Sul’toral L’aran had died during the attack.

      Silence stretched between them for a long time.

      “I miss the openness,” Timo finally said.

      “Were you like this when you traveled with the others?”

      He frowned. “I didn’t have the need to prod them into speaking. We’d traveled together for the better part of several years.”

      Perhaps she’d been wrong about Timo’s quietness—and his darkness. Her brother struggled for a different reason. While Imogen was disappointed in leaving people she had come to call friends, her brother had lost friends. At least she could still speak to those she cared about, perhaps even call them for help if it came down to it. Timo could not. His friends were gone. Slaughtered by the sorcerers they had hunted.

      She hadn’t acknowledged it nearly enough.

      “I’m sorry, Timo.”

      “You don’t have to apologize,” he said. “We all knew it was a possibility.”

      “Still.”

      She couldn’t imagine all that he had lost. Knowing Timo…

      Though she didn’t know him. Not anymore.

      She had gone off on her bond quest thinking she would accomplish some impossible goal, though she had done it because she had thought she had no other choice.

      They fell into a steady silence again, neither of them talking as they navigated the road.

      After a while, he looked over to her. It seemed as if he had made some decision. “It won’t be far from here. The Toral said—”

      “What if he told you something to push you into a trap?”

      Timo sniffed. “It won’t matter, so long as I find Dheleus. You don’t need to keep going with me. If this is a useless journey for you…”

      There was a part of Imogen—a large part, if she was honest with herself—that wondered if perhaps he was right. Maybe she needed to return to Yoran and to Gaspar. Maybe it would be better for her. She was sure that he would welcome her, but her brother needed her.

      The path led through the enormous forest as it wound to the east. The people in this land likely had some clever name for the forest, and she had already heard some tales about creatures found within it. Most of Bug’s stories were probably fabrications, much like the ones in every land she had ever visited.

      All but Yoran.

      In that city, she had found that the stories had a kernel of truth to them, and while she had been there, she had uncovered far more than what she had ever intended to bite off.

      There were dangers here, at least according to those within the village. She didn’t know how much stock to put in those rumors but suspected there was enough to it that she had to be careful.

      The fantastical tales were almost impossible to believe, but she had heard stranger ones. And more than that, she had seen things even more horrifying than what Bug had described.

      She found herself patting her pocket, checking to ensure the enchantments she had on her remained tucked away. She carried only a few. One was an enchantment to reach out to Gaspar if she were to need it, though she was determined not to use it. Several were enchantments that would grant her various enhancements in both strength and speed, but any time she had ever tried those, she had found that they disrupted her fighting style. There were still other enchantments she carried, primarily to be used in defensive situations, but for the most part, she doubted she would be able to use them around Timo—he would react poorly to it.

      “You never told me what you did with the ring,” she said.

      Timo glanced over, frowning at her. “What was that?”

      “When you killed the Toral outside of Yoran. What did you do with the ring?”

      “They can’t be destroyed.”

      “I didn’t know that. I’ve never taken a Toral ring.”

      “We were never able to kill any of the Toral either,” he said, his voice soft.

      “You didn’t?” she asked, surprised. She thought that he and the others who had traveled with him had killed Toral before.

      He looked over, irritation flashing in his eyes once again. “By the Blade, Imogen, I thought you would understand what I’ve been doing and the reasons behind it.”

      “It’s not about understanding. It’s just—”

      Timo let out a frustrated breath. “You want to accuse me, but I’ve seen what you have been willing to do.”

      She would have to deal with the consequences of that. She had accepted magic, even sorcery, around her. And not only that, but she had also come to carry enchantments on her.

      All of it went against her training. All of it had changed her.

      But Imogen had changed long before she had gone to Yoran, taken those enchantments, and used the magic around her.

      “Keep your eyes open,” she said, switching the subject. “There were stories in the village.”

      “Those are just rumors,” Timo said. “When I was making my way around the village, I heard other ones. The people are simple, and simple people hear scary stories.”

      Imogen frowned at him, but she didn’t say anything to object. Despite his denials, he still looked around the forest and peered into the darkness, as if he were able to see past the shadows.

      “How long do you intend to search for evidence of Dheleus?” she asked.

      “As long as it takes. You understand that defeating the Sul’toral—”

      “That was not your bond quest. Yours was L’aran, not Dheleus.”

      “Yes. That was my bond quest,” Timo said softly.

      They continued on in silence. They were heading east, but what was strange for her was that they were not following a real sense of anything. The closest lead they had was the rumors that had come out of Helophen.

      From what the barkeep had told Imogen, another village was only a few days away from last, and she hoped that maybe there would be more rumors there. Eventually, they could track the stories and use them to piece together a puzzle that might guide them to understand where Dheleus had gone. Either that, or they would find the Toral who served him. If there was one thing that she believed Timo understood, it was the way in which the Toral served the Sul’toral and how finding one would lead to another.

      A howl split the sounds of the forest, and Imogen tensed despite herself.

      “That was close,” Timo said.

      “It’s nothing but a wolf,” she replied.

      “Perhaps.”

      She looked over to her brother, and his handed rested on the hilt of his sword. “It’s nothing but a wolf,” she said again. “We can chase one off.”

      “If it’s only a single wolf. What if it’s something else?”

      “What did you encounter when you were traveling?”

      “Many things,” Timo said, shaking his head as he met her gaze. “And many things that I would prefer to forget. But they were things that needed to be learned. Things about the world. I wouldn’t have learned them had I stayed in our homeland.”

      “Neither would I,” Imogen said.

      They walked for a little while longer before the howl came again. This time, it seemed closer. There was something haunting about the sound, almost as if it was meant to carry directly to them, like the wolf was trying to speak to Imogen directly. She cocked her head to the side, listening to the sound, but then it faded and disappeared.

      “Maybe that’s what they heard,” Imogen said. “Bug mentioned—”

      “Bug?” Timo asked.

      Hadn’t he met the man?

      The more time Imogen had spent around Bug, the more reasonable he had seemed. She suspected that was because of her own issues, though perhaps it came from a willingness to listen, understand, and try to find commonality. Bug might have been out of the marshlands, but he had spoken with a certain honesty and confidence that she had found among those who actually knew things.

      “At the tavern in Helophen. He shared stories—”

      “We can’t react based on that,” Timo said.

      “How do you intend to find the Sul’toral without following stories?” Imogen stopped and turned to look at her brother. “That is the only way you can find someone like that. I don’t know what you did in the years you were gone, but most of the time, you have to chase rumors and speculation, and—”

      “I know all that is involved in finding them,” he said. His voice had taken on a low and dangerous quality. “I don’t need you telling me what to do.”

      She raised her hands in front of her. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “No. You never do.”

      What was going on with him? She wanted to think that this wasn’t her brother’s true nature, but maybe it was.

      “What is it, Timo?” Imogen tried talking to him like she once would have, wanting to have the relationship that she felt she had lost when she’d gone to the sacred temple. “You’ve been troubled since we left the city.”

      In reality, it had been long before then, but she wasn’t going to tell Timo that was the real reason she had come.

      “I wasn’t the one to defeat him,” Timo said. “L’aran.” He looked over to her, and she thought she knew what he was getting at.

      That had been Timo’s bond quest. He had committed himself to killing the Sul’toral named L’aran. And they didn’t know if they truly had. His body had disappeared, leaving the nagging doubt that maybe he’d survived.

      That might be the real reason Timo wanted to take this journey. Find Dheleus and learn whether L’aran had really died. Then Timo would know if he’d completed his quest.

      “Is that what’s troubling you?” she asked.

      “I wanted to be the one to defeat him.”

      “Just because you weren’t the one to do it doesn’t mean you didn’t have a hand in his defeat.”

      “I let somebody else take my bond.”

      Imogen shook her head. The bond was a sacred thing to the Leier, a promise made when they were younger, a commitment about how they would serve. Most of the Leier made a bond to serve their people, much like Imogen had made. Some had specific context within their bond.

      Then there was Timo. He had committed to bring himself against a dangerous sorcerer, a man he believed was responsible for slaughtering their parents, and he had bonded himself to that mission. It had taken him from the Leier, and it had taken others with him.

      “The task is complete,” she said. “That, more than anything else, should please you.”

      The howl came again, only a dozen or so paces from them.

      Imogen reached for her sword and unsheathed it.

      “See?” Timo said, his voice a whisper. He had unsheathed his as well, and he stood next to her, shoulder to shoulder. She could practically feel tension spilling out of him, pouring through his blade. She wanted to correct him, to warn him that transferring the tension from his body into the blade was a guaranteed way to fail. They knew they had to relax, to hold on to the flow and not force the movements. Forcing the pattern was a sure method of failing.

      “I hear it. But I see nothing,” she said.

      “You aren’t looking.”

      She breathed out slowly and turned, sweeping her gaze around her. As she did, she could feel something in the air, some sort of an energy here. She had been more concerned about a wolf. Maybe that was all this was, but there was a crackling current she could practically feel. It wasn’t until she had unsheathed her blade that she became aware of it.

      “Magic,” she mouthed. There was still enough daylight filtering through the trees to see that.

      Timo stepped away from her, putting some space between them to give them both the ability to flow through their patterns. If it was magic, then that, at least, was something he could manage. That was something he was familiar with.

      “Are you sure?” he mouthed at her.

      Imogen nodded. She could feel the source of magic, which was not far. Could they have found the Sul’toral so soon?

      Maybe it wasn’t Sul’toral, though. More likely, this was just a common sorcerer. But out here, there would be nothing common about finding a sorcerer, which suggested it was more likely to be something dangerous.

      And that meant the Toral.

      Imogen didn’t know if she was ready for that. Her brother might have taken on a Toral, but she had not, at least not directly. It would involve the kind of power that she wasn’t sure she possessed.

      There had been a time in Imogen’s life when she would have attacked the sorcerer blindly. In her training, she had come to understand that sorcery was dangerous, dark magic that needed to be cleansed from the world. That was the purpose of the Leier. That was the reason they trained and learned how to fight, how to control themselves, and how to flow through the patterns that permitted them to defeat sorcery. Even those who never progressed to study in one of the temples learned to manage against sorcery. For those who were Firsts or higher, that type of magic was nothing to fear.

      She motioned forward and readied the blade as she began to focus her breaths. She hadn’t faced sorcerers as often as she once had, but she’d had far more practice these days than she had in the years previously. At least she no longer feared what would happen if she were to encounter a sorcerer.

      Imogen had meditated on the sacred patterns as she often did before fighting, knowing that the secret to them remained just out of reach of her understanding. Though she could perform them, they were not nearly as useful to her as the traditional ones she had fully mastered. With those, she had precision and power, and she could utilize them to defeat nearly any enemy. Still, there was something about the sacred patterns that had begun to feel different for her, especially recently. She was closer now than when she had been in the sacred temple.

      She knew she was overthinking it.

      She had to be ready, so she held her hands forward.

      And then she saw movement. A shadowy form crouched in front of them, several dozen paces away, next to others lying on the ground.

      Imogen motioned to her brother. Timo swept off to the left, moving with more fluidity now. He was graceful, like anyone who reached the level of First of the Blade, but she remembered a friend describing him as rigid compared to her. Perhaps that was true. She hadn’t thought about that in quite some time. There was something to be said about flowing through the patterns rather than fighting through them.

      Whatever sorcery this was had already attacked others, suggested by the fallen figures on the ground. Her people had long believed that sorcery was dangerous, that all who practiced sorcery were evil. It had taken Imogen leaving her land to come to feel otherwise. That wasn’t to say that she thought all sorcerers were helpful, but she did recognize that not all were what she had been trained to believe. Not all were what she had been trained to fight.

      There was another possibility: the people on the ground had needed the help of a sorcerer. But out here in the forest, that seemed far less likely than any other alternative.

      She crept forward, moving carefully, keeping her blade ready.

      The sorcerer bent down, almost as if they were smelling one of the fallen figures. What were they using the body for?

      Imogen froze. There was something off here. Based on her experience with sorcery, she knew that patterns were important, which was why her people were taught such precise sword fighting. Using their techniques and their patterns, they could disrupt most of the powerful spells the sorcerer could perform. There were other ways of creating magic, though. Power could be placed into an item, enchanting it. Imogen carried several enchantments on her even now, something that her brother would find appalling were he to learn about them. And there were spells that involved incantations, along with natural items, though Imogen knew little about that.

      She slid forward, staying quiet, her feet lighter than the shadows. As she darted toward the figure, she braced for what magic she might find. Even as she did, she couldn’t tell if there was anything out here otherwise. There was no barrier, no protections.

      Timo crept alongside her, though not as silently as she would have preferred. He ignored her glance in his direction.

      It was almost as if the sorcerer was inviting them closer.

      Imogen took another step, staying as quiet as she could. All the time she’d spent in the city had made her less stealthy. She flowed toward the sorcerer, then froze as he looked up at her.

      He had dark hair, lean features to his face, and almost a haunted quality to him. She couldn’t quite make it out, as if there was a haze that surrounded him that made it difficult for her to fully evaluate what he looked like.

      There was something off about him, and it took her a moment to realize what it was.

      She had thought that the sorcerer had been leaning down, smelling the fallen bodies. But that wasn’t it at all.

      He had been feeding.

      The sorcerer looked up, and Imogen caught a glimpse of blood staining his face. He locked eyes with her and let out a long, mournful howl.

      And then he bolted toward her.
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      Imogen froze in place.

      There was something strange about the way the sorcerer moved. He came at her with so much speed and ferocity that she could scarcely react.

      Then he was upon her.

      She twisted off to the side. She needed the precision of the traditional patterns.

      Imogen darted around one tree, finding that the traditional patterns she had been using didn’t work quite as well. Ultimately, she ended up flowing into one of the sacred patterns. This one was called Petals on the Wind, a pattern that was more handwork than footwork and, from her previous experience, was not very useful. She braced herself, getting out into the open, trying to prepare for his attack.

      The sorcerer jumped.

      There was power to the jump that was different than she expected. She had thought him to be a simple sorcerer, despite there being nothing simple about a sorcerer feasting on the blood of the fallen. He had the face of a man, though it was distorted and wretched, but his lower half looked peculiar. Covered in tattered pants, he moved with a strange, almost lupine grace.

      There was something about the way he looked that reminded her of the story Bug had mentioned. A half man, half wolf creature that supposedly prowled the forest.

      The sorcerer jumped again, landing right in front of her. Imogen spun, sweeping her blade off to the side, trying to carve away from him. The air felt hot, almost as if it crackled with the energy the sorcerer used. There was a foulness to it, a putrid stench that filled her nostrils, something that she might even call magic. And then she spotted colors swirling around the sorcerer. Sorcerers tended to add color to their spells, though not all of them did so.

      She swept her blade around in a sharp arc, trying to create some distance between the two of them. The sorcerer lunged, sweeping an arm at her. It was only then that she realized there was something off about his arm as well: there were claws on the end of his hand. He raked them at her, and something crackled against her when he did.

      Imogen twisted, bringing her blade around in a precise form, sticking with the traditional numbered patterns. In this case, she used form five, then transitioned to form six and jabbed up with the blade.

      The sorcerer swept his long claws toward her once more. Imogen was forced to back away again. Each time she tried to bring her blade forward, this sorcerer—or creature, since she was no longer sure it was human—came toward her, moving faster than she could react.

      Imogen believed she was a skilled sword fighter and could handle any fight she might find herself in, but she couldn’t even handle one strange sorcerer?

      She needed more space to move. In the forest, with all the trees scattered everywhere, it was difficult to find the necessary space. Though she flowed from movement to movement, trying to stay locked into the patterns, she couldn’t do so as well as she needed.

      Where was Timo?

      Together, they wouldn’t have much difficulty slowing something like this, though maybe it was for the best that Timo was not rushing forward to attack. She’d seen how willing he was to slaughter sorcerers.

      Now, it might be justified.

      There was another flurry of movement. Imogen was tempted to reach for her enchantments. She hadn’t expected to use magic so soon after leaving the city, but perhaps it was necessary. She needed to end this. Her patterns didn’t seem to be working nearly as well as what she expected.

      She shifted to the side, bringing the blade around, but the creature was gone. A burst of strange energy came toward her, and Imogen hurriedly spun her blade, spiraling it in a pattern she had learned when she was first developing her skill. The power slammed into her sword, and she was able to deflect it away.

      At least the patterns still held.

      Where is Timo? she wondered again. He should be here, but it feels almost as if…

      As if the creature is trying to divide us.

      Imogen kept her blade controlled, already starting to think ahead, analyzing the fight in front of her. There were a dozen different patterns that sprang to mind, and any one of them could be used together. She could also mix them.

      If magic kept him from her, she needed to give Timo time to get through it so the two of them could fight side by side.

      Imogen swept her blade around in a sharp arc and caught the creature on one of its arms. She expected to carve its limb completely off, but when the blade struck, it bounced off slightly and rebounded, leaving her arms jarred with the effort.

      She tried again, twisting her blade once more and forcing it through another series of movements. She swept forward, trying to catch the creature again. When she did, her sword bounced off.

      What was going on?

      Imogen shook her head, and she settled herself. This was no different than any other fight. This was magic, and Imogen was trained to withstand it. What she needed now was to figure out why this thing could move this way. Once she did, then she would be able to handle this.

      Only then could she be successful.

      She darted forward. The suddenness of her movement caught the creature off guard, and it staggered off to the side. Imogen swung the blade around at one of those arms, needing to at least diminish its capacity to harm her. As she struck one of the long, loping arms, her sword cleaved through some of the flesh. The creature howled again.

      Definitely a creature. Not a sorcerer.

      Still, there was an element of sorcery at play here.

      She turned and nearly stepped on one of the three fallen figures. Two of them had massive chunks of flesh missing from their necks where the creature had been feeding. Though it was grotesque, even more disturbing was how this creature looked very much like a man.

      A shuffling sound reached her, and she spun.

      Timo was creeping forward, blood staining his shirt. Imogen had been facing this thing. What had her brother been fighting?

      There wasn’t time for her to take any longer with her confusion. She had to figure out how to put down this creature—and quickly. It stalked toward her, then suddenly spun, streaking through the trees toward Timo.

      “Timo!” she yelled.

      He looked over to her, eyes glassy. Almost too late, he brought his blade around, his movements slower than they should have been. They were almost lazy, not the practiced patterns she knew he was capable of.

      She raced forward, but the creature was fast.

      Too fast.

      It had already thrown Timo back and was trying to jump on top of him.

      Timo rolled, spinning his blade, but he wasn’t quick enough in the confines of the trees, and not with the creature threatening to press down on him. There was no pattern that would save him before this creature pounced.

      Imogen had been through so much with her brother. She wasn’t about to lose him now.

      She darted forward, swiping her blade in form six, then stabbing with a series of spiraling movements that were a combination of forms three and seven. She mixed them together in ways she had long ago mastered, which she had trained her body to perform with barely any thought.

      Her sword bounced off the creature’s back, but it still let out a sharp howl. It spun, looking back at her, darkness fluttering in its eyes.

      Imogen jumped back, and she tried to give Timo an opportunity to get up.

      A distraction. That was all she needed.

      “Do you speak?” she asked.

      The creature tipped its head to the side, and in that movement, it looked so much more wolflike than it had before. It sniffed, breathing in the air, as if trying to determine something about her and Timo. Then it lunged toward her.

      Imogen spun off to the side, changing to one of the sacred patterns, needing space to do so. This one was Stone Garden, and she used it to be as rigid as she could, powering the blade from side to side. It bounced off the creature, which yelped once again.

      The thing turned and looked at Timo, who was back on his feet, his blade moving in a flurry of movement as he finally started his patterns to defend himself. Imogen allowed herself to relax for a moment. The two of them could easily handle something like this.

      The creature leapt toward them. She moved closer to Timo, bringing her blade around in another pattern. She started with several of the more complex traditional patterns, seventy-one mixed with twenty-two and a flourish of ninety-three. They were perfect. Precise.

      Imogen had trained to maintain that precision. She prepared for it. She was ready.

      She swept her sword at the creature’s legs. Still, it yelped and turned toward her, raking with one claw. Timo jumped in front of her, then cried out and fell back in a spray of blood. Imogen darted forward with form eight, then form four, then form two—a stab, a slash, and a sharp swipe. She twisted, flowing into one of the sacred patterns again without meaning to. The creature was forced back with each steady movement of her blade.

      Finally, it looked up at her, snarling. She brought her blade up but froze in place. The creature turned and loped off, disappearing into the darkness of the trees.

      Imogen looked over to Timo, who remained down, motionless. She hurried to her brother and crouched next to him, her sword ready. If the creature were to return, she wanted to have her weapon prepared, but she saw no sign of it.

      Timo moaned softly.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” she said, pulling back his shirt.

      “You’re my sister.” He coughed, and blood bubbled to his lips.

      She found a deep gash in one of his shoulders, and the edges of the wound where the claws had ripped through his flesh had already started to blacken.

      She scooped her brother up. He was heavy for her, but Imogen was strong enough that she could carry him. She needed to bind his wound, then get him out of the forest. Maybe the fallen bodies they had come across earlier would have something on them that would help.

      She carried him and set him down when she reached the path near the three bodies.

      Timo looked up at her, grabbing her arm. “Get moving before it returns.”

      “Do you think I fear it coming back?”

      Timo coughed again, blood pouring down the side of his mouth. She didn’t have much time, and she didn’t want to waste what little she did have. She wished she would have accepted more of the magic offered to her when they’d left Yoran. She had been too proud—and too much of the Leier—to take any truly powerful magic with her.

      That had been a mistake. She should have known better.

      In her time outside of her homeland, Imogen had come to learn that magic wasn’t what she had been trained to believe. There was not the same darkness in it that she had come to think was true all those years she had spent at home training with her people. All those years hunting sorcerers as the First of the Blade.

      There were aspects of magic that were beneficial. Useful, even. That was what she needed to acknowledge, and even accept.

      Timo grunted, and she looked over to him. He grabbed his shoulder with one hand and squeezed, as if he could push whatever poison had been on the creature’s claws out of his skin.

      Imogen hurried back over to him, crouching down and shaking her head. “Relax.”

      She pulled out her flask of water. They needed to conserve what little they had. In this part of the world, it was possible that whatever water they came across was contaminated as well. She did have an enchantment that could purify it, but she would need to use it without her brother noticing.

      “Don’t,” he said.

      She shook her head. “I’m not letting you die here.”

      “Don’t,” he said again.

      She forced him down, and he was too injured to resist. He shook and cried out as she poured the water into the wound, and it pooled on the ground beneath him. Steam wafted up from his shoulder, almost as though the wound itself steamed in the cool air.

      At least Timo began to appear more relaxed. Rinsing some of the poison out of his injury seemed to have helped.

      “Hold this,” she said, tearing a strip of fabric from his shirt and pressing it against his shoulder. “I’m going to see if these three have anything on them that might be of use to us.”

      “Don’t,” he said, though there was no real conviction to his voice this time.

      She ignored him as she headed to the fallen figures.

      They were all older. One of them had a shock of black hair and a thick beard, and he was dressed in a heavy wool cloak. An expensive cloak, she suspected. The creature had been feeding on him, ripping flesh from his neck, though there wasn’t nearly as much blood around him as there was around Timo. Another was a woman with graying hair, silver at her temples, and her pale-blue eyes stared upward as if in shock. A chunk of her neck was missing, and blood congealed where the creature had peeled the flesh away. She had on a blue dress, the quality of the fabric quite fine, and a matching blue cloak. Both of them appeared to have money.

      The last was older than the other two, with balding hair. A walking stick that had been trampled rested on the path nearby. He was shorter than she was, probably by a good foot, and his body contorted. A claw had been ripped across his belly—the only sign of injury.

      Imogen looked through his pockets first, desperate to find something that would help Timo. Anything.

      The man gasped.

      Imogen froze, backing away. He was still alive.

      He coughed, and his eyes fluttered open. They were a pale silver.

      “Who are you?” he asked, trying to shift. With the injury across his belly, he wasn’t going to be able to move quickly.

      “My name is Imogen Inaratha, I am—”

      “Leier,” he mumbled. “Damn adlet sprung out on us.” He looked up at her as he gripped his injury. “I need you to rinse the wound.”

      “Is that all it will take?” She flicked her gaze back to her brother.

      “It’s a start. The adlet have poisonous claws. Keeps the blood from clotting, you see. If you can rinse the poison off, for the most part you can survive the wound, but it’s still tricky.”

      She ripped his shirt open, revealing the massive gash across his abdomen. He was pale-skinned, but his skin looked even paler with the flesh torn open the way it was. She couldn’t see any of his intestines, though she wouldn’t be surprised if the creature had ripped deep enough to harm them.

      Was she willing to sacrifice their limited water?

      She needed answers, or at least she wanted answers, and this man seemed to know something about the creature that had attacked them. That was a good reason for her to help.

      She poured some of the water into the man’s wound, causing him to cry out. She paused, and he shook his head.

      “Keep going,” he said.

      Imogen poured the rest of her water on the wound. “I’m afraid that’s all I have.”

      He leaned forward and peered down at his stomach. “Damn,” he whispered. “I thought I was better protected than this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He tried to move one of his arms, and when it didn’t respond, he looked over at it and shook his head. “Fucking arm doesn’t work either.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked again.

      “He must have gotten me in the shoulder. I’m going to need you to roll me over and see if there’s anything there you can pour more water into.”

      Imogen shrugged. “I don’t have any more water.”

      “Well, damn,” he muttered. “You said that already. My mind isn’t working the way it should.” His voice had seemed to grow in strength the longer he was awake. She found it surprising he was even able to be this alert, especially given what he’d gone through. But there was a strange strength to him. “See if Nanija there has any water on her. She shouldn’t have lost it in the scuffle. She isn’t much of a fighter after all.”

      Imogen went over to the fallen woman and pulled back her cloak, finding a leather waterskin draped over her shoulders. She peeled it off and shook it. It was still about halfway full.

      She brought it over to the man, pulled the stopper off the top, and tried to figure out how she was best going to roll him. Any way she moved him would cause him pain, especially with as injured as his abdomen looked to be.

      “Don’t worry about it,” the man said. “Just get it over with. Roll me over, pour the water into the wound, and then we can get on with it.”

      She furrowed her brow in confusion. “We?”

      “You do want to bring that creature down, don’t you?”

      “I have no feelings about that creature,” Imogen said.

      The man grunted. “Just roll me over, would you?”

      She glanced over to her brother. He was still breathing regularly, and though his eyes were closed, he seemed more comfortable than he had been before. She was now less concerned that he was going to die from his wounds. Besides, if she helped this man and he pulled through, she would have somebody to ask about this creature and for information about what else she would need to do to help Timo.

      She grabbed the man and pulled, rolling him off to the side. He cried out, and as she slowed, he shook his head.

      “Just keep doing it,” he said.

      She flopped him onto his belly and realized that she probably should’ve put something underneath him so that his wound wasn’t pressing against the hard-packed path. But it was too late for that now. Imogen peeled back his shirt and saw that he was right. He had been gouged in the shoulder, though this one looked different than the other wound, a deep puncture wound that was bleeding heavily.

      “Well?” he said.

      “You were stabbed in the shoulder.”

      “Stabbed? More like poked. Fucker got me, it did. Must’ve been lonely out here in the forest and decided that it was going to make a special mate of me.”

      He coughed, and Imogen held the bottle up and began to pour the water onto his shoulder. Where the water touched the wound, it seemed a little bit better, much like it had before. The man cried out and began to pound his other hand on the ground. She hesitated but then continued.

      When she had poured all the water out, she covered the wound again and rolled him back over.

      “What’s your name?” Imogen asked.

      “How is it one of the Leier doesn’t know who I am?”

      “Who are you?”

      He started to sit up. He winced, clenching his jaw tightly, and shook his head. “Why, I’m Benji the Elder.”

      Behind her, Timo hissed.
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      Imogen crouched in front of Benji, keeping one hand near the hilt of her sword, though she didn’t think he was much of a danger to her. He had a kind, round face, with ruddy cheeks and the hint of a beard. As he squinted through his silver eyes, there was something almost soft about him. But she had also seen how he had reacted when she had rolled him over, the way he had withstood the pain when she’d moved him, so she knew he was stronger than he was letting on.

      “Sounds like he’s heard of me,” Benji said, chuckling. He pushed on his uninjured arm and managed to sit up, then swung his injured arm around and pressed it against his belly.

      “Let me get that bandaged for you,” Imogen said.

      “Bandaged? There’s no damn reason for you to bandage this. It will be fine in time.”

      “I don’t want you to bleed all over the road.”

      He let out a small laugh. “It’s not often that a Leier wants to help my kind.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t even know what your kind is.”

      “I am a Porapeth.”

      Imogen felt as if the blood drained from her body. The Porapeth were mythical creatures, beings of magic and power who were said to speak words of prophecy, to control kings, and to destroy wherever they traveled. They were well-known to have magic—much like other races of beings did—but theirs was different. Not sorcery, but adjacent enough that it made her people unsettled.

      But the Porapeth were also known as something more.

      Benji chuckled. “There it is. That’s the reaction I was expecting out of you. Of course, I thought you would’ve recognized it sooner. You might even have stabbed that sword into my chest at the first opportunity.”

      “Would it have killed you?” Imogen asked. She flicked her gaze to her sword, half-tempted to drive the blade into the man’s chest anyway.

      “Perhaps,” he said with a chuckle. “But I suspect you didn’t know that.”

      He brought his arm down, though it still didn’t seem to work quite as well as it should. He looked over to it, frowning deeply as he did before glancing down to his belly. The wound there had already started to knit together, the Porapeth’s magic healing him despite the wound being far worse than anything Imogen would’ve been able to survive.

      “I’m just trying to find out what’s going on,” she said.

      He grunted, and he looked over to the two who had fallen. “Nanija and Willith said they needed accompaniment through the forest. Of course, they were right, but how were we to know that?”

      “What happened?”

      “You saw what happened. The damn adlet jumped out at us. Bastard is quick. Far too quick. Sprung on me faster than I could react, didn’t have any opportunity to defend myself. Or them.” He shook his head. “So much for the coin they paid me.”

      “You still got paid,” Timo said, sitting up and spinning around so that he could look at Benji.

      “Yeah, I suppose you’re right about that. I still got paid, so some things aren’t so bad.”

      Imogen stayed far enough away from Benji that she could keep an eye on him, though she remained uncertain. “What’s the adlet? It had sorcery. Does it have anything to do with the rumors we heard about the forest? There were stories of creatures prowling this place.” But according to Bug’s stories, the creatures here did not have sorcery, though someone like Bug might not have known if that was truly the case.

      “No sorcery. At least, nothing intentional.” Benji looked down at his shirt. He tried to cover himself, but it wouldn’t go across his belly. Imogen had ripped the fabric while trying to help him. He shook his head, as if irritated about that fact. “They might have some magic, but it’s residual.”

      “Residual?”

      “Right. Sort of like the dular.”

      The dular worked with enchantments, placing power into items. It was not sorcery, but it was similar enough that those without magic often didn’t understand the difference. That he had called them dular—what she’d known as enchanters recently—told her a bit about where he was from.

      “The dular have their own sort of magic,” she said.

      He waved his hand, then winced as he did. “Damn. I have to remember that I can’t do that. The dular have their own kind of magic, but it is an unusual type, isn’t it?”

      “Unusual only if you are opposed to enchanters using magic,” she said, looking over to her brother.

      Benji cocked his head at her. “Could it be that there’s a Leier who isn’t opposed to magic?” He started to laugh and then coughed, cutting off and shaking his head. “Fucker. Now I can’t even do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Laugh at the irony of the situation, of course.”

      “What irony?”

      “Only that there is a Leier who has decided to embrace magic.”

      “I haven’t,” Imogen said.

      He looked at her, and there was darkness in his silver eyes as he held her gaze for a long moment. It was as if he saw something in her, or even sensed the enchantments she carried. But then he looked down at his belly again. “Perhaps. Still, you’re far more welcoming of it, or so it seems.”

      Imogen breathed out, and she looked over to Timo. “How does it feel?”

      “It hurts,” he said.

      “Of course it hurts,” Benji replied. “You got ripped by a damn adlet.”

      Imogen ignored him and kept watching her brother. “It’s more than just that. What happened to you in the forest?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t see it.”

      Timo peeled back his shirt even more, and she realized that she hadn’t gotten to all of his injuries. There was a puncture wound in his belly, similar to the one in Benji’s shoulder. Both of them were slightly smaller than her fist, and deep.

      Benji let out another laugh. “Look at that. We have matching holes.” He cut off as he coughed again. “Dammit,” he muttered. “All I want is to be able to laugh at the situation, and I can’t even do that.”

      “When did it hit you?” she asked Timo, shooting Benji a look before turning back to her brother. “I didn’t even see anything.”

      “I didn’t either,” Timo said. “I was trying to follow you, tracking a sorcerer—or maybe it was that creature. I had no idea what it was, but as I tried to come around, I could barely move. It was as if everything within me went numb. Cold.”

      “The same thing happened to me,” Benji said. He sat up, and he looked almost as if he were back to normal, other than his ripped shirt and the way his arm hung strangely. He tipped his head to the side, looking down at the other two fallen forms next to them. “Something unusual. Not just an adlet, then. Can’t say I saw what happened, though, except for the adlet. That was enough. Whatever was with it snuck up behind me and stabbed me. Then the adlet had its way with me. That bastard was quick…” He frowned. “Of course, I must’ve already been hit in the back, and that was leaching out some of my power.”

      Imogen considered asking him about the Sul’toral. Somebody like Dheleus, Benji might know. But as she looked over to Timo, she wasn’t sure that he would want her to ask.

      She would hold back. For now.

      “What exactly is going on in this forest?” Imogen decided to ask instead.

      Benji got to his knees and crawled over to Nanija. He began to pull her clothing around. Imogen grabbed his wrist.

      He shook her hand off and locked eyes with her. “I’m not trying to violate her, if that’s your concern,” he explained. “All I’m trying to do is see what else she might be hiding on her.”

      “You were traveling with them. Why would she be hiding anything on her?”

      He glanced over to Timo, then back to Imogen. “We were hunted. Seems to me we were tracked with a purpose.”

      “Or it was just chance,” Timo said.

      Benji frowned, shaking his head. “I’ve taken to believe that there isn’t much chance in the world. At least not when it comes to this sort of thing. And so will you, if you pay any attention. You should be smarter than that.”

      “I am smarter than that,” Timo said.

      Benji chuckled. “Not so smart as to not get caught up in magic, though, are you?”

      “I’m one of the Leier.”

      “Well, even you wouldn’t want to get caught up in this kind of magic.”

      Imogen had to intervene between the two of them. This might be tied to the sorcerer they tracked, but it might not. “You said it wasn’t sorcery.”

      “It’s not that kind of sorcerer,” Benji said.

      He finished searching Nanija and moved on to Willith, pulling out the contents of his companion’s pockets and sorting through them. Finally, he sat back down, dropping onto the path next to them, and shook his head.

      He sighed. “Neither of them have much of anything on them. What happened?”

      “They were attacked, it seems. The same as you,” Imogen said.

      Benji’s eyebrows furrowed. “It’s more than just that, though. I’m not exactly sure what it is, but I can tell that there is something else going on here.” He frowned, and he wrinkled his nose. “There is something more to this. Bastards hired me to come through here for this?”

      Imogen looked over to her brother, who had started to pour his water into the puncture wound on his abdomen, wincing as he did. He shook his head at her, which she knew meant he didn’t want her to say anything about Dheleus.

      This could be nothing more than coincidence, but Imogen had stopped thinking there were coincidences like that long ago. There was something here, even if she didn’t really know what it was.

      Someone like Benji—a Porapeth with real power—might actually help with this.

      And with Timo.

      “Well?” Benji asked.

      “Well, what?” Imogen replied.

      “It looks as if your man there needs to recover, and since I’m a little lame, I’m going to need your help. Why don’t we take a moment, rest for the night, and then we can go after this adlet?”

      Imogen frowned at him, shaking her head. “We’re not going after the adlet with you.”

      “Can’t leave something like that wandering a forest like this. Damn twisted magic,” he muttered. “So you can’t tell me you’re going to make me go after it myself. I mean, not that I would complain too much. I do enjoy the hunt, but I don’t want to take the fun away from you either.”

      Imogen slipped her arms underneath Timo and helped him to his feet. He stood for a moment, wobbling, and nodded to her.

      “See?” Benji asked. “Your man needs some rest. Trust me when I tell you he will be better in the morning. These wounds are quick to heal.”

      “We won’t heal like you,” she said.

      He chuckled. “Perhaps not. But you will heal nonetheless. And seeing as how you’re still alive and able to stand, I think you will do just fine.” He started down the path, his tattered shirt hanging off to either side, exposing occasional flashes of skin. He paused at one point and glanced back at them. “Are you coming?”

      “I don’t know about this,” Timo said to her. “Going with a Porapeth?”

      Imogen pressed her lips together and shrugged. “We were going after a Sul’toral anyway, so what is a different kind of magic?”

      “Because it’s a Porapeth, that’s why.”

      “We aren’t going to harm him,” she said.

      “No. I know you don’t have any interest in harming someone like that.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Because I’ve seen you. Don’t think I haven’t paid any attention to what you’ve been doing to sorcerers.”

      She regarded Timo for a long moment, deciding how she wanted to react and what she wanted to say. The Toral he’d killed outside Yoran had not been the first sorcerer he’d killed in the time he’d returned to her—only the first she had been able to prove.

      Rather than snapping at him, she bit back any comment she might make. Instead, she would watch him carefully.

      “Whatever happened here is more than just about the Sul’toral you’re chasing,” she said.

      “You don’t know that. And I am not comfortable traveling with a Porapeth.”

      “Even while you are injured?”

      He sneered at Benji’s back, but he said nothing.

      She wasn’t entirely sure what to say, only that there was something here. She wasn’t sure whether they needed to go with Benji or to go off on their own. At this point, it could be either one. Accompanying Benji might provide them with answers she wouldn’t get otherwise. She had no idea what this adlet was, though the Porapeth certainly seemed to. And then there was the mystery wound that had appeared on both Benji and Timo. An injury to Timo was bad enough, but whatever had attacked him had also struck Benji. That was even more surprising.

      They were heading after Dheleus. Could this be the Sul’toral’s doing… or something else?

      She needed answers, and she wasn’t sure that Timo would be interested in the questions she wanted to ask. All he knew was that heading this way would bring him toward Dheleus. He wouldn’t care that they might encounter dangerous creatures like the one they had already faced.

      She breathed out and turned, heading with Timo along the path.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “After him,” she said.

      Timo looked over, holding her gaze. “You really have changed, Imogen.”

      “Why is that?”

      “You’re welcoming magic now.”

      She took a deep breath, then shook her head. “This has nothing to do with that. This is everything to do with trying to find answers.”

      “I’d rather leave him behind. You don’t want to get ensnared in a Porapeth’s web.”

      “We have already helped him, so it’s too late for that,” she said.

      “Maybe we should just drive our blades through him,” he whispered.

      “Timo!”

      “How is it any different than a sorcerer?”

      She didn’t have a good answer for that. He was a Porapeth, and he was a magical being, but the Porapeth were different. She wasn’t exactly sure how to describe it, only that they were.

      “What would the priests say?” she asked.

      Timo frowned. “They would say that we protected our people.”

      “From a Porapeth?” Her mind raced through stories she had heard. There were many children’s tales about the Porapeth and how they would ensnare children in their games, forcing them to serve. Much like other stories had turned out to be true, it seemed those about the Porapeth were also true. “We need to help him.”

      “He’s a Porapeth,” Timo said.

      “And?”

      “There is no ‘and.’ There is only that he is a Porapeth. That’s enough.”

      “It’s not enough. Not for me.”

      Timo watched her, and he shook his head. “As I said, you really have changed.”

      She ignored the implication. They made their way along the path, Timo limping steadily after Benji. He hadn’t gotten too far ahead of them, which suggested that maybe he was more injured than he was letting on. When she caught up to Benji, he was holding on to his injured arm with his good one, clutched against his belly. Every so often, he muttered under his breath.

      “If we’re going to camp, we need to find a safe place,” she said.

      “This entire forest should have been safe,” Benji replied. “That’s why I took this fucking job. I figured it would be easy money.”

      Timo came up next to them. “I didn’t realize the Porapeth needed money.”

      “Who doesn’t need money?” Benji said. “Why, a person can’t buy anything in this world without a little coin.”

      “Can’t you just use magic to conjure a coin into existence?”

      Benji looked over, and he grinned at Timo. “If only it were so simple. But then, the Leier believe everything is as simple as that, don’t they?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I mean nothing by it. Of course, I would mean no offense to you, my boy. How could I, when you’re nothing but a kind servant of those who would do justice in the world.”

      Timo tensed, and Imogen patted him on the arm, trying to calm him.

      Maybe this was a mistake. Having a Porapeth with them was certainly a questionable decision, and dangerous, especially as he had his own sort of magic—one she doubted the Leier patterns did anything to counter.

      “How much farther?” Imogen asked. “I don’t think he can keep going for much longer.”

      Benji glanced over, and he smiled. “Who said he would have to?”

      “I’m just trying to get an answer,” she said.

      Benji chuckled. “An answer, you shall have. Just keep moving, Leier.”

      They followed the path, and Timo started to sag. As much as Imogen tried to hold him up and give him a little bit of strength, she found him continuing to fade. His jaw remained clenched, and he fought to stay on his feet.

      “Just keep walking,” she whispered.

      “I am trying to keep walking,” Timo muttered.

      “Just keep walking,” she said again.

      Timo grunted. “I don’t like this.”

      “There’s nothing you have to like,” Benji said, without looking back over his shoulder at them. “Either you come with me, or you don’t. There is nothing to this that has to be liked or disliked. It is a matter of want or not want.”

      “I want to drive my blade into your back,” Timo mumbled.

      Benji laughed, then cut off again once he started coughing. “Then do it, Leier.” He looked back, and there was a flash of danger in his silver eyes that Imogen could practically feel. “That is, if you think you can.”

      Timo relaxed, almost as if forcing the anger back down. He shook his head, looking over to her. “I don’t like this,” he repeated.

      “Would you stop saying that?” Benji said. “We have already established that what you and I like matters very little in the world. I would’ve liked to not have an adlet rip my belly. And I would like to not have some strange magical attack sapping my strength.” He snorted. “And I would like not to have to travel with a pair of Leier, but it seems to me the world has a different view of irony than I do.”

      “You think this is the world’s doing?” Timo spat.

      “Fate. Destiny. Whatever you want to call it.” Benji waved his hand. “And through all of it, it suggests to me that I am but a piece in all of this. Perhaps you are, as well.” He laughed again and shook his head. “Now, around the bend up here, we will find a small clearing. There is a collection of boulders that should provide us some protection for the night. At least, until the adlet catches our scent and decides to hunt us.”

      Benji continued moving forward, and he became silent, limping along the road. He pressed his hands up against his stomach as he walked, but he moved more slowly than he had at first. Timo stayed close to Imogen, clutching on to her. Her brother seemed more than a little annoyed that he was forced to stay back with her. Benji had moved almost fifty feet ahead of them on the path.

      Timo nodded toward the Porapeth. “I’ve heard of him before.”

      “I gathered that, especially with the way you reacted when he said his name. What have you heard?”

      “Benji the Elder. One of the most mysterious of the Porapeth.”

      Imogen chuckled. “All of them are mysterious. At least, if you were to ask them.”

      “This is something different,” Timo said. “This is a man who’s made a reputation for the kinds of things we’ve been trying to avoid. Well, the kinds I’ve been trying to avoid.”

      “You’ve been chasing your bond,” she said. “You haven’t been avoiding anything.”

      “My bond required that I chase magic. And now I know it’s good that I did. Had I not…” He shook his head.

      “Most would have rather avoided magic.”

      “I have avoided it. At least, as much as I could. But my quest involved this journey, you understand. You have to understand.”

      There wasn’t much use in a Leier avoiding magic. They were trained to manage and diminish any influence it would have on them.

      “Who is he?” Imogen asked.

      “I’ve heard the same stories as you have, I’m sure. Benji the Elder, Porapeth who entangles all others,” he said, chanting one aspect of the nursery rhyme. “Benji the Elder will make you dance. Benji the Elder will make you sing. Benji the Elder will make you—”

      Imogen raised her hand, cutting him off. “I was thinking that maybe you had heard something real about him.”

      “Children’s stories are real enough. Especially when it comes to someone like him.”

      “He knows something about this adlet, and probably even about what else attacked you.”

      “It doesn’t matter what attacked me,” he said, shaking his head. “I will recover, and if we keep moving—”

      “We might have to face whatever is out there.”

      “We don’t have to face anything,” he said. “All we have to do is—”

      “Find Dheleus.” She watched her brother. “But we don’t know how to do that, and we certainly can’t do that with you injured. You need to recover, and then we can keep looking. I know there’s another village not too far from here.” Hopefully, the barkeep had told her the truth, and they could follow that to find more information. “But for now, we can stay with Benji. If we were looking for rumors of magic, this is magic.”

      Timo looked as if he wanted to argue with her, but he didn’t. For that, she was thankful. She didn’t know what she would say if he tried to counter her much more than he already had.

      They reached the collection of rocks Benji had mentioned and found him leaning against one, resting his good arm on it while he looked over at his other shoulder. When they approached, he started laughing.

      “This fucking thing still doesn’t want to work. I don’t suppose either of you has any enchantments on you?”

      Timo looked over to her, and Imogen shook her head.

      “Well?” Benji asked.

      “I don’t have any enchantments on me that would help,” she said.

      Her brother frowned, but he didn’t push, which she appreciated.

      “Well, shit. I suppose I’m going to have to figure out some way to dig into this and figure out what that fucker did to me. Considering that I have no idea and can only feel the pain throbbing in my arm and can barely use the damn thing.”

      Imogen guided Timo a little farther forward and helped him take a seat. She looked around at the small clearing of boulders off to the side of the path. As Benji had suggested, it would offer a layer of protection, much more than what they probably could have otherwise. It would be a reasonable place to stay.

      She took a deep breath and sighed as she glanced over to her brother, realizing that he was watching her silently. A disapproving look flashed in his eyes, and his irritation was evident as he peered across the small boulder clearing at Benji. But he didn’t say anything.

      “You’re going to have to watch over me, Leier,” Benji said to her, sinking to the ground and resting his head back against the stone. “Seems as if I’ve used more than I realized trying to make it here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Benji’s eyes fluttered closed, and he leaned his head back against the stone. “Well, fuck.”

      With that, he passed out.
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      Imogen gathered branches, looking over to where Benji lay motionless. Questions filled her, though she wasn’t sure which one to start with. She made quick work of picking up enough loose branches to start a fire, and even found a larger log that she dragged over, all while Timo watched her.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “I’m getting a fire going,” she said.

      “Now?”

      Imogen shrugged. “I figured now would be the best time. At least, once we have a fire going, then we can figure out what else we need to do.”

      He nodded to the fallen form of Benji the Elder. “We have a Porapeth lying on the ground, and that’s what you’re worried about?”

      Imogen glanced over to Benji. In his collapsed state, he looked almost peaceful, certainly not as cantankerous as he had been while awake. He was breathing regularly, though every so often a gasping sound came from him, as if he struggled.

      She was tempted to offer him more help, but she had no idea if there was anything more she could do. At this point, she had to give him time and space—and she had to give her brother the same.

      “What do you want me to worry about?” she asked Timo. “I know the stories about the Porapeth the same as you.”

      Everybody knew those stories. They were mythical—at least she had thought so. Then again, in her time since leaving her homeland, Imogen had encountered many things that once would have been considered mythical, things that were impossible to believe. She had even faced a powerful sorcerer who had more magic than she could imagine. And she had survived.

      That had to matter.

      Now she had a Porapeth with her. Unconscious, but still a Porapeth.

      She would ask him questions. She would have her answers.

      Timo gestured to Benji. “We have a Porapeth—”

      “I know what we have.” She dragged two fallen logs over, brought her blade up overhead, and swept it down in a sharp blow. The strength of the movement cleaved one log in half. She placed the pieces together and began getting to work starting a fire. “And we have questions about this Sul’toral you’re determined to hunt. It seems we could work with him,” she said, nodding to Benji.

      Timo staggered across the clearing toward him.

      “If you touch him, you’ll find my blade at your throat,” Imogen said without looking up.

      “You would do that to your brother?”

      She looked over to Benji, and while he might be a Porapeth, he was also harmless at this point. Until he came around and was able to provide the answers she wanted, she wasn’t about to do anything that would hurt him.

      “I would stop someone from killing an injured being.”

      Timo rejoined her and sank to the ground. “Why?”

      “Why am I not willing to just kill him?”

      He nodded. “The Imogen I knew—”

      “I’m not the Imogen you knew,” she said, returning to work as she started the fire.

      Doing things like this was where magic would be helpful. Having a fire starter or even some sort of enchantment would’ve been beneficial to get the fire blazing. She had carried enchantments like that for a time. When she’d been in Yoran, she had never hesitated to have them on her. But since leaving the city and traveling with her brother, she was more hesitant about using them, almost as if she should be embarrassed.

      She sighed as the fire began crackling slowly, leaving a swirling trail of smoke near them. Holding her hands out to the heat that wafted upward warmed her body, and she looked over to see Timo watching her.

      “There was a time when you would’ve started the fire quickly,” Timo said.

      “Is that right?”

      “You’ve gotten out of practice.”

      “I have enough practice to be the same sword fighter I have always been,” she said.

      Timo frowned. “Are you?”

      “What sort of question is that?”

      “It’s just… I have to wonder if you are the same. Something changed for you, Imogen.”

      She wasn’t the one who had changed, but Timo wouldn’t see it that way. He needed her help. And he was her brother. She would do this for him, and once he was safe, perhaps even back with their people, then…

      Imogen wasn’t exactly sure what would be next for her.

      Back to Gaspar and Yoran, possibly. Or maybe she would take up another bond quest.

      She just didn’t know.

      But first, she didn’t disagree that they needed to hunt down this Sul’toral. If one was active in this part of the world, she wasn’t opposed to tracking them. They were the epitome of dark sorcery, and that was exactly what her people trained in being able to handle.

      In that, this wasn’t so different than her own bond quest: hunt the hyadan and destroy the keystone that controlled them—a task that, when she had taken it upon herself, had seemed almost impossible.

      But she had completed it—a bond quest that had been assigned to her rather than one she had chosen herself. She didn’t resent it, though perhaps she should have. With everything that she had encountered, perhaps resenting what had been asked of her made more sense than simply accepting it.

      “I had not known you were unbonded,” Timo said.

      “I haven’t been unbonded for that long,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper.

      Even now, it was difficult to talk about what she’d been through. She had left her homeland in search of understanding. At least, in search of something that would help her know how to best help her people. That was what had been asked of her. As a failure in the sacred temple, Imogen had gladly taken that assignment.

      The time away had made her into someone different. In that, Timo wasn’t wrong. She had changed. And she didn’t care that she had. She embraced this person.

      “We could call your friends,” Timo said.

      She didn’t take her gaze off the fire, the warmth enveloping her. “This is not something they should be involved in.”

      “They wouldn’t want to help you?”

      “They would want to help,” she said.

      Imogen knew that they would. She had so few precious friends as it was—people who had come to work with her and help her, asking nothing in return—that leaving behind the ones she had was difficult. But this was something she needed, more for herself than for any other reason.

      Timo wouldn’t understand that. He wouldn’t understand that her friends did not ask much from her. Wouldn’t understand that the reason she had come, and had done everything she had, was because of her own need to find purpose.

      Silence built between them, lingering long enough to become uncomfortable, though Imogen wasn’t about to break it.

      “What happened on your bond quest?” Timo asked finally.

      It was about time they had this conversation, though she had been avoiding it.

      “I was tasked with removing the hyadan as a threat,” she said. She thought Timo would understand the hyadan. At least, most within the Leier lands did. Though they may never expect they would have to face one, they knew what they were, and the stories of how the hyadan had destroyed parts of their homeland ages ago still lingered. “I did what was asked of me. I was always going to do what was asked of me.”

      Timo was quiet for a few moments as he watched her, and though she watched him in return, she couldn’t read anything in his gaze.

      “Why that quest?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It never seemed like that quest was appropriate for you. That’s why I didn’t understand. Why did you choose that one?”

      Imogen stared at her hands as the crackling fire filled the silence of the night. It was a reasonable question, especially given that most who took a quest chose it themselves. “You don’t think I should have gone after the hyadan?”

      “They hadn’t been seen in our homeland in generations. They weren’t a threat.”

      “Not to us, but others. Those outside of our home.”

      “Then you should have let others take care of it,” Timo said.

      “Others could not have succeeded.”

      Timo watched her, finally shaking his head. “We both know that’s not true.”

      She didn’t want to argue with him. Others might have been successful, but they wouldn’t have taken that on as a task for themselves. The hyadan were dangerous, but not dangerous to their people. The Leier didn’t have magic. They were not the target.

      But there was a part of Imogen that had been unwilling to sit back while those creatures were free, and even that wasn’t the entire reason. Had it been up to her, she probably would have left them alone. Others could have dealt with them, and probably could have done so far more effectively than she could. Had she not been asked to take this bond quest, she probably would’ve chosen something different. Something easier.

      And what would she have uncovered for herself?

      Not what she had learned. She knew that, as much as she knew that her bond quest had changed her in ways she could no longer come back from—in ways she no longer wanted to come back from. She couldn’t help that she now saw the world differently.

      “What about you?” she asked. “You haven’t told me everything.”

      “I’ve been chasing sorcerers,” Timo said, and he rested his head against one of the stones, looking up at the growing darkness. “That was my bond.”

      Imogen wished she had been there when Timo had taken his bond quest. Maybe she could have said something and intervened, though knowing him, he might not have listened. She wasn’t there when he had been promoted to First of the Blade. She hadn’t been there for so many of the things that mattered to her brother, and perhaps that bothered him more than he let on.

      Now she didn’t know him the way she once had. She hadn’t known him for a long time, in fact. He didn’t know her, either.

      “How many sorcerers did you find?” she asked.

      “Scores. Several Toral.” He shook his head.

      Learning that her brother had some experience with the Toral was one more surprise for her. They were powerful. Some were sorcerers, though not all. And Timo had faced them.

      “We were not able to kill nearly as many of them as we wanted.” There was a heavy weight of disappointment in his voice.

      Imogen glanced over to her brother and saw the darkness in his furrowed brow and in his eyes. How much had he lost in his quest to complete his bond? In her own journey, she had discovered something unexpected. Not just about herself, but about the sorcerers and about the Toral, leading her to question the task the Leier had long ago taken upon themselves.

      “What about you? Have you faced any Toral?”

      She nodded. “Indirectly.”

      Her experience with the Toral, much like her experience with sorcerers, was such that she didn’t view them in the same way her brother or most of her people would. The Toral were powerful, but not all were evil.

      “Did they get away?” he asked.

      “No,” she said.

      “You killed one?”

      The eagerness in his voice repulsed her. How could the Leier serve in that way? How could she have let her brother get to that point?

      “I didn’t kill her. We never attempted to. We worked with her.”

      Doing so hadn’t been for Imogen’s bond quest, but it had saved others. That had been worthwhile. She had done many things that she could consider worthwhile.

      He stared for a long moment before turning away to look at the fire. When he finally spoke, his voice was soft. “You have changed so much.”

      There were times when he was no different than the Timo she remembered, and other times when he seemed drastically different. “And you have not?”

      Timo shrugged. “Why would I want to change? Why would I need to? I serve the Leier, doing what you should want to do.”

      “You’re doing what you want to do,” she said.

      He grunted and shook his head as he leaned his head back. He looked up at the sky, away from Imogen, staring into the darkness. “Perhaps this was a mistake.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “I used to think about what would happen if the two of us could fight side by side,” Timo said. “I dreamed of it.”

      Imogen smiled to herself. “I always wished we would have that chance as well. But now we can. We can find Dheleus, destroy him, and finish your quest, and then you can return to the homeland.”

      “Just me?”

      “I’m not sure what I need to do.”

      “You’d go back to them. To magic.”

      “That’s not it either,” she said.

      “You don’t seem like you want to do this.”

      “That’s not the case.”

      “You know, there was a time when you would’ve wanted to hunt the sorcerers as much as I do. You would have been eager to take this on.”

      Was that true? Or worse, was that how he saw her?

      “No,” she said.

      “I was there, Imogen. I was there when you were raised, when you trained, and when you became the First of the Blade.” Her brother managed to make it sound almost snide with the way he said it.

      She shook her head. “You might have been there, but you never really understood.”

      And he hadn’t really been there. Timo had been around when she had been given her blade as First, but he hadn’t been there when she had taken her bond quest. She had left the temple to take that journey, and had done so without him. Without anybody within the Leier lands knowing.

      But she wasn’t going to argue that with Timo. There was no point in doing so.

      She could choose to return and serve in the army, hunting rogue Koral sorcerers or guarding the borders of their territory, but none of that would be fulfilling. Maybe that was the real reason for her hesitation in returning.

      Not that she could tell Timo that. He would not understand.

      “Get some rest,” she said, looking over to her brother. “We can talk in the morning.”

      “And what about the Porapeth?”

      “What about him?”

      Imogen glanced over to where Benji rested. He was curled up beside the rock like a cat, his arms wrapped around his knees, which were pressed against his chest. He had rolled closer to the fire, though not so close as to be in any danger from it.

      “Do you intend to have him come along with us?” Timo asked.

      “A Porapeth can help us. If this is about finding that kind of magic, then we should take advantage of it.”

      “I would rather go off on our own. It’d be safer.”

      “It’s not, though,” Imogen said. “And it becomes less likely that we will succeed if we do that. We won’t find what we need.”

      “Maybe we won’t anyway.”

      She took a deep breath, letting it out, and turned her attention back to the fire.

      Timo dozed off, slowly snoring, and Imogen sat and focused. She found herself drifting into her meditative stance, the way of finding access to the sacred patterns. She had trained for years to understand how. As she stared at the fire and felt the warm, comfortable sense radiating from it, she let herself transition.

      It was a state of mindlessness, but also one that involved her finding some higher understanding. In doing so, there was a part of her that separated from the rest of her. She let herself drift and focused on the sacred patterns.

      That meditation involved concentrating on one pattern, then another, and using that concentration to memorize these patterns and summon the power within them. They were sacred patterns for a reason—they drew upon something more than the sword.

      Imogen worked through each of them in her mind. She didn’t need to do so with her physical body, as there was no point in it, but she could trace through those patterns, mentally sparring and preparing.

      It reminded her of what she had seen of the Chain Breaker, a skilled fighter who had fought on her side. She was thankful she had never been forced to try to take him down. She didn’t know if she would have the necessary skill to do so. At least, not alone. With enough of the Leier, she had little doubt that they would be able to contain him and his magic. But knowing him as she did, and having come to understand the kind of power he possessed, she did not want to remove him as a threat.

      Imogen focused on one pattern, then the next, then the next. Finally, she opened her eyes.

      She was not alone.

      Benji sat across the fire from her. The flames crackled, firelight reflecting in his silver eyes as he watched her. A sliver of moonlight shone overhead, seemingly adding to the color in his eyes. Behind her, she could hear Timo and his regular breathing, and she suspected that he was not going to awaken anytime soon.

      “Have you finished with your trance?” Benji asked.

      “It is not a trance,” she said.

      “You were working on magic.”

      “I am a Leier, so I don’t have any access to magic.”

      He chuckled. “You can tell yourself that, but we both know that’s not entirely true.”

      Long ago, Imogen would’ve argued with him. She would have agreed with her own statement that she had no access to magic, nothing that would make her think she could have power that she should not.

      All of that had changed when she went to Yoran.

      Imogen had seen magic in a different light, which had removed some of the darkness to it and also changed her own view of it.

      And now…

      She no longer knew the truth.

      “They are the sacred patterns,” she explained.

      “Sacred because they help you find magic,” Benji said. “You can harness it, though you do so in your own unique way. It has always impressed me that the Leier believe they can use their sword skills to defeat others with what they claim is not magic.” He started to laugh. “But then again, it is easy for somebody to tell themselves that they don’t have the thing they fear.”

      “We do not have magic.”

      “See?”

      “Why are you here?”

      He looked over his shoulder before turning his attention back to her. “I think we’ve already established why I’m here. I am injured.”

      “Not so injured that you need to stay here.”

      He shrugged. “I suppose I’m not.”

      “Why were you leading those other two through the forest?”

      “I told you. They hired me.”

      Imogen crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. “And we both know there’s something more to that story.”

      “See?” Benji said, chuckling.

      “See what?”

      “You’re smarter than you let on.”

      “I haven’t tried to hide anything.”

      “No, perhaps not, but you’re definitely smarter than you let on.” He glanced over to Timo. “He, on the other hand, has allowed his anger to cloud his mind.”

      “That has always been his problem,” she said.

      “Always? You’ve known him a long time.”

      “He’s my brother,” she said softly.

      “A brother. Then it means…”

      Benji frowned, tipping his head to the side and sniffing, almost as if trying to breathe some mysterious substance in the air. “It means that the two of you have lost something.” He glanced over to Timo, and he let out a small laugh. “I see. You have lost family.”

      “We have.”

      “And he thinks to reclaim them?”

      “He wants to get vengeance for what happened,” she said.

      Benji nodded to her. “And you?”

      “I served my people and removed a dark threat.”

      “Ah. The hyadan.”

      She tensed. She shouldn’t be surprised a Porapeth would know about the hyadan, though the fact that he knew so much about her people, and everything she had gone through, left her troubled.

      “What do you know about them?” she asked.

      “There was a time long ago, when a powerful sorcerer by the name of Ozabet gathered remnants of shadow and bound them to the people long since gone from this world. The shadow changed them, giving them a thirst for something they could not have. They became a tool. A weapon. And Ozabet unleashed the power of the hyadan into the world. He created a way of holding them, a way of controlling them.” He watched her, and there was a knowing look in his eyes. “It was the keystone. The bond that contained them.”

      His choice of words did not slip past her.

      “What else do you know?” Imogen asked.

      “I am Benji the Elder, one of the Porapeth. I know many things.”

      “What do you know about the adlet?”

      “That is a very different question,” he said. “And has nothing to do with the Leier, does it?”

      “It didn’t until we got involved,” she replied.

      Benji started to laugh, then winced, reaching with his good hand to grab his shoulder. “Fuck. I really wish that wouldn’t happen. I don’t like it.”

      “You don’t like being injured?”

      He cocked a brow, looking over to her. “Do you like being injured?”

      “I don’t have much experience with it.”

      He chuckled. “I suppose not. As a Leier, you have your sacred patterns to protect you, don’t you?”

      “I’m not a master,” she said. She ran her hand over her sword. There were no notches along the blade to signify greater rank than she possessed.

      He laughed again and shook his head, looking all around before settling his gaze back on her. “But you studied the sacred patterns. Though we should call them what they are.”

      “You can call them whatever you want,” Imogen said.

      “And I have, but you continue to deny it. I find that most intriguing, though to be honest, I find everything about the Leier intriguing.”

      “How much experience with the Leier do you have?”

      “More than most of my kind,” he said. He chuckled again and immediately let out a hiss, grabbing at his shoulder. He looked across the fire at her. “I must say, you are most surprising. Because if I didn’t know better, I would not have known that you were a Leier. Then I see your sacred blade, the bond gift you have, and I realize that you must be one. But you’re different. Unique.”

      “I am unbonded,” she said.

      “Indeed? Then that is what you are here for. You are looking for your quest, your purpose. You’re looking for a new bond.”

      “That’s not why I’m here,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Then why are you here, Imogen, First of the Blade?”

      She tensed. She hadn’t told him her title, or the one she once carried, but as she looked across the fire at him, she realized that Benji the Elder must know even more than she thought.

      The Porapeth were rumored to have visions, similar to the prophecies of the El’aras, another magical race of beings that looked human like the Porapeth. She had never known whether it was true that Porapeth had visions of the future. They had magic, that much was clear, but not the kind of magic that sorcerers or El’aras possessed. Theirs was a distinct kind that manifested in unique and unsettling ways.

      Such as this.

      “I have not gone by that name,” she said.

      “It seems that you have.” He flashed a smile and stole a quick glance at Timo before looking back at her. “I’ve heard rumors. Perhaps they are nothing more than that, but they carried to my ears nonetheless. Rumors of the First of the Blade. Rumors of a fearsome sword fighter. Rumors of chains that need to be broken.”

      “I’m afraid that is not me.”

      He laughed again, and he shook his head. “No. I would never accuse you of being this Chain Breaker.” His brow furrowed, and a darkness clouded it for a moment that passed in an instant. “But I do wonder if perhaps the First of the Blade has a part to play in all these things.”

      “I did. I played it.”

      “And you think that now that you are unbonded you no longer have a role in this?”

      She sat back, staring at the fire.

      Before she had left, she would have felt the need to return to her homeland the moment her bond quest had been completed. She had wanted nothing more than to serve, finish her bond quest, and return to offer her people whatever help she could. The bond quest would prove she wasn’t a failure like she’d felt in the temple.

      Now, given what she had seen of the world, Imogen no longer knew if that was what she wanted. She no longer knew if that was what she needed. She might not even be invaluable for the Leier any longer.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      He chuckled again. “A wise answer. I find that wisdom is understanding what you don’t know and then looking for answers, rather than pretending to know and bluffing your way through. We have too many fools in the world the way it is.”

      “And what are you?” Imogen asked.

      “Me? Well, fuck. You know what I am.”

      “You are Benji the Elder.”

      “You’re damn right I am,” he said. He laughed and leaned back, patting his leg. “And the two of us are going to have such an interesting time.”

      “Are we?”

      “I have seen it.” He winked at her, scooted back, and curled up on the ground again.

      Imogen stared at him for a long moment, wondering what the Porapeth had seen of her, and what that might involve.

      “Have you seen anything with the Sul’toral?” she asked.

      Benji looked at her, and they locked eyes for a long moment. “I have often seen them. They long ago embraced a dark and dangerous power, seeking what they should not have.”

      Imogen nodded. She knew the stories. She didn’t know how true they were, though given how stories of the Sul’toral had turned out to be truer more often than not, she suspected they were all fairly accurate.

      “They want to access the power of Sarenoth,” she said.

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps they are after something else. What can I say? I can’t always see clearly.” He winked again.

      “Have you seen any sign of Sul’toral around here?”

      “Not clearly.”

      She couldn’t tell if that bothered him, or if he was keeping something from her. Either way, she had a feeling that he knew more than what he was saying.

      He was a Porapeth, and that meant he was connected to the world in ways she could not even comprehend. What if he had come here to coerce them into taking a different path—to push them into another bond quest?
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      Storms rumbled around the village, with an energy that filled the air. Imogen had been feeling the power of the storms for the better part of the last few days, and she grew weary of the constant rain. In the month since she had claimed the title of First after defeating Hutan, she had gained a measure of respect that she didn’t have before. It came mostly from her skill, but also from the fact that none of the other Firsts had defeated her in sparring in the time since she had reached her promotion.


      Imogen had stood and watched at the edge of the courtyard, continuing to wait for a challenger. Most did not present themselves for testing unless they believed themselves capable of winning. A Second several years older than her had come to the courtyard one evening, but he had chosen to challenge Kor—a skilled First, but one more likely to fall.


      Kor was talented enough. The other fighter, a Second that Imogen had handled easily when she had still been a Second, ultimately succeeded. When it was done, Elder Wurant presented the man with his blade.


      The rain poured down, giving everything an unpleasant quality, and Imogen decided that she wanted to return to her home and get out of the weather.


      As she made her way past the elder, he tipped his head politely to her. “If I might have you accompany me, Imogen Inaratha.”


      She frowned. Her time was usually spent training, sparring, and preparing. That was the role of the village sword fighter.


      She followed him in the rain, making her way through the village. Every so often, a burst of lightning would explode, revealing the mountains in the distance, followed by a clash of thunder. Imogen didn’t mind the storms. There were some in the village who didn’t care for them, but she was not one. The storms seemed to call to a greater power. She believed they did, and she could feel that something within them was meant to call to her.


      It was almost as if the gods were speaking to her.


      They reached the elder hall, and she stepped inside, rain dripping off her. Elder Wurant took a towel from the young man standing near the door and dried himself off, then nodded to Imogen. It was more pomp than she was accustomed to, though she accepted the towel and dried herself as well. She frowned at the elder.


      Only then did she realize that there was another person in the room.


      They were seated in front of the hearth, the flame crackling and pushing out a warm heat. A thin haze followed it, as if the storm did not want to accept all the smoke that billowed from the chimney. The man looked over to her, his beard neatly trimmed and matching the flat gray color of his eyes. She had never seen him before.


      “What is this about, Elder Wurant?” she asked.


      “Take a seat, Imogen Inaratha,” the older man near the hearth said, motioning to a chair across from him.


      Imogen glanced over to the elder, but he had moved to the back of the room, which told her that the reason for her invitation was this older man. She took a seat, her heart pounding. She wasn’t sure why it was, only that she felt a twinge of anxiety at his presence.


      Could this be a different village elder?


      “I understand that you have recently gained promotion to First of the Blade,” the man said, his gaze drifting almost casually to her sword.


      Imogen nodded.


      “And so young.”


      “It was earned,” she said.


      “No doubt,” he replied. “I hear you challenged Hutan.”


      Was that what this was about? Did he know Hutan? Or maybe he was upset because she had chosen to challenge Hutan rather than someone else. Hutan had not shown any irritation with her choice to challenge him. He had agreed to it, which was all she had needed.


      “I did,” she said.


      “He is quite skilled.”


      Imogen nodded. “He is.”


      “Which suggests that you are quite skilled, Imogen Inaratha,” the man said.


      “Yes.”


      A hint of a smile twisted his face. “And so modest.”


      She shrugged. “I defeated the most skilled sword fighter in the village. There is no point in being modest.”


      The man watched her, the sound of the fire crackling nearby their only accompaniment. Every so often, thunder would rumble, pushing out any other sounds, and then it would fade.


      Finally, he leaned forward, pressing the tips of his fingers together. “How do you see yourself serving the Leier?”


      She had been given that opportunity the moment she had tested and succeeded in promotion to First. She knew that. Everyone knew that.


      “When I reach the appropriate age, I will present myself to the army,” she said.


      It was the respectful thing to do. It wasn’t what she wanted, though. If this was another village elder, then she had to pick her words carefully.


      “There is another possibility. If you want it,” he said.


      She regarded him for a long moment, trying to make sense of what he was telling her. “Which temple?”


      The man started to smile. “Not just modest. Clever.” He tipped his head slightly. “I am Master Liu. And I’m here to offer you an opportunity to study at the—”


      “Yes.”


      He blinked, the only movement he made. “You do not need to consider?”


      “I want to learn. I want to be the most skilled sword fighter I can be.”


      “Studying in one of the sacred temples is a different experience than what you have encountered so far. You will find that you will be tested in ways you cannot imagine.”


      Imogen had a hard time thinking that she would struggle in any of the sacred temples. She didn’t know which one Master Liu served, but it didn’t matter to her. All that mattered was that she be given the opportunity to learn. To prove herself. And she had a hard time thinking it would take her long to master the sacred patterns. It never took her long.


      “I’m ready,” she said.


      Master Liu regarded her for a long moment. “Very good. I will make all of the arrangements.”


      “How long?” Imogen asked. Timo would wonder how long she was going to be gone, and she wanted to have an answer for him.


      Master Liu regarded her as if he had never heard this question before.


      “How long will I be gone?” she said.


      He nodded slowly. “That is up to you. All must decide how long they are willing to study the sacred patterns.”


      “How long until I master them?”


      This elicited another smile from him. “A lifetime.”
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      Morning came slowly, and Imogen sat up, realizing she’d drifted off to sleep. She looked over at the fire. The faintly glowing embers still emanated a little warmth, but not nearly as much as they had the night before. Timo rested with his back on the rock, his eyes closed and his breathing slow and regular.

      Imogen shook herself fully awake. She swept her gaze around the clearing, aware of how dangerous it was that she had fallen asleep. Anything could have happened overnight. That adlet was still out there, and though she didn’t know what it might do, she had seen how quickly it worked and how dangerous it was when it clawed at someone. She could have been ripped apart before she even had a chance to wake up.

      There was also still the issue of Dheleus. Controlling an adlet would require power. Toral might have the necessary power, and the Sul’toral definitely would.

      Had Timo not killed the Toral outside Yoran, they could have asked more questions, but that wasn’t how Timo worked anymore. They’d have to figure out for themselves why they were using the adlet. And if there were Toral around here, she had to be prepared. Always ready.

      She grabbed a strip of dried meat out of her pocket and began to chew it as she looked around the clearing. Where was Benji? The Porapeth was nowhere to be seen.

      Imogen got to her feet. She dusted herself off, then pressed her fingertips together, focusing for just a moment the way she did every morning. It allowed her to center herself, to bring herself into union with the sacred patterns and be ready if she were to need them.

      She had memorized each of the patterns, but there was a difference between practicing them, replicating the forms, and feeling them. Master Liu had made it quite clear that she should learn the difference, and that understanding the difference was what mattered.

      It was part of the reason she meditated. If she could deepen her connection to the sacred patterns, she had to think that eventually she could come to understand them in a way she had not before, even when studying in the sacred temple.

      So far, she had not had any luck.

      A soft chattering nearby caught her attention, and Imogen turned, looking to the source of the sound. Her brother was still sleeping. She scurried around the rock, reaching for the hilt of her sword, but froze. Benji was leaning against a tree, whispering something to it.

      “I need you to allow us to pass through here,” he was saying. “I don’t want to argue with you. Not this time. The last time, you disappointed me.”

      Imogen might’ve imagined it, but she could almost feel the trees swaying, as if in answer.

      “Not like that,” Benji went on. “We are not going to have that conversation again. All I want is for you to open a path. Reveal where they have gone.”

      The tree swayed again, and this time, she wasn’t sure if it was from a gust of wind or if it was because of something else. Benji chuckled and patted the trunk of the tree. He turned, looking over to Imogen.

      “What were you doing?” she asked, flicking her gaze over to the tree.

      “I was asking for guidance,” Benji said. “Because, fuck, I don’t have any means of finding my way through this damn forest on my own. Do you?”

      Imogen shook her head. “Not very well.”

      “See? Neither of us knows how to make our way through this place. And I figured that the two of us—and maybe your brother, if he’s not going to be such an ass—will need some help finding our way.”

      Imogen looked off to the east, her gaze following the heavily traveled path. “We had a way through the forest.”

      “Why, that’s not the way you’re going to go. You and I both know that you aren’t going to sit back and do nothing with that fucking adlet out in the forest. Not if there’s something you can do.”

      “What makes you think I’m not going to do anything?”

      “Because I can see you, Imogen, First of the Blade.” He emphasized the word “see” in a way that left her feeling as if he could see something.

      The Porapeth had magic. That was dangerous, but at the same time, not all magic was dangerous. She had come to see that in her time outside of her homeland, and had learned to recognize that there were others—others of power, and others who could access power—who were not the same danger she had believed when growing up.

      “What do you see?” she asked.

      He chuckled again and turned, sweeping his gaze behind him. “Why, I see your interest in finding that adlet.”

      “I don’t have any interest in finding it. It didn’t kill Timo, it didn’t kill you, and—”

      “You don’t know what it will kill,” he said with a shrug. “And I can see you, Imogen. I can see you don’t want a creature like that wandering untethered.”

      “You want to tether it now?”

      “It must be destroyed,” Benji said. “And its master must be found.”

      It was even more reason for her to be concerned about a servant of the Sul’toral. There had been no sign of a Toral or of even a sorcerer, but there remained the possibility that they would come across something.

      She glanced over to her brother, who stirred just a little. He was sleeping far longer than she would’ve expected, but given how injured he was, it shouldn’t surprise her that he was still sleeping.

      Imogen turned back to Benji. “What makes you think the adlet has a master?”

      “The same reason you think it has one,” he said, reaching back and grabbing his shoulder. “Both of us understand the stakes here, Imogen, First of the Blade. You and I both understand what is going on and what you must do in order to ensure the safety of this forest.”

      She chuckled. “I don’t care much about the safety of the forest.”

      “But you do care. And I believe you would prefer to destroy something of magic. In this case, this creature is connected to magic but cannot use the magic itself.”

      “Then I don’t care,” she said.

      He shook his head and laughed. “Perhaps your brother will feel differently.”

      She looked back toward her brother. Timo had come around and was now sitting up. His gaze shifted between the fire, her, and Benji. He furrowed his brow at the Porapeth.

      “He’s still here,” Timo said.

      “Did you think I would leave?” Benji asked. Despite the way he held his arm, as if unable to move it, he looked sprier than he had the night before. “I’m not going anywhere until the two of you assist me.”

      “With what?”

      “He wants us to remove the adlet,” Imogen explained. “I told him I wasn’t sure we were going to do that, but—”

      “I will help,” Timo said.

      Benji chuckled, and he started forward. “See? Even your brother recognizes that the two of you need to be part of this.”

      “It has nothing to do with what I see,” Timo said, shaking his head. “I’m only here to bring down a dark sorcerer. That is my purpose.” He glowered at Imogen, practically accusing her of wanting something else.

      She wasn’t about to argue with him. Not now.

      She sighed. “We have to figure out a better way of attacking it, then. There was something to its skin that made it incredibly difficult for me to even get the sword to bite.”

      “You just have to remove its protections,” Benji said.

      Imogen stared at him for a moment, trying to make sense of what he was saying. “Protections” suggested that this would be some sort of enchantment, but from what she had seen from the adlet, she wasn’t sure if it was because of an enchantment or if it was simply something intrinsic to the creature itself.

      “How do you propose we do that?” Timo asked, hobbling slightly toward him. “I suppose you have some grand way of removing these protections.”

      Benji laughed and gave a small nod. “As a matter of fact, I do. It doesn’t take too much to trick the bastards. They guard their shit like a dragon over its gold.”

      “Dragons aren’t real,” Timo said.

      Benji cocked his head to the side. “Are you so sure of that?”

      They looked over at her, and Imogen shrugged. Timo had once ridden on a paper dragon, the same as she had. While it might have been nothing more than an enchantment, it was still a dragon. There was something that her friend had suggested about those enchantments, anyway. She didn’t know if the enchantments were real, if they somehow truly represented actual creatures, or if they were merely a manifestation of the enchanter’s mind. Either way, she didn’t see that it mattered all that much.

      “So we track the adlet,” she said.

      “Track it. Hunt it. Kill it.” Benji chuckled. “And then we find the bastard who’s been controlling it. Shouldn’t be all that difficult.”

      Imogen wasn’t too certain about that, especially given what they had encountered so far from the adlet.

      “Do you think it’s a Sul’toral?” she asked.

      “Could be,” Benji said. “Might take a little strength to control a bastard like that, but that seems to be beneath them. They like to use what they call enchantments, but what I call stupid magic that is wasteful. It’s usually only sorcerers, the run-of-the-mill kind, who are dumb enough to think to control a creature like that.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “Well?”

      “We will go,” Imogen said, glancing over to Timo and nodding.

      As she watched her brother, who was looking at Benji, she couldn’t help wondering if perhaps he would have been happier taking this journey on his own. He might not have come across the adlet and been injured then. He certainly wouldn’t have helped Benji.

      Benji whistled and started dancing away from them. There was a spring to his step, and he chuckled as he went, though he still clutched his arm to his side. The Porapeth moved away from the road, deeper into the forest.

      Timo followed, a certain eagerness to the way he moved, as if he were chasing down something only he knew about. And it was possible that he could detect something. He had been searching for sorcerers, Sul’toral, and Toral for much longer than she had. He understood all of this in a way she certainly did not.

      He also had a certain violence to how he was approaching everything these days. It was reason enough for her to watch him.

      “I never took you for a monster hunter, Imogen,” Timo said as they followed.

      “It’s not monster hunting. I thought you would want to chase the creature.”

      “I don’t care about this creature. I care about the one controlling it.”

      She guided her brother, escorting him along the road, until they could make their way out and around and weave closer toward Benji. He had paused in the forest and was leaning forward, speaking to one of the trees again.

      “Tell me he’s not talking to that tree,” Timo said.

      Imogen shrugged. “It looks like it.”

      “You have to be kidding me.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Then—”

      Timo cut off as Benji looked in their direction. There was a flash in his eyes, something that tingled along Imogen’s skin, and she questioned whether it was magic or some other source of power. When it came to him, she had no idea. He hadn’t proven himself dangerous—yet. Eventually, she had little doubt he would do something to show what he was and what they needed to be concerned about.

      She urged Timo forward. He walked on his own, but he did so with a staggering gait, something of a limp as he made his way through the forest. He paused periodically, leaning on trees, though Imogen noted that they were not the same trees Benji stopped and spoke to. She had no idea if that was on purpose. The Porapeth continued to tap on a tree from time to time, and he would lean forward and whisper to it, as if there were some answer he might be able to obtain in doing so.

      After they had walked for the better part of an hour, Timo looked over to her. “What do you think he’s doing?”

      “I can’t say I know,” she said.

      “But you have to have some sort of idea.”

      She grunted, shrugging. “Not particularly.”

      “It looks like he’s petting that one.”

      As they followed Benji, it certainly did look like he was stroking the tree, and he leaned close and whispered to it as well. She frowned, though there was no point in allowing herself to be caught up in what Benji might be doing or to be bothered by the way he paused in front of the trees. At this point, the only thing they needed to do was to keep following.

      They traveled for most of the morning, and she caught up to Benji as he crouched down on the ground. “What is it?” she asked, joining him and immediately knowing why he had stopped.

      A dead squirrel looked as if a chunk had been bitten out of it.

      “We’re heading in the right direction,” Benji said.

      “You didn’t know for sure?” Timo asked.

      Benji glanced up at him, and he snorted. “Those shits have a distinct smell to them, and I’ve been trying to follow it, but sometimes I lose it. Inside the forest, it becomes difficult to track that stench. I suppose it’s hard for you to know, stinking as you are.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Benji straightened, and he held Timo’s gaze. “I’m just saying you smell like you’ve been traveling for a while. Maybe you should find a stream, soak for a little bit. It might clean some of that shit off you.”

      “Enough,” Imogen said, stepping between them.

      She looked down at the squirrel. Squirrels were fast. In order for something to grab one and do what the adlet had to this critter, it would have to be incredibly quick. Even a fast-moving creature would still have a challenge with something like that. She could not imagine how rapidly the adlet had moved.

      But as she thought about it, she realized she could. She had seen firsthand how extraordinarily quick the adlet had been.

      She looked over to her brother. “If you want to wait while we continue our hunt, you are more than welcome to,” she said.

      “You want me to wait now?” Timo asked.

      She did. She needed Timo to see that he needed to relax, to avoid rushing forward, but she wasn’t sure he could understand that. Would he find the good sense in it? She didn’t know her brother the way she once had, but she suspected even Timo could recognize the dangers of moving openly and making too much noise.

      “If this creature is out there, then I will help,” Timo said. He grabbed at his injured stomach and looked over to Benji, then shook his head. “Besides, I want to know who stabbed me.”

      “Do you think you can take care of the creature responsible?” There was a dangerous glitter in Benji’s eyes. “You certainly had a hard time with it before.”

      Timo glowered at him.

      Imogen frowned at both of them. “Can we keep moving?”

      “Of course we can,” Benji said with a smirk. “Now, it will be a bit tricky here. The trees tell me that we have to move silently, and they tell me that this one”—he nodded to Timo—“is too loud. Do you think you can creep more quietly? Otherwise, we might have to deal with the adlet before you’re ready for it. I’m not saying you can’t manage against a creature like that, but I don’t know if you can be as quiet as you need to be.”

      Timo glowered at him. “I can be quiet.”

      Benji clucked, and he started off. The Porapeth was unbelievably silent as he passed. Imogen practiced following him, keeping her feet light. She tried to track him, knowing that if there was this dangerous adlet in the forest, they were going to need to find the same impossible quiet the adlet would manage.

      She looked over to Timo, who was frowning. “What is it?” she asked.

      “It’s just that this is a far cry from what I was doing before,” Timo said. He looked over, holding her gaze. “Was this what it was like for you?”

      “Something like it,” she said softly. “I had a friend who gave me purpose.”

      “The old man?”

      “You can call him by his name. You know it.” Irritation crept into her tone. “Gaspar helped me while I was trying to complete my bond quest.” Benji arched a brow at her, and she held his gaze. “I understand that the bond quest is meant for the person taking the journey to complete themselves. I didn’t ask for his help, but he didn’t refuse it either. I could not have. I doubt that I would have succeeded were it not for him.” She ignored the way Timo looked at her.

      And it was more than just Gaspar’s help. It was all the people she had come to know and trust within Yoran. Without them, where would she be? She would still be trying to complete the bond quest. The hyadan would still be free. But now they were no more. Destroyed. She had done that. She had succeeded in doing something worthwhile.

      “You’re still unbonded,” Timo said.

      She shrugged. “Does it matter that I am? It doesn’t change who I am and what I must do.”

      “You could choose another quest. The Sul’toral could be your bond.”

      There was almost a pleading note in his voice, as if it was important to him in a way she couldn’t quite understand.

      As she watched him, she couldn’t tell if he was trying to offer her a way out of what she had committed to do, or if he was disappointed that she had come along with him.

      She forced a smile. Finding another bond wasn’t her reason for coming with Timo. How could she tell her brother that she thought he needed her more than Gaspar needed her? How could she tell him that she had done what she’d needed to do in Yoran, and it was time for her to move on? That it felt as if something was trying to pull her away?

      “Do you feel that staying meant you would have abandoned the Leier?” Timo asked.

      Imogen was quiet for a moment. She already knew the answer, but she wondered if her brother would understand. “Perhaps,” she said.

      “You don’t believe you did?”

      She glanced over to him. “I completed my bond quest. And from there, I moved on, as all must.”

      “You left.”

      “As did you.”

      “After I reached First, I left in search of my quest,” he said. “You left our homeland because of yours. And weren’t coming back.”

      She let out a frustrated sigh. She didn’t want to argue with him about this, and she ignored it.

      Imogen motioned for him to follow. They needed to move quietly now. The adlet had been through here. In the distance, Benji stood motionless. Something up ahead had caught his attention.

      “Are you ready?” she asked, glancing over to Timo.

      “What do you think I must be ready for?”

      “I’m not exactly sure. Whatever might come.”

      She headed forward, moving quietly, when a shriek split the silence of the forest.
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      Imogen unsheathed her sword in a moment, scarcely breathing as she did. Whatever was coming could be dangerous—probably the adlet, or whoever was in control of it. A powerful and violent sound pierced the air, something that shattered her ears, making her cringe against the power she could feel.

      Imogen held up her blade, sweeping it in a sharp arc and bringing it around as she prepared herself. Her body instinctively knew what she needed, having trained as long as she had so that she could react in barely more than a moment. The traditional patterns flowed from her, though she was tempted to use the sacred patterns, as she often was. They were useful, though no more useful than the traditional patterns she had learned and long ago mastered when she had been elevated to First of the Blade.

      She looked over to Timo, who was still standing motionless. This wasn’t like him. It wasn’t just the shriek of the adlet. Something else had struck him. Another magic must be influencing him.

      She spun, creating a pattern around her brother. Timo stood frozen, almost as if he were in a trance. Up ahead, Benji paused, one hand resting on a tree. She wanted to call out to him to fight, but she realized he could not move either. Something had happened to Benji as well.

      The magical attack.

      Imogen had to be careful now. She had no idea what was going on here, only that whatever had struck both her brother and the Porapeth had incapacitated them.

      The shriek emanated again, echoing through the forest. More than that, she could feel it deep within her. There was an energy to it that filled her, carrying through the forest, telling her that she could not fight.

      The feeling was coming from the shriek.

      She danced around, sweeping her blade toward her brother. “Cover your ears, Timo.”

      He didn’t move. Maybe he couldn’t move.

      “Cover your ears, Timo,” she repeated with more urgency.

      The shriek came again, and as before, it tugged on something within her. The sound called to her, as if it were bubbling some energy up from deep inside.

      Her brother stared blankly.

      “Timo!” she cried.

      She was going to have to handle this on her own. But if it was the adlet, she doubted she could do so.

      Imogen took a deep, steadying breath, and she raised the blade in front of her, pausing for a moment. In that time, she let all the knowledge she had learned over the years and all the information she had about the different sacred patterns fill her.

      The patterns flashed in her mind. She knew them so well that they were a part of her. It took little more than a moment for her mind to clear enough to focus on them. All she had to do was react. There was a certain magic in her training and her preparation. It was what gave her the knowledge that she could handle anything that came her way.

      Even the sacred patterns were there for her. Not like they were for a true master, but enough that she could use them were it to come to that.

      It steadied her. It readied her.

      And then she darted forward.

      Her technique was as precise as it had ever been. Perhaps more. Regardless of what Timo might claim, Imogen’s choice to leave their people and spend her time in Yoran had been useful to her. It had given her an understanding of the world that was greater than what she had learned when she had trained with the Leier. It had shown her that there was more beyond what the Leier taught.

      That was what she needed to focus on now.

      Imogen let that flow from her. And then she started toward the shriek.

      Within the forest, the trees were like other attackers, or perhaps they were allies. She had to think of them as if she were fighting alongside other Leier. She had known how to dance around others, avoiding them as she still focused on the patterns.

      The patterns had their own power to them.

      For so long, she had tried to ignore the possibility that the patterns themselves tapped into something greater. Even now, Imogen didn’t like to believe that they granted her some access to magic, but she had seen enough to make her think that perhaps there was more to them.

      This forest made it too difficult to maneuver through the traditional patterns, so she shifted, flowing into one of the sacred patterns.

      Imogen danced, carried by the energy. She swirled, sweeping her gaze as she did, looking for the adlet or anything else that would suggest sorcery nearby. She couldn’t feel anything, though as she moved with the blade, she could sense the energy around her.

      The patterns flowed through her. It seemed as if one of the sacred patterns was most effective here, and she floated into Petals on the Wind as she drifted between the trees. She made a point of dancing around Timo and then toward Benji, realizing he might be in the same amount of danger as her brother. As she approached the Porapeth, something pressed upon her—power. But it was a strange sort of energy, one she could feel building and rising within her.

      A shriek came again.

      Imogen switched directions, flowing toward it.

      There.

      In the corner of her eye, she caught a flash of movement. The adlet. It had to be. It was shirtless, the same way it had been when she’d seen it before. The tattered pants blended into the forest, making them more difficult to see. Thankfully, its naked upper torso was easier to observe, and she cautiously made her way toward it, letting the flow of the movements guide her closer.

      The adlet shrieked again. Was it trying to communicate? If it was, she had to be even more careful of who it might be communicating with.

      She continued sweeping around, moving quickly and carefully, feeling the flow of the sacred patterns as they guided her. Then she froze. Not because the adlet had changed directions, but because the movement had carried her slightly away.

      A realization hit her. It was almost as though the adlet was trying to draw her away.

      She turned and headed back to where she’d come from, but there was something else there. Imogen had come to recognize the pull of magic. There was a distinct sensation when it was used around her. Usually, she felt it as a tension along her skin, as if she were standing too close to a fire or had been out in the sun for too long.

      Now that sensation came to her. Not simply magic but real sorcery, and not just that strange energy of the adlet.

      That was what she had detected. That was what drew her.

      With that kind of power, there was a real danger that this was more than just a common sorcerer as Benji had suggested. That kind of power was more like what she would’ve expected with a Toral.

      Maybe even a Sul’toral.

      She had only experienced a Sul’toral once before, and she didn’t know the true extent of their power. She wasn’t sure that she wanted to ever face that again. Certainly not just with her and her brother. They would need more. Maybe Benji could help, but she had no idea if he would even be willing to do so.

      She glanced around as quickly as she could, and she did not see anything. The sense of magic was near her, but she had no idea where it came from.

      Power exploded from behind her. It came from near Timo. Near Benji.

      This attack was designed to draw her away.

      She darted forward, sweeping the sword around, feeling that power as she continued to dance in the pattern until she could feel something there. She spun, and a shadowy form separated from one of the trees. Whatever was out there, whatever creature was in front of her, was different than the adlet—and perhaps just as powerful.

      Timo remained motionless, but he was left alone as it moved toward Benji. Imogen slipped ahead, sweeping her blade in a sharp arc, and then she began to flow through a series of her traditional, numbered patterns, carving from one to the next.

      It was a sequence she had long ago learned, which helped her find her way through those patterns. As she had progressed, she no longer needed the numbering, and she blurred from one to the next in reaction to what she felt.

      Without meaning to, Imogen found herself twisting again from the traditional patterns to Petals on the Wind. It forced her sword out at strange angles, almost in a way that prioritized attack over defense, but certainly enough to prevent any attacker from getting too close. This also gave her freedom to move through her other patterns as she did.

      She didn’t see the shadowy form she thought she’d seen before as she continued flowing through the patterns. Nothing that would explain who—or what—might be controlling the adlet.

      She moved back toward Benji. His hand rested on the tree, his face contorted as though he was straining against the magic that was holding him. Somehow, she would need to help, but she had no idea what it would take.

      A shriek came from nearby.

      She jerked her head around and followed the sound, staying within the pattern as she moved.

      The adlet was near her brother. She spun one more time around the tree and around Benji, completing the pattern and flowing toward Timo.

      The creature lunged, and Imogen was ready this time. She moved between the trees and reached the adlet right as it made it to Timo, and she brought her blade up. This time, now that she was flowing through one of the sacred patterns, her swing came with far more power than it had before. She could feel that power through the sword, energy that erupted through her, as if it was drawing upon something more.

      Imogen brought the blade around, and she struck at the adlet. The blade slashed into its midsection. Rather than continuing that movement, she spun, twisting her sword and finishing Petals on the Wind like she had been while moving through the trees. There was a rigidity to the pattern that she knew wasn’t quite right, but it still granted her strength.

      She slammed into the creature. Unlike the last time when she’d faced it, her blade passed through whatever magical protection it carried, cleaving into the meat of its shoulder. The adlet cried out. The shriek split the air, painful, and different than it had been before.

      Timo stirred, but Imogen did not hesitate, and she continued to flow through her movements. She dropped, dodging the claws that raked toward her as they swept over her head, and she brought the sword around again. Her blade sliced into the creature’s arm this time. She twisted and brought her weapon back around. She stepped forward, moving in one of the sacred patterns known as Lightning Strikes in a Storm, and then she withdrew her blade.

      Normally, she wouldn’t have even attempted that sacred pattern. That particular one didn’t have nearly as much use as many of the others, but it had felt right. She had learned to trust that instinct. When something felt right, it usually was.

      The adlet staggered back and crumpled. Imogen stayed within the patterns while heading toward her brother. She looped around and protected him, glancing over her shoulder briefly at Benji, uncertain whether the Porapeth was in any danger.

      She began to circle over toward Benji, but realized it was unnecessary. He had stepped away from the tree, and though he was moving more slowly than she would’ve expected from him, at least there was movement.

      He regarded her. “Did you see it?”

      Imogen swept her gaze around her, continuing through the patterns, trying to be prepared for the possibility that the shadowy figure might return, or that the adlet might get back up. Thankfully, Timo also seemed to be coming back around from whatever enchantment had been placed on him and Benji, but she had seen how quickly it had taken hold. She knew that she needed to be careful.

      “I do not know what took place,” she said.

      “Did you see it?” Benji asked again. “What held me?”

      “I saw a shadowy form.”

      “Was it a sharlon? A targoth? Or maybe a hellaren?”

      Imogen shook her head. She knew none of those words. “I don’t know what it was,” she said. “What if it was a Toral?”

      “No Toral could hold me,” Benji replied.

      “Then a Sul’toral?”

      Benji fell silent for a moment.

      Timo staggered over to them, and he looked over to Benji before turning to Imogen. “What happened? I could hear, but I couldn’t see what was going on. It was almost as if—”

      “You were in something of a trance,” she said.

      “How is that possible?”

      “Dark magic,” Benji said, shaking his head. “Of course it would be. With the damn adlet out here, the fuckers likely decided to unleash something else.” He snorted, nodding to the fallen form of the adlet. “Maybe you are right. Maybe there is an active Sul’toral out here. Damn if I can’t see a thing like I normally should. If only I could, then I could guide your blade right to that fucker.”

      “I’m not exactly sure I’m going to be able to bring down a Sul’toral,” Imogen confessed.

      Benji frowned at her. “No?” He glanced at her sword for a moment. “Well, protections need to come down first. We can track them back to whoever is responsible for them. Lucky for us, they didn’t plan on a First of the Blade. Otherwise, we might all have been slaughtered.”

      Imogen looked over to the adlet, which held its hands over its belly as it whimpered. She headed toward it.

      “What are you going to do?” Timo called after her.

      She ignored him and made her way to where the adlet was lying. As she stood above the creature, holding her blade over it, she almost felt sorry for this horrific half man, half wolf. She had no idea how such a thing even existed, but the way it had shrieked when it had attacked suggested that it was not humanlike enough for her to feel any remorse at cutting it down. Not that she would. She would do whatever was needed in order to bring down a dangerous magical creature. And that was what it was, after all.

      Imogen held her sword in front of her, staring down at the adlet. “Who is your master?”

      The creature returned her gaze. There was nothing human in its eyes.

      She couldn’t save it.

      “I am sorry for your fate.” She whipped the blade around and, using Lightning Strikes in a Storm, drove the point of it down into the adlet’s body. Her sword struck its chest, blasting through whatever residual magic was there.

      The creature made no sound, but as it looked up with eyes that locked onto hers, Imogen allowed herself to believe that there was relief that swept through its gaze. She withdrew the blade and wiped it on the creature’s pants, then sheathed it.

      Benji watched her as she walked over to him.

      “Could we have turned it back into…” Imogen trailed off as she realized she had no idea what it had been before.

      “It is fully a creature of darkness and pain. You could not have saved it.”

      Imogen let out a sigh. “You said we must find its protections.”

      Benji nodded. “A bastard like that is going to have some protections, sorcery or enchantments or something that had been given to it by whoever controls it. Might be that Sul’toral you’re chasing, though this would be new. The problem with what you are suggesting is that the Sul’toral don’t give power to creatures. That’s typically something sorcerers try to do. Even the Toral know better than that. That’s what made it so difficult for you to kill.” He smirked for a moment, but it faded when she did not return the expression. “At least, that was what made it difficult for you to kill yesterday. Today is a new day, it seems.”

      “Yes,” Imogen said.

      “You managed to learn what it would take to bring down the creature in the matter of one night?”

      “I prepared this time.”

      Timo watched her and didn’t say anything, though she knew he did not need to. He would know exactly what she meant.

      She nodded to Benji. “We must find the one who controls it.”

      “The adlet will have a den nearby,” he said. “For it to be here, at least prowling in these woods, it must have a den. That is where we will find what we need.”

      “And the one who controls it?” Timo asked.

      Some part of him seemed to have softened, but not completely. She still didn’t know what to make of the darkness she saw from her brother, darkness that was far starker than what she had seen from him before. Perhaps, though, it was not his fault. Perhaps it was tied more to the injury he had sustained and how he had been tormented, rather than something within him.

      “To have the kind of power to control it is impressive,” Benji said. “I would like to find that bastard and have a few words with them.”

      “It seems like you are having too many words with the trees,” Timo observed.

      Benji grunted. “The trees like to talk. Don’t get the opportunity often, and I figured I might as well listen. That was my mistake. I will not make it again.” He patted the tree next to him and leaned in, whispering something. Then he peered back over to Timo. “And now I have asked the trees to keep an eye on us. I should’ve done that before, but I didn’t think we had that much to be concerned about.”

      “You asked the trees to keep watch?” Timo asked.

      Benji nodded.

      Timo started to laugh, but it faded as Benji didn’t laugh along with him. “Fine. Your trees are going to watch, but do you really think they will be of much help?”

      “I do,” he said. He started off, tapping on each tree as he went, as if he needed to say something to all of them.

      “I didn’t know the Porapeth had a way of talking to trees,” Timo said.

      “Few know much about the Porapeth at all,” Imogen replied. “They’re as mysterious as the delagar.”

      “At least delagar have been seen before. I don’t remember the last time I heard of anybody interacting with a Porapeth.”

      Imogen looked behind her, glancing around the forest before turning her attention back to Benji. She didn’t remember, either. Porapeth were rare, and they had their own unique and sneaky sort of power, but obviously not enough to withstand whatever had attacked.

      She was going to have to protect her brother and Benji. At least while they recovered.

      This wasn’t how she had intended to spend her time, but if it was what Timo needed, perhaps it was necessary. More than that, it felt strangely right.

      Benji led them through the forest, and he moved quickly, at least compared to what he had done before. He continued patting trees and whispering as he went past them, seeming to share some great secret with them.

      They reached the edge of the forest. It happened almost suddenly, as if they neared some great barrier that the trees could not grow beyond. The land ahead was rocky, stretching downward toward a valley far below them.

      “Not much here for the trees to keep an eye on,” Timo said.

      “You don’t think they did?” Benji asked. “Why do you think we had no distractions?”

      Timo snorted. “The trees protected us? I think Imogen scared them off.”

      “Perhaps. She is a First of the Blade, so it would not be terribly surprising that they feared her, but I’m not completely convinced she’s the reason they left us alone.”

      Benji looked back, expression almost disappointed that they were leaving the forest. With his connection to the trees, perhaps he was.

      Imogen nodded. “Where now?”

      “I can feel something,” Benji said. “It should not be far.”

      She stared, and rather than arguing with him, she followed as he descended. They headed down the rocky valley until they reached a cave. Benji paused, holding his hand out and murmuring something softly. It seemed almost as if the rock itself started to stir.

      “Do you see this?” Timo asked, looking back at Imogen.

      There was a rune worked into the stone. Not just a sorcery rune, but an ancient one.

      “I don’t know Dheleus’s mark,” Timo said.

      Imogen didn’t either. She knew names from her list, but she didn’t know individual markings.

      “That would be his,” Benji said, tapping the rune. “He might be involved. Why out here, though?” He frowned, screwing up his face into a twisted expression. “This isn’t where any of the Sul’toral have been active before. Bastard is keeping me from seeing clearly as well.”

      Imogen didn’t know which of the things Benji was going on about bothered him the most. Was it that he couldn’t see anything well? Was it what was happening to them? Or was there something else altogether?

      She looked back up the slope, then turned her attention to Timo. “We need to go in.”

      “It will be dangerous,” Benji said.

      “You can tell that?”

      He stopped and held his hand up, tracing an outline of Dheleus’s symbol in the air. The one above the doorway crackled with faint yellow light before fading. “The rock tells me.”

      Imogen and Timo shared a look.

      They were going to have to fight sorcery. And it would be powerful.

      She had faced only one Sul’toral directly before, and she would need to be ready.
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      Imogen took a moment to pause, holding her sword in front of her with the blade pointed toward the sky. These days, though she understood the traditional patterns and even knew the sacred patterns, she still had to prepare herself before fighting.

      She opened her eyes, looking over to her brother. He was not focusing like she was. She had never seen him prepare the way she did, though there weren’t many of her people who used this technique. It was a part of her now, something she had picked up during her time in Yoran as a way for her to focus her mind.

      “You’re still doing that,” Timo said.

      “And you still are not.”

      “It’s just not all that useful. I’ve tried, but…” He shrugged, and he glanced behind him at Benji. The Porapeth leaned forward and tapped the stone, looking as if he was talking to it, much the way he had been talking to the trees.

      “You learned the patterns the same as I did,” she said.

      He watched her for a moment, then nodded. “I learned the patterns. I trained the same. And…”

      Timo trailed off and shook his head, almost as if he didn’t know what else he could say. When it came to trying to understand her brother and how he used the patterns, Imogen no longer knew.

      “Are you sure this is the adlet, then?” she asked Benji without looking back to him.

      “You saw the mark,” he said.

      “Just because I have seen the mark doesn’t mean it is the adlet.”

      He chuckled. “Perhaps not. But this is the den. I can show you once we get inside.”

      He crouched down, holding his hand above the ground, and the stone trembled slightly. Imogen was aware of it beneath her boots, as though the ground itself were trying to communicate something to her but refused. Perhaps it could not.

      She looked back at Benji. For the first time, she truly studied him. This was a man—a Porapeth—who had been targeted by the adlet. What if all of this was some ploy to coax her into helping him with something beyond just the creature?

      “See if your blade can take down the magic here,” Benji instructed both of them. “Once it’s down, we can track the one responsible for all of this.”

      Imogen stepped forward, and she immediately felt resistance against her. It wasn’t significant enough to stop her, but it was an invisible barrier nonetheless.

      She knew two dozen different traditional patterns that were perfect in tight confines. She flowed with those, staying as precise as possible, using the techniques she had learned and mastered what seemed like decades before. Imogen crashed forward with power, but each time she did, she bounced off the barrier. Normally, when she tried to deal with sorcery, there was a spell she would disrupt, but she couldn’t in this case.

      She thrust forward, realizing that she had shifted into one of the sacred patterns without meaning to, using Lightning Strikes in a Storm. She didn’t do it perfectly. She never had. Imogen was sure that Master Liu would have admonished her for her poor and sloppy technique. Still, she slammed into some barrier, and it blasted outward, throwing her back.

      Timo had been tossed down the slope, and he got up slowly. He moved tentatively, the ginger way suggesting just how much he had been injured by the strange attack the day before.

      Imogen faced the cavern and started to flow again, staying in a confined pattern. A hand grabbed her wrist as she turned, and she froze.

      “You don’t need to dart forward quite yet,” Benji said. “Let me shake the fucker free.”

      She frowned at him. “You intend to shake him free?”

      “If there’s anything in there to be shaken. Unless, of course, you would rather go in without knowing? I thought that a powerful Leier like you would prefer to have some assistance, and not want to go in completely blind.”

      Imogen shook her head. “You’re right. I’d rather know.”

      He grunted. “Then let me shake him free.”

      He touched the side of the cavern. The rock was irregular and looked as if it had been stacked in place, rather than formed naturally. It was as though somebody had made the tunnel and chamber here. Perhaps that was what it was. As he touched the stone, it trembled again, and a bit of debris rained down. Imogen took an involuntary step back, moving away from the entrance to the chamber. Timo was there alongside her.

      “How is this going to help us learn what we need to about the Sul’toral?” he asked.

      She regarded him. He was bothered by all of this, she understood, but he was the one who had made the commitment to go after the Sul’toral. She had offered him her assistance.

      “If it helps us find the answers,” she whispered.

      “What answers do you think you’re going to find? What do you really think is going to be here?”

      Imogen shook her head. She no longer knew. It was one thing, bringing down the adlet. That creature was terrifying and horrific, and she felt as if she had needed to remove it as a threat. But this…

      The air crackled with energy, enough that she wondered if it was something Benji was doing or if it was residual energy from the sorcery that had been placed around the tunnel.

      As Benji tapped his hand around the mouth of the cave, the ground started to tremble a little more. Finally, it eased.

      “Did you shake it free?” Timo asked.

      Benji frowned, tipping his head to the side and staring at the entrance. “It seems as if there is nothing to free. I find that most surprising, especially given what I was able to detect. Perhaps I miscalculated.”

      “Or perhaps you’re making up your abilities,” Timo said.

      “Like you’re making up yours?”

      Imogen rested her hand on her brother’s arm, wanting to keep him from getting into an argument with Benji. It was not bound to end well. She didn’t fully understand the magic the Porapeth possessed, but even so, she knew she was not going to be able to challenge a Porapeth’s magic. More than anything else, that much was clear to her.

      Timo shook her hand off of him. “Are you siding with him again?”

      “What is wrong with you?” she whispered.

      “Nothing.”

      She couldn’t help but feel as if there was something going on with Timo, though she didn’t know what it was. At times it seemed as if he was just angry, and she had felt that from him ever since he had come to find her in Yoran. Maybe the injury had only exacerbated the darkness she’d felt in him since they’d reunited.

      She stayed close to him.

      “It seems like you’re chasing shadows,” she said.

      What she really wanted to say was that he was chasing the shadow of L’aran, but she worried about how he’d react.

      “I’m not,” Timo said. “Stop trying to tell me how to do something that I have been pursuing for the better part of several years. All while you have been tucked into the safety of your city. I have been searching for these sorcerers—the same sorcerers you should want to bring down—while you have enjoyed the comforts of Yoran. If that’s so important to you, then go back there.”

      Benji huffed. “Are the two of you about done? I swear, I’ve not seen two siblings bickering at each other like that for many years.”

      “I suspect something is working through him,” she said. She glanced back at Timo, who remained several paces down the slope, looking up at her. “And I have been trying to offer him whatever help I can, but unfortunately, there doesn’t seem to be much I can do for him.”

      “There won’t be,” Benji said, shaking his head. “Other than finding the one who controlled the damn adlet. Perhaps we should be on with it.”

      Imogen nodded toward the cave. “Now that the barrier is gone, can we find what you need to be able to track down the one controlling it?”

      Benji looked as if he wanted to say something, but he regarded her face for a long moment and then bit back whatever it was. “I suppose that would be just as well. If you want, you may go ahead of me.”

      Imogen frowned at him. “Why would I want that?”

      “You’re the First of the Blade, are you not? I thought perhaps you would want to go ahead of me so that you can see what is there.”

      “I think I know what’s there,” she said.

      He chuckled. “Perhaps you do. Perhaps you do.”

      He started forward, and he trailed his fingers along the side of the cave as he went in, running them along the surface of the stone as if feeling something only he was aware of. There was no further trembling to the ground, though she could still feel some energy, almost as though it emanated from deep within the cave.

      “You’re connected to magic, are you not?” she asked.

      Benji glanced over to her. “Are you looking for the secrets of the Porapeth?”

      “I just want to know if you’re connected to magic.”

      “I think you know the answer to that.”

      Imogen breathed out slowly but did not respond.

      “What are you looking for, First?”

      “Imogen,” she corrected.

      He turned, releasing his hold on the wall of the cavern, and he frowned at her for a moment before chuckling. “You don’t like your title?”

      “I don’t claim the title any longer,” she said.

      “And why is that? Because you are unbonded?”

      “Yes.”

      “Being unbonded does not mean you cannot take a bond or that you cannot find your own purpose again. All it means is that you have completed one task, and now it is time for you to build upon it. Are you afraid of going beyond the task you have completed?”

      “I am not,” she said.

      “Then what is it that you fear, First?”

      Imogen held his gaze, noting a flicker in his silver eyes that seemed to practically glow, as if the Porapeth power tried to see deep inside of her.

      “I don’t know what I fear,” she admitted.

      He let out a laugh. “An honest answer. Do you know how few people are willing to acknowledge fear?”

      “In my experience, plenty of people are willing to acknowledge it.”

      “Only because what they fear is you.” He laughed again, and he started forward. “But I am magic, as that was the source of your question before. And if you are wondering if I might be able to use that magic on you, well…”

      Imogen shook her head. She doubted the patterns would work against the Porapeth. It was part of the reason the Leier were taught to avoid these magical creatures.

      But it was something more than that.

      “I can see a question in your eyes,” Benji said.

      “You can see nothing,” Imogen replied.

      “Do you fear me?”

      “No.”

      He glanced past her, back to Timo. “Your brother does.”

      “My brother fears things that have magic.”

      “And you do not.”

      It was a statement, not a question, yet Imogen answered anyway. “I’ve learned there are other things to fear in the world besides magic.”

      She regarded Benji for a moment. Would he say anything in response, or would he let it drop? He struck her as difficult to understand. Not only that, but there was a strangeness to him, and she wondered if she could understand him. She had to be careful, though, especially when referring to the Leier view on magic, so that she wouldn’t offend him.

      “Insightful,” he said. “So exciting. I can’t believe I have an opportunity to have a conversation like this with an educated Leier.”

      She shook her head, feeling increasingly frustrated. “The reason behind my questioning is because I want to know whether you feel any influence on your magic.”

      “I see.” He watched Timo, who had reached the entrance to the cave, but had gone no further. “Is that what you fear happened to him?”

      “I’m not exactly sure what happened to him,” Imogen said. “And I don’t know if it’s the attack or not. He’s not the person I remember.”

      “Why is that?”

      “He feels off,” she whispered, though she didn’t know if that made any sense.

      “And what about me?”

      She shrugged. “I wouldn’t know if you were off.”

      “I always am,” Benji said with a smirk.

      Imogen suspected that was true, and she resisted the urge to tell him that. Instead, she watched him, waiting, but he said nothing more. “Do you?” she asked.

      “Do I feel anything off?”

      She nodded. “Is there anything? Or does your own magic protect you?”

      He frowned at her, and once again, there was a flicker in his silver eyes that made it seem almost as if he could see something else other than her. What must the Porapeth be able to see? What must he be able to hear? That was the key to his magic that she didn’t fully understand, though perhaps it didn’t matter.

      “It is not my magic that protects me, but that of the world and everything within it.”

      “So you don’t feel anything?”

      “Oh, I feel something. My arm hasn’t worked since the attack. I keep thinking it will heal, as I do heal fairly quickly, but in this case, it doesn’t seem like it wants to recover the way it should.” He looked down at his arm, and he wiggled his fingers. “I can get my hand to work. And my wrist, thank the heavens, but the rest of it? It’s a good thing I never would’ve been any use in a sword fight anyway, or I would be even less helpful now.”

      Imogen took a deep breath and glanced back at Timo. “It might just be who he is now, but I fear there’s something else that happened to him.”

      “Then perhaps you should try to remove the touch of the magic,” Benji said.

      “That’s not possible.”

      He clucked. “Perhaps not. But… I have faith. As must you, I believe.”

      “Not a matter of faith,” she said.

      “Not with an attitude like that, it’s not.”

      He started forward, humming softly to himself, and he headed deeper into the cavern. The darkness within the cave made it difficult for Imogen to see much of anything, though she felt the energy around her.

      She waited for Timo, and when he caught up to her, he said nothing.

      “The two of you have gotten quite friendly,” he stated.

      “Does it make sense to disrespect a Porapeth?”

      Timo frowned. “I don’t like any of this.”

      “Because of what he is?”

      He looked over to her and opened his mouth as if to say something, but he clamped it shut. He took a deep breath. “I’m starting to wonder if you should’ve stayed behind in Yoran. You were happier there. And this…” He glanced over to Benji. “This is my bond quest.”

      Imogen refused to be baited. “I need to keep moving. If this is a place of sorcery, then we need to—”

      She didn’t get a chance to finish.

      A deep rumbling sound came from someplace farther along the cave.

      Then a flash of silver exploded, almost blinding.

      When it cleared, the entire place started to tremble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      There was something in the cave. Imogen wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but she kept moving carefully.

      A soft howl sounded in the distance. She glanced over to Benji, but he didn’t offer any sort of reaction. It was almost as if he didn’t fear what they were dealing with. Perhaps he did not.

      Another howl came—not the shrieking they’d heard from the adlet in the forest, but something different. And closer.

      “There it is,” Benji said. “That little bastard is right in front of us.”

      “Do you think someone is here controlling it?” Timo sounded almost eager, and Imogen worried about how he might react in that eagerness.

      “Can’t really say. There might be a sorcerer here. We had better be ready for it.”

      “I don’t detect any sorcery,” Imogen said.

      Timo looked in her direction. “What do you mean?”

      “I have spent enough time around sorcerers these days to know what their magic feels like, and I don’t feel anything.” It manifested as tension in her skin, as though it were too hot and constricting, and it left everything unsettled. There was no sense of that now.

      Imogen stayed locked into a form. If she could stay tied to the pattern, then she could use that when the adlet darted forward. But she had to be careful. The more she flowed through the movements, the more she was aware of that energy around her. It crackled in here, and it was different than what she had detected when she’d faced the adlet before.

      She looked over to Benji, who continue to trail his hand along the wall.

      There was a steady groan. Then the adlet lunged.

      This one was smaller than the last, though still ferocious. It moved with almost impossible quickness, snarling as it darted toward Benji rather than Imogen. The Porapeth was the real threat, at least according to the adlet.

      As the creature lunged toward Benji, it thrashed and raked its claws at him. Imogen ducked down, slipping through several of her patterns, mingling forms three, eighteen, and thirty-one. It was a series of movements that helped her defend herself. She brought her blade around before she finally stepped forward in Lightning Strikes in a Storm, a pattern that had worked against the other adlet before.

      The creature cried out, though she didn’t think she’d pierced its hide. Her sword bounced off and careened into one of the stone walls, which reverberated not only through her arms but through the tunnel. It was almost as if the cavern were angry with her for having struck it.

      She didn’t have any time to look over to Benji to see his reaction, and she could only focus on the power within her, the energy within the blade. As she spun, bringing the sword up, she tried to twist and arc around. When she did, she could feel something within her.

      It was power, but it was something more than just that. Something pushed against her, and she was alarmed by that pressure. It was more than what she had dealt with before—this was unique, powerful, and not just the adlet.

      “Find the protections that connect it to the sorcerer,” she said to Benji as she dropped to her knees and slid forward.

      She glided along the stone in the cave, bringing her blade up and around, but the adlet raked its talons at her. She ignored it as she twisted, and she crashed into the wall nearby. It was almost enough for her to stop her pattern, but she kept moving, staying within the flow, knowing she was going to need the full power of the pattern. The only problem was that she had limited space and had to find a way to use the technique without slipping out of her pattern.

      “I don’t see them,” Benji snapped.

      They had to be here somewhere. There was power around them.

      Imogen shifted her pattern. She could disrupt any sorcery with traditional patterns, and that was the reason her people were trained with such precision. She had learned how to use them as well as any of the Leier had.

      It was difficult to find the space she needed inside the confines of the cave. She felt as if she was going to crash into her brother or Benji, or perhaps even the creature. And she had to use her patterns without somehow getting caught by the adlet.

      There was a faint glow around them, only enough for her to make out some of the contours of the cave around her. She brought her blade around again, jerking it up toward the creature’s arms. This time, her sword sliced into it.

      She continued moving, flowing forward in the series of patterns that would disrupt any potential magic that might be here. Perhaps there was a sorcerer holding some spell. She wanted to be ready for it if that was the case, though she didn’t feel the strange tightness along her skin that would suggest that some sorcerer was here waiting. Still, she did feel the hairs on her arm standing on end, as well as a prickle along her scalp that left her thinking there was some energy around her.

      Imogen swung the sword, and there came another loud shriek.

      Benji needed to get the enchantments so they could stop the adlet. The challenge was finding them.

      The ground started to rumble again. This time it was louder than it had been before, and Imogen hesitated. Was there a sorcerer instigating all of this?

      “You won’t have much time!” Benji shouted. “Find the enchantments. Go, First.”

      She hurried forward, feeling the ground shake and the steady tremble all around her. It had to be coming from Benji, but what was he doing?

      There was not time for her to think about that. Instead, she darted ahead, bringing the blade up and swinging it into the creature. The adlet howled again.

      “I can’t find them,” Imogen said.

      Timo stood right behind her, too close for comfort. It seemed as if he was trying to help, though his sword remained sheathed.

      Benji grunted and muttered a swear before he slapped his hand on the stone. He whispered in a language Imogen couldn’t understand, and then the ground started to shake with even more intensity.

      The adlet cried out.

      “That will hold you, you bastard,” Benji said.

      The creature couldn’t move. Its legs had sunk into the stone, as though the ground itself had swallowed the adlet.

      “Now we need to find those damn enchantments,” Benji spat.

      Imogen eyed the adlet. The smaller size almost made it look youthful, and it had long, shaggy brown hair and a scruff of beard on its face. More like a juvenile than an adolescent.

      “I’m going to put it out of its misery,” Imogen said.

      Timo had moved off to the side, and he looked to be muttering something to himself.

      Was he irritated? He seemed to be concentrating, though on what?

      “There will be time for that, but we have to remove the damn enchantments,” Benji said. “Otherwise, I think the First here will crack her blade. I imagine she would be most displeased if that were to happen.”

      Imogen glanced down at her sword, which had been forged by one of the most skilled Leier bladesmiths. She had a hard time thinking it would shatter against any sort of enchantments, especially given everything she had been through over the years, though it was possible.

      Timo made his way toward the adlet.

      She grabbed his wrist. “You don’t have to get close to it.”

      “I’m not afraid of it.”

      “It’s not a matter of fear.”

      She needed to keep him away from wanting to slaughter everything magical. With his anger and his overwhelming desire to destroy all things with power, she wanted to ensure that he stayed clear of it.

      Imogen turned to Benji, who was touching the ground, tracing his hands along the stone.

      “Interesting,” he said, his fingers trailing along a pattern she couldn’t see. He patted a section of the ground, and he looked up at her. “Can you feel this?”

      “What am I supposed feel?” she asked.

      He grunted. “Get down here.”

      Imogen joined Benji and crouched on the ground, tracing her fingers along the stone where he had. She could feel a sorcery pattern there.

      “This is the enchantment?” she asked.

      “It is. Can you determine what kind of enchantment this is?”

      She looked over at him and then shook her head. “I cannot.”

      He leaned forward, sniffing deeply. “I can’t either. I figured maybe a First of the Blade might be able to find the answer, but perhaps it isn’t as obvious as that.”

      “I can only tell when there is sorcery around me,” she said.

      “A damn shame, if you ask me.”

      “That I can’t determine the pattern?”

      “That you continue to ignore it.” He flicked his gaze to her sword, then traced his finger along the pattern again. “One of these is responsible for enhancing its skin. That’s why your sword won’t cut through its flesh. It’s a wonder you were able to bring down the one out in the forest.”

      “There were no enchantments around it.”

      He smirked at her. “Are you so sure?” He looked down and tapped his fingers in the center of the enchantment. The ground rumbled briefly before the stone cracked, disrupting the enchantment.

      The creature shrieked behind them.

      “Not so tough now, are you?” he whispered.

      Benji crawled farther into the cave. Everything was dark behind them, enough that Imogen couldn’t see much of anything. She moved as quickly and carefully after him as she could, keeping herself on edge, prepared for another attack. She didn’t know if there would be another adlet in the cave.

      “Do you feel it?” he asked.

      “What am I supposed to feel?”

      “Damn, woman. Do you feel the pattern? Do you feel the magic? Sorcery?”

      With each word, he became more and more agitated.

      Imogen regarded Benji for a moment. She had been worried about how his wound might be affecting him and if it would be similar to what had happened to her brother. She grew increasingly certain that, regardless of what Benji claimed, the magic that had attacked him affected him in the same sort of way.

      They needed to find the source of it, as well as some way to remove it.

      “Why don’t you show me,” Imogen said carefully.

      Benji grunted. “Everybody wants me to show them. Can’t find it on your own, can you. That would be too easy. It’s like looking for a nut in a tree.”

      He slapped his hand on the stone, and where he touched the rock, a flicker of silver light appeared that quickly faded. Imogen crouched next to him, and she traced her fingers along the pattern.

      “This one is similar to the last, but not the same,” she said.

      He nodded. “Not the same. Good. It’s about time you recognize that.”

      “It’s not a matter of trying to recognize anything.”

      “That’s good, because you can’t recognize a damn thing, woman.”

      “Careful,” Timo said.

      Imogen glanced back at him, frowning. It seemed the longer they were in the cave, the worse the two of them became. She wasn’t going to be able to stay here for too much longer. Not with the two of them acting this way, or if she wanted to get them out of here and have them find some measure of peace. She had no idea what it was going to take for them to relax.

      She held out her hand to Benji. “I can help you remove the enchantment.”

      “You didn’t want to help with the last one, so why would you care this time?” He smacked his hand down again. The stone rippled, moving almost as if it were liquid, and then the enchantment blurred and faded altogether. When he was done, he looked over to her. “See? Nothing to it.”

      The adlet howled once more as Benji’s magic held it, and Imogen glanced back at the creature. Just how much did they need to be concerned about it? Maybe not at all. As soon as the last enchantment was removed, what would the creature do? Already, she could feel it attacking, trying to strike at the stone where Benji had used his Porapeth magic to hold it. But eventually, that magic would fail, and the creature would get free.

      Or not.

      It occurred to Imogen that she didn’t really know the extent of Porapeth magic. With enchantments, they would eventually fail. There was only so much power that could be poured into one, and only so long something like that would even hold. With Porapeth magic, though, it struck her as something more natural, similar to that of the El’aras. Her experience had shown that their magic did not fade nearly as rapidly.

      “Let’s find the others,” Imogen said.

      “Oh, should we?”

      “I can help,” she said softly.

      “Fat lot of good you’ve been.”

      He continued crawling along the ground, and he slapped his hand down. The stone rippled once again, though it cracked where he had touched it. Suddenly, the adlet thrashed. It did so with even more agitation than it had before, and it snarled and swept its arms toward them, though it could not move otherwise.

      Benji got to his feet, and he wiped his hands on his pants. “There. See? Can’t get very far like that, can you?”

      “Is that the last of them?”

      “Yes. At least for now,” he muttered. “Can’t be sure there won’t be more. In a place like this, it’s far too likely that there will be.”

      “A place like this?” Imogen asked.

      “Right. An adlet den. Are you so dense that you can’t even see that?”

      Timo growled. “My sister is not—”

      Imogen turned and shook her head, cutting him off. “Let’s assume that I am that dense,” she said, turning to Benji. “What do you mean?”

      “This den. It’s a place where sorcerers have been. And one particular sorcerer is my concern.”

      “Is that right?” she said.

      “You’re damn right it is. Dheleus. A powerful little bastard.”

      “How many Toral would he have with him?”

      She glanced over to her brother, thinking about the Toral that Timo had cut down. She didn’t know how many would serve a single Sul’toral, though she suspected it would be more than just one.

      “It depends,” Benji said. “Dheleus has been around for… well, a long time. He has acquired considerable power. Most of them have. They serve something like a funnel, you know. Power comes through them to the Toral, but it doesn’t come in from them. Comes from someplace else. Someplace greater.”

      “Where?” Timo asked.

      Benji shrugged. “Can’t say. I’m not a Sul’toral. Some people think they hitch themselves to another power, and that’s how they reach for it. Others think they already have potential, and given that all of the thirteen are sorcerers, that’s probably true. But they have all tied themselves to Sarenoth in one way or another, so most think that the power comes straight from that.”

      Timo looked at the adlet before unsheathing his blade in a fluid movement and driving it through the creature’s chest. It sank to the ground, clutching the wound. There was no cry. Nothing. Like the adlet Imogen had killed in the forest, this one seemed almost thankful for the relief offered to it.

      Another oddity.

      Benji snorted. “See? I told you it would be easy to remove that thing now that we took care of those damn enchantments.” He stormed off down the end of the tunnel and left them.

      Imogen looked at the adlet’s body. “I don’t understand these creatures.”

      “They make me uncomfortable,” Timo said.

      He studied the adlet, and there was a strange look on his face, one that Imogen didn’t recognize. These days, she found that there were quite a few expressions on her brother’s face she couldn’t read.

      “You don’t have to try to protect me,” he said, turning away from her. “I see how you are looking at me.”

      “I think I do.”

      She motioned for him to follow, and they continued on, making their way after Benji. When they reached the mouth of the cave, the air shifted, and there was a bit of a cool bite to it. The sun had started to set.

      They hadn’t been gone all that long. This day had been strange, and everything she had encountered so far had been equally strange. She was left questioning whether she would ever have answers for what they’d faced and her purpose in this.

      Her bond quest was not to cut down creatures like these adlet, though it wouldn’t be a bad bond quest. After all, these creatures certainly were twisted, forced into a dangerous form of magic that suggested that they needed relief from it. But this was not why she had come with her brother. She didn’t know the reason, not really, though she became increasingly certain that she needed to better understand what she wanted.

      Imogen took a deep breath and made her way down the gentle slope until she caught sight of Benji. He had reached the bottom of the valley, and he touched his hand to the stone, whispering to it. He didn’t look up as they approached, though she could practically feel something off within him. Perhaps it was the magical attack that had struck him, or perhaps there was something else that bothered him. Maybe having a sorcerer with them would have been helpful.

      She reached Benji and watched him for a moment.

      “I know where we must go,” he said.

      “We?” she asked.

      He looked up at her. “On this quest.”

      “And what have you seen? You haven’t been helpful when it comes to the Sul’toral, so I’m wondering what you know, if anything. You claim you know something about my quest, but what is it?”

      “I know this quest, First. You must follow.”

      “Follow what?”

      “Me.”

      Imogen glanced behind her to Timo, who picked his way down the stone. She could practically see the darkness swirling around him, the troubled expression on his face, and the concern that remained etched in his eyes.

      She turned back to face Benji. “Follow you where?”

      “Along the path, First. To wherever it leads. And from there, we have to hope that we can stop Dheleus. Otherwise…” He frowned at Timo, but he didn’t say anything else—only watched with a look of worry on his face.
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      The fire crackled with a warmth that Imogen didn’t fully feel. Not that she couldn’t feel the heat that radiated from it, the logs Benji had somehow found burning brightly and putting off plenty of warmth. Rather, it was a chill that she felt someplace deep inside her.

      Benji sat across the fire from her, hands resting on the ground, lips moving soundlessly. She couldn’t tell what he was saying or why he was murmuring, but she suspected he was trying to speak to the stone.

      She watched Timo. He continued to mumble to himself too, whispering something she could not fully make out. He fidgeted, every so often reaching toward his pack, as if there was something there he might find. Then he would turn and stare at the fire again.

      Timo looked down at his hands for a while, and for a moment, she thought he might be sleeping. But his eyes were open, and his breathing was slightly irregular, leaving her to think that he was, in fact, awake.

      “What is it?” she asked, leaning close to her brother.

      “It’s nothing,” he said.

      “Something is bothering you, Timo. I don’t know you as well as I once did, but I know that much.”

      He continued staring at his hands, as if he would find some answers hidden between his fingers. “I’m not sure you can understand anymore. When I came across you in Yoran, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to speak with you.”

      “That’s what’s bothering you?” she asked.

      “I didn’t know why you were there. I thought maybe you had abandoned our people.”

      “Perhaps in some way I had,” Imogen admitted.

      “I thought you would want to return to us,” Timo said. “Either that, or you would want another quest.” There was a hopeful note in his voice, much like there had been when she had first seen him.

      She nodded slowly. “I spent so long searching for the hyadan that I haven’t given much thought to what else I must do.”

      “You are to serve the people.”

      She nodded again. That was their belief. Complete the bond quest, return to the Leier homeland, and serve the people. Very few, if any, ever took on another bond quest. She had never even given thought to what she might have to do.

      “What about you?” Imogen asked him. “Is that how you intend to serve the people?”

      Another flicker of darkness flashed across Timo’s eyes, but then it was gone. It looked almost as if it were nothing more than shadows, but Imogen didn’t believe she had imagined it.

      “I have always wanted to serve the people,” he said. “Whether through this bond quest or another, I will continue to do so.”

      “By hunting another sorcerer?”

      Timo didn’t say anything.

      Imogen smiled tightly. “When it comes to sorcery, there will always be another.”

      “There will always be more,” Benji said, getting to his feet and stomping. “That is the nature of sorcery.”

      “Is it?”

      “The two of you know it is. Now, before we do anything else, you are going to come with me.”

      “Which of us?” Imogen said.

      “I don’t care. I need somebody to stand guard while I do this.”

      “I’d like to know what you’re asking of us before we agree,” she said.

      “Just come with me,” he insisted.

      She looked over to her brother. He seemed to be in no mood to go with the Porapeth, and even if he was, she didn’t like the idea of Timo and Benji alone together. She had no idea what would happen, only that the two seemed to be at odds more often than not, and she worried what would happen if they were forced to interact.

      She got to her feet, looking down at Timo. She didn’t want to patronize him, but she needed more from him. “Be alert.”

      He took a deep breath and glanced up at her, before finally nodding. He got to his knees and winced, even though he tried to hide it. He was in more pain than he wanted to let on.

      She followed Benji. “Show me what you must.”

      “It is not a matter of showing you anything. It’s a matter of doing.”

      He scrambled up the rock, heading back toward the cave, she realized. At least they wouldn’t be so far away that she couldn’t hear if something were to happen near Timo. She trailed Benji, climbing up the rock valley, until she got to the small opening of the cave.

      He stood in front of it, his hands pressed outward, as if pushing against the invisible barrier that had been there when they had first come.

      “What is this about?” she asked.

      “I was told I must close this.”

      She cocked a brow. “You were told? May I ask who told you?”

      “You can ask, but I’m not going to tell you.”

      Imogen looked behind her, back down the stone valley. Had they been in the forest, where he had been whispering to the trees, she would’ve believed that maybe one had suggested to him that he close the cave. But there was no life around them, only the rock. She waited for him to go on, to say something more, but he did not. Instead, he held his hands out in front of him, pressing them toward the cave.

      “You will watch,” he said.

      “What do you think might happen?”

      He shot her a hard look. There was an edge of anger within it, and she was concerned about the Porapeth getting infected more and more by this darkness.

      “You saw the markings,” she said. “There was sorcery at work here.”

      “And if Dheleus was involved, then we need to ensure that he does not have an opportunity to react again.”

      “Will he know what we did?”

      Benji shrugged. “It depends on how deeply he is involved. If he merely granted the power to the Toral who did this, then he may not have any idea. But if, for some reason, he was the one who was responsible for granting that adlet its protections, then…”

      “Dheleus is the reason we’re here,” Imogen said. “We need to draw him out.”

      “And we will. Or he will call you to him. I cannot see which it is. Either way, you must face him.”

      He fell silent.

      She pulled her sword from its sheath and stood so that she could keep an eye out around them. “Do you think there could be other adlet in the cave?” she asked.

      “If there were more, we would’ve seen them,” he said. “If this is their den, another might return.”

      “We’ve seen two.”

      “Good. You can count.”

      “My point being, how many do you think you will find in a den?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never found an adlet den before. I imagine it’d be as many as they want.”

      Imogen turned and looked back at him, and she was surprised to see that the rock had started to shift. The tunnel itself was collapsing, but in a controlled sort of way, as if he were guiding the stone. It oozed in a manner like a thick liquid, like honey or molasses dripping from the top of the cave, then solidifying again on the ground. It was a strange thing to witness.

      “Keep your eyes open,” Benji snapped.

      Imogen turned away. “They would just make another place,” she said. “I want to get this journey over with. I want to make sure that Timo finishes his quest.”

      “And then what?” he asked. She couldn’t tell what Benji was getting at, but he watched her with a strange expression in his eyes. “What will you do next, First?”

      “He needs to return home.”

      “Why?”

      “Because…” She frowned. “I think it will help him find himself.”

      “That shit lost himself long ago.”

      Imogen didn’t know what to say, so she simply stared at Benji for a long moment, regarding him until she shook her head.

      “Are all Porapeth as irritable as you are?” she finally asked.

      “When you’ve lived as long as I have, you earn the right to be a little bit irritable.”

      “This is a little bit?”

      He looked at her and surprised her by sticking his tongue out. He turned his attention back to the cave and held his hands up again. The stone continued dripping, sealing off the cave. The rock poured down until it finally created a closure. And then it was done.

      “That wasn’t so bad,” he said.

      “What did you expect?”

      Benji shrugged. “I damn well don’t know. Something like that could have been more of an explosion. You never really know. Well, you might,” he said, looking over to her and winking.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You always this stiff?”

      “I am what I need to be,” she said.

      “I suppose if that’s the way you feel about it, then you are,” he said. “I just was trying to say that perhaps there might be something more for you here.” He shrugged again. “Maybe not here, but…” He backed away, and the ground began rumbling again.

      Imogen’s eyes widened. “What are you doing now?”

      “That isn’t me.” Benji dropped to the ground and pressed his hands to the stone. He began whispering, his voice a soft murmur.

      Imogen listened, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying, nor could she understand the words he was using. There was an urgency within the way he spoke. The rumbling became faster and louder.

      It was coming from the cave.

      “We should get moving,” she said.

      “Not yet,” he said. Imogen took a step back, and he looked up at her, shaking his head. “Be ready.”

      Benji turned his attention to the ground. He focused on the stone, his hands tracing a pattern as he worked them around. The stone continued to reverberate, the ground trembling, and it sounded like an avalanche preparing to fall. The ravine was steep enough that she didn’t want to get caught here.

      Imogen shifted her feet. There would be no pattern that would help her with this, no sacred flow that would guide her. There would be nothing other than her ability to run. As the stone cascaded downward…

      Timo.

      “I need to go,” she said to Benji.

      He grunted. “Not yet.”

      “I’m not going to let this avalanche crush my brother.”

      “It won’t,” he snarled.

      She looked over to him. Maybe this was how he always was. Maybe the Benji they had first met had been too weak from his injury for this kind of agitation.

      She staggered when the ground trembled even more, and she tried to move and get away, but Benji locked eyes with her and shook his head. He didn’t want her to go, but at the same time, she didn’t want to stay. She backed up a bit, preparing to move.

      “I need one of those fancy patterns of yours,” he said as he examined the stone. “The ones you call sacred. Now.”

      He didn’t look up at her, but there was a command in his voice that reminded her of her first instructors. She didn’t hesitate.

      “Which one?” she asked.

      “It doesn’t matter. Just use whatever you can.”

      Whatever she could? The idea that she would use a pattern against nothing seemed ridiculous, but she could feel the trembling in the ground, the way the stone was falling. And if Benji, a powerful Porapeth, thought she might be able to do something, then should she not?

      She started slowly. She didn’t have much of a footing, though unlike in the cave, she had plenty of space to work. What she needed was something that mostly used her upper body, where she could shift her feet, but only ever so slightly.

      Gliding on the Ice.

      It was an artistic pattern, with more flow than some of the others, and it was one that was not always useful. Fighting against an opponent using Gliding on the Ice was usually dangerous, mostly because the pattern itself did not contain enough power. In this case, perhaps it was the right one and would still help her, given that she had no way to maintain her footing. She slid forward slowly, then slipped around Benji before coming to rest again.

      He didn’t look up as she moved around him. Imogen became lost in the pattern and didn’t glance up as she glided. She had to focus because it was a pattern she rarely used and almost never practiced.

      “Not much longer,” Benji said.

      The ground trembled, but it seemed that the trembling was easing up, if only a little bit. She continued to slide, following the flow of the pattern, and then she felt a crescendo. It was almost as if it came from within her, as though the pattern itself needed for her to reach that point. Then she stopped.

      Benji looked up at her, his eyes tight, sweat beaded on his brow. “Good. Now we can go.”

      With that, he got to his feet, and he loped down the rock and left her standing there. She glanced back to where the cave had been. Its mouth was not just sealed—the entire cave was gone.

      She had no idea what she had done, only that Benji had seemed convinced that she had a role to play in whatever had taken place here. Imogen didn’t know if that was the case, or whether all she had done was stay out of his way.

      Still, there was a part of her that wondered, that had felt the way the power had reached a crescendo as it built within her. And as it had, the same part of her had recognized that there was something more.

      She followed Benji down and found him curled up on the ground across from the fire, his eyes closed already, his breathing slow and regular. Timo had fallen asleep as well.

      Both of them were touched by the same darkness. She was convinced of it.

      And there might not be anything she could do.

      Benji seemed convinced she had access to something within her patterns, and Imogen felt increasingly certain that the patterns touched on a power greater than her. They were the sacred patterns, after all. Maybe it was magic, or maybe it was simply that they tapped into the power of the great gods who looked down upon them. Either way, she should recognize that energy, and she should do something with it.

      She looked at her brother, then Benji as they both slept quietly.

      Now was the time for her to do something. If the patterns could deflect magic and move it around the sword fighter, was it really so hard to believe that they might be able to push on this dark magic that clung to her brother and Benji? Besides, what harm was there in practicing the forms?

      She started slowly.

      At first, she flowed through the patterns with her blade, feeling foolish as she worked through Petals on the Wind, then Stream through the Trees, then Avalanche Flowing. But after only a few moments, that embarrassment faded, and she began to feel as if what she was doing was right and was what she needed to do. She fell into the comfort of working through the patterns, a comfort she had gained over the years by training, sparring, and focusing.

      Perhaps she didn’t even need to do the patterns to use the power that existed. Perhaps she could simply meditate the way she had learned to, and could draw upon that kind of power without them.

      She pushed her thoughts aside, and she continued to flow. As she drifted, darting around Timo, then Benji, and even the fire, she could feel something building. Maybe it truly was magic.

      She might never have come to believe anything different about the patterns had she not spent time in Yoran. A friend of hers had left her believing that there had to be something more to them. Imogen didn’t know, but it made sense. At least, it made sense as much as anything could when it had to do with that kind of power.

      Her people were trained to disrupt magic. Perhaps they could generate it as well.

      Whatever it was, Imogen kept going. She had to keep moving. She let herself be carried by the patterns, let the sacred flows guide her.

      And they did. It was strange for her to think that they did, but she could feel something within them, some way they were pulling on her, like the patterns were showing her what she needed to do. It was almost as though they revealed how she needed to move, from one to the next, shifting as easily as she could. Imogen stayed in those patterns and could feel how they guided her and showed her the energy there.

      The strange power she was feeling continued to build. More than that, it started to press out from her, toward her brother, toward Benji.

      And so she continued to dance in the sacred patterns, flowing through them and following that power. She let herself be guided, and the longer it happened, the more she could feel something.

      By the time she reached Lightning Strikes in a Storm, she thought she knew what she needed to do, even before it happened. She focused, angling her blade toward her brother, and for a moment, she thought she could see something happen as the pattern reached its crescendo. But then it faded.

      Over the last few months, the sacred patterns had been feeling different for her. This had happened gradually, but she’d started to feel as if there was something hidden within those patterns, if only she could grasp it. If only she could find it.

      But so far, she had not come to that understanding. She knew there had to be something, but she didn’t know what it was, other than it likely had to do with what she was supposed to have uncovered when studying in the sacred temple originally.

      She continued spinning, darting around, and brought her blade toward Benji. This time, she was certain she caught a flicker of silver light that flashed in front of her. Or perhaps that was nothing more than her imagination.

      Imogen spun around and came to a stop. The fire continued crackling. The wind that had been whistling around the clearing had eased, no longer gusting the way it had. There was no energy in the air as she had remembered before. The only thing she recognized was the fatigue that washed through her. She took a seat, wanting to rest a moment.

      She could not succumb to it. Not yet.

      Her brother needed her. Even Benji did, though Imogen had never imagined that she would stand guard for a Porapeth. Whether or not the two of them understood what she was doing, she would stand guard. She was strong enough to do that.

      The fatigue became increasingly difficult for her to withstand. Imogen struggled against it, straining to keep her eyes open, but as she watched the fire, her lids grew heavy.

      At one point, she got to her feet and began to flow through one of the patterns again, but she didn’t get lost in it quite the same way as she had before. It was almost as if her vigor was gone. It had faded and was now missing. Instead, it was like she was simply going through the motions.

      She cleared her mind, using her training to do so, but even as she attempted to empty her thoughts of everything she had seen, she could not tell whether there would be any way for her to get into that mindset again.

      She sheathed her sword and sank to the ground once more, sitting next to Timo. He was sweating, his body tense and trembling from time to time, as if he were fighting in his sleep. Perhaps he was. Imogen wished she could help him, offer him a way to relax, but there was nothing she could do.

      She leaned back, tired. This was more than just a fatigue that came from the day’s events. This was the kind of exhaustion that she had not felt for many moons. Not since she was a child, training with her blade for the first time.

      And yet, despite that exhaustion, she felt safe. Maybe it was only the fire crackling in front of her—the warmth that enveloped her and gave her a feeling of comfort—that was giving her a sense of something else. She didn’t know.

      All she knew was that there was something there for her.

      The warmth was too much for her.

      And she drifted…
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      The room was small, compact, but it was more than enough space for Imogen. She had been given this room when she had first come to the temple to continue her training. It was her own, which was a blessing. After she and Timo had lost their parents, the village had essentially taken them in, giving them all they needed. In Imogen’s case, all she had ever needed—and wanted—was to learn how to master her sword.

      And she had. Better than any in the village for generations.

      But she’d never had a space of her own.

      Until now.

      She had not yet decorated the walls with the artwork she had drawn during her meditations. That would come in time, but only if she were to stay. For now, the room was empty, much like she was.

      Imogen sat up on her cot, looking around. She had been here for the better part of a week and was still getting acquainted with the expectations of the temple. For the most part, she was required to train, which she did. But the training they expected out of her was different than what she had done when she was in her home. There was something more to it, something she had not understood, as if she could not fully do so. Some aspect of it left her thinking that perhaps she did not know all that the master instructors were trying to teach.

      Imogen wanted to. She wanted to succeed.

      A knock came at the door, and she looked up. The door opened, and Master Liu poked his head into the room, eyeing her for a moment.

      “Are you ready to begin for the day?” he asked.

      Imogen nodded hurriedly. She didn’t want to anger the sword master. She was here on his invitation, but he could rescind that just as easily as he had offered it to her. She didn’t want to lose this opportunity.

      “Very well,” he said.

      He held the door open, as if beckoning her to join him. She hesitated only a moment before getting to her feet and following. He waited for her in the hallway, though she knew that he would not wait for long. There were others in the temple who would train if she was not prepared.

      She stayed with him as they made their way through the hallway. Much like her small room, the hall was empty, as if the masters did not want to provide any sort of decoration here either. This was one of the oldest and most prestigious temples in her land, and it was an honor for her to have been given this opportunity to train here, to learn the sacred patterns.

      “Where are we going today?” she asked him.

      “You would question me?”

      “I don’t mean to anger you, Master Liu. I’m trying to understand what you need from me.”

      “What I need from you is for you to follow. Unless you think you cannot do this.”

      She nodded quickly. “Of course I can.”

      He frowned, and there was a hint of irritation in his eyes, which told her everything she needed. That irritation suggested that she would have to work hard to rid herself of her shame.

      She trailed after him, and when they reached the end of the hall, she watched for a moment. He remained quiet.

      Master Liu was not a large man. He was only a hand taller than her, much shorter than most men in her village, yet there was still something quite imposing about him. Perhaps it was only his skill with the blade.

      When they reached a door, Master Liu motioned for her to enter.

      The inside of the room was poorly lit. A single lantern glowed from the chain that hung from the ceiling, casting a flickering light down on everything and making it difficult for Imogen to make out much of anything else. As she stared, she could begin to see the contours of the training room.

      He tipped his head to the side, regarding her. “Are you ready, Imogen Inaratha?”

      She had trained. She was a First of the Blade, an expert among her people. There were only a few dozen sword fighters each year who reached the level of First of the Blade, one or two per village, and she had been one.

      She should be proud, but instead of pride, she felt only uncertainty.

      He held his gaze on her, then whipped around the long staff he carried. The length of his weapon offered him advantages over her sword—not that she could say that to him. Imogen held her blade tightly, which had been gifted to her on the day she had reached First. It was her prized possession. A marker of her skill.

      She hesitated. “What am I to do?”

      “I need for you to follow the pattern,” he said.

      “Which pattern?” She knew many. Reaching First of the Blade involved incredible mastery—and Imogen was a master.

      “The ones I will show you. Now, do you think you can do this?”

      She nodded hurriedly. “Of course, Master Liu.”

      He swept his staff around, and she reacted.

      She had trained ever since she was a young girl. Her patterns were as precise as anyone’s. Her knowledge rivaled any. Her skill rivaled any. But he didn’t seem to care about that.

      “You are too stiff,” he said, gliding back and spinning his staff.

      Imogen gripped the blade, watching him but staying silent.

      “What we do in the temple is different than what you learned when you were younger. You must find a way to flow, to bring the patterns into everything you do.”

      Imogen swept the sword around, trying to be ready for him. Master Liu was fast, almost impossibly so, and she could not keep up with him, despite how much she tried.

      He smiled at her. “You will learn, Imogen Inaratha.”

      He spun his slender wooden staff, and it whistled in the air. She reacted by flowing through a series of her traditional patterns. She knew them as well as anyone did and had been told that by all of her instructors. One of the most skilled sword fighters to have come out of the foothills in generations.

      As she attempted to block, his staff struck her on the shin. Then the arm. And finally her thigh. Each time, it happened far faster than she could defend against.

      “You should block at least one of these,” he said, his voice casual, and almost annoyingly so.

      Imogen suppressed the irritation that bubbled up within her. He was trying to goad her into a reaction. She recognized the technique. Other instructors had done the same with her over the years, and they had failed the same way that Master Liu would fail.

      She darted toward him again. She breezed through a series of patterns in rapid succession, faster than almost anyone else would be able to withstand. He blocked each blow while barely moving. Once again, he struck her on the arms, all while watching with a smile on his face.

      Master Liu stopped, tapping his staff on the ground in front of her. “A mistake, isn’t it, in thinking you can fight your way forward? You must find yourself in the patterns.” He let out a small laugh.

      He whipped the staff around and brought it toward her. The weapon struck her once more, against her arm, her leg, and then her back. She staggered and fell forward, crumpling to the ground.

      “There you are,” he said. “I see the darkness in your gaze.”

      “There is no darkness there,” she said, scrambling to her feet.

      Imogen tried to stay standing, but everything hurt. She suspected that was intentional. She watched the way Master Liu held his gaze on her, as if he was amused more than anything else.

      It was a lesson. Imogen understood that much, but what exactly was he trying to teach her? She wasn’t entirely sure what he wanted her to learn here. He was too fast, and his weapon’s reach was too much for her.

      “What have you done wrong?” he asked.

      “You have the advantage,” she said. “And I need to compensate for the additional reach of your staff.”

      Which meant she needed to be faster. She thought she could do that.

      He chuckled, and there was a brightness in his eyes that glittered. Excitement, or maybe a flash of irritation. “Do you think it’s only the additional reach that makes the difference?”

      Imogen regarded him for a moment. Was this a trick? Her training had taught her to analyze every opponent’s strengths and weaknesses, and to be prepared for all of them so she could overwhelm them. He had advantages over her. She had come to see that immediately.

      “I think that makes quite a difference,” she said.

      “And what if I used something shorter?” He pulled out a small length of wood, no longer than his forearm. It was a twisted branch, made of some blackened tree, and he swept it in a quick circle. “Do you think I would have as much success this way?”

      “No.”

      “Then we will try again.”

      Imogen bowed, and then she darted forward.

      The patterns were crisp. Precise. Easy. She knew these patterns as well as she knew the contours of her hand. Her sword, though a recent gift, was still an extension of her arm. She was quick. She didn’t have to worry about the reach of his staff or about him striking her on the fly and startling her the way she had worried about before. She could—

      His branch struck her on the neck.

      If it had been a sword, it would’ve been a killing blow. As it was, it still staggered her. She twisted, bringing her blade up, but Master Liu was already there. He drove the branch forward, into her belly. Imogen grunted, trying to bring her hands down as quickly as she could, but the speed did not come to her.

      He stepped back with a laugh. “Was it the greater reach that made the difference?”

      Imogen shook her head. “No.”

      “Then what was the difference?”

      “I am not fast enough.”

      He regarded her for a long moment. “Do you believe it is all about speed?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you will fail.” He brought the branch down, clutching it in front of him. “Most who come to the sacred temple do so with an open mind, wanting to understand. What is it that you want? Why are you here?”

      “I am doing it because I must,” she said.

      “Must you?” He shook his head, and there was a hint of irritation in his tone this time. “Perhaps you must fail.”

      Imogen wasn’t about to do that. She wasn’t about to allow him to succeed. She was here because she had been chosen. Because she could handle this. Because she would get through it.

      And yet, she still couldn’t.

      Imogen spun the sword around, but again it whistled in the air. He tapped on it three times in quick succession, his staff smacking the blade quickly. He danced back, all of his movements in familiar patterns—only far faster and more precise than any she’d ever made.

      And then he looked at her. “Is it the pattern?”

      “No,” she said, breathing heavily and watching him.

      “Then it is the skill of the fighter.”

      “Yes.”

      “And what must you do?”

      “Get faster,” she said.

      “Faster? Is it the speed that matters?”

      “You are faster than I am.”

      He shook his head. “It is not always the speed.”

      “You’re still faster,” she said.

      “Yes, but perhaps that is not always the key. What if I moved slower? Do you think I could still defeat you?” He smiled and stepped back, and he looked as if he were moving through water. “Try again.”

      Even as she powered through a series of patterns, she couldn’t get to him. He wasn’t where she expected him to be. She tried, but every time she found herself thinking she was getting close to him, she could not reach him.

      She had to find a way to prove to him that she belonged here. That was what this was, after all—a test. Imogen had thought she’d passed all the tests she needed to simply by reaching the sacred temple, but perhaps it was only the beginning.

      She darted toward him, sweeping the blade around. He turned, and though he didn’t move quickly, he still managed to avoid her attack. She lunged at him, but she came up short each time. He was not fast, at least not traditionally so, but it seemed as if he was anticipating what she was going to do.

      Imogen channeled her anger as she lunged at him, trying to get to him, but she could not. He turned out of the way, and he slapped her hand with the branch.

      “Is that all?”

      She stopped, and she gritted her teeth, staring at him. “Yes.”

      “Very good. Now, if that is all, then perhaps you can tell me what happened this time.”

      “I am not fast enough.”

      He chuckled. “Again, is it speed?”

      “If I were faster, I would have been able to get to you.”

      “Perhaps,” he said. “Or perhaps you would not.”

      She clenched her jaw and stayed off to the side.

      “If it’s not speed, and if it’s not strength, then what is it?” Master Liu asked.

      “The patterns,” she said.

      “Indeed. The patterns. What do you think they can offer you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Perhaps not. But you must find the answer. You must find that within you, and only then can you understand what you must do.”

      “I must understand the patterns.”

      He nodded. “Understand them, and perhaps master them as you must. It is not speed. It is not strength. It is trusting in the sacred patterns.”

      He spun, and the staff became a blur. She tried to follow it to see if there was anything within that blurring movement she could understand. The air crackled, almost as if a lightning storm was forming around him.

      Her eyes widened. She had never seen anything quite like it.

      He was right. Not only was it speed, it was also precision and skill and the way he moved. There was something almost like a dance within it.

      And then he stopped.

      “When you can find that within yourself, when you can find the energy and the understanding, then you can know,” he said. “We will continue to work. That is the lesson for you. You must find understanding, and you must understand that what you know is not what you need.”

      The strangeness of the electrical activity around him continued, and she couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps there was something greater within it—some aspect of power, some part that she needed to try to understand. She had certainly never seen anything like that before, but having seen it now and recognizing the energy within it, she couldn’t help but feel as if there was something she might be able to master.

      Imogen would learn what he knew. She would complete this training and get his power. She would be the greatest sword master in the Leier lands.

      She took a step back and bowed.

      Master Liu watched her. “We will work until you have mastered the first of the sacred patterns.”

      She shook her head. “I’m going to work until I can do what you can.”

      “If you do, you will be the first.”
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      Imogen came awake slowly, staring at the fire.

      In the years since leaving the sacred temple, she had thought of Master Liu many times, though not so often of late. There had been no reason to think of him. She had attempted to use what he taught, tried to understand the sacred patterns he had demonstrated for her, which she had not been able to master to his satisfaction. She had left the sacred temple without a notch on her blade—a failure.

      Imogen hadn’t abandoned her attempt to understand them, though. She had continued to practice the sacred patterns, knowing that if she could eventually master them, perhaps she could then return to the temple, demonstrate her proficiency to Master Liu, and receive the notch on her blade she longed for. It was something only a few had ever accomplished, something she still wanted for herself. It was proof that she was what she believed herself to be.

      Imogen still didn’t know if there was something to the patterns she could utilize in another way. Perhaps there was, and maybe returning to the sacred temple would help her to fully understand. When she’d been there before, she may not have been ready. But the idea of returning to the sacred temple after all this time, and after having left the way she had, made her feel unsettled in a way that few things ever did.

      It wasn’t until she came fully awake that she realized the cold air had returned, gusting through the clearing, leaving her uncomfortable. Her brother rested, and Benji sat across the fire from her. He said nothing, though perhaps there was nothing for him to say.

      “How long have you been watching?” she asked him.

      He frowned at her. “Does it offend you?”

      “I suppose not.”

      “Then stop asking.”

      The sky was still dark. She supposed she should be thankful they hadn’t gone through the entire night with no one standing guard.

      “You were talking in your sleep,” Benji said.

      She arched a brow at him. “I was not.”

      He shrugged. “Perhaps not. Maybe that was only my imagination.” He chuckled and stretched out. “You offered something to me as I slumbered. Did you know that you did?”

      She looked across the space at him, watching for a long moment before nodding. “I was just using the patterns to disrupt any sorcery that might be around here.”

      Benji regarded her, tossing a handful of berries into his mouth. “Don’t try to blow smoke up my ass. I’ve lived long enough to recognize the fire from the smoke.”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I suspect there is something to the patterns, but I’m not exactly sure what it is or what it means.”

      “Still blowing smoke. Might as well cool me off after.”

      She flicked her gaze to Timo before turning back to Benji. “I have suspected for some time,” she said. “I have known for much less.”

      “Interesting. The First of the Blade recognizing there is power within the movements she uses.”

      “I haven’t known for sure,” she said, speaking more hurriedly than she probably needed to. At this point, what did it even matter?

      “Then I should thank you.”

      “It shouldn’t have been necessary,” Imogen said.

      Benji leaned toward the fire, and it seemed as if the flames leaned away. “It should not have been, yet it was. Unfortunately, the attack upon me made it difficult to feel its effects. I don’t know if I was its ultimate target or if there was something else, but either way, I could not withstand it.”

      “I know,” she said.

      He chuckled. “I find that most intriguing.”

      “Why?”

      “Think about everything your people have been through. The Leier, the hunters of sorcerers.”

      “Not all sorcerers,” she said, though her voice barely carried.

      Benji laughed again, and she was reassured that there was no longer the same darkness in his laughter as there had been before. Still, there was an edge to it. “Not all of them. Does that mean you target specific sorcerers?”

      “Ones who have misused their power,” she said.

      “Not just those,” Benji said. “Koral. That’s the reason your people have developed the skill they have.” He shook his head, sniffing at the air. “It’s no different than it is in any other land. A people develop a skill because they need to defend themselves, or to defeat their enemies. Your people chased understanding of your sword skills out of a desire to do both. The difference is that you have harnessed it to such an incredible degree that you are now unrivaled in this particular skill.”

      They sat in silence, and she shifted in place. “You know an awful lot about my people.”

      “I know an awful lot about many things. I am Benji the Elder, after all.”

      “What exactly does that mean?”

      “It means what it needs to mean,” he said. “What do you think it means?”

      Imogen leaned forward. “I don’t know. What should it?”

      She took a deep breath, welcoming the warmth of the fire. For whatever reason, sitting here and talking to Benji had her feeling on edge. A chill had worked through her, one she could not quite place.

      He laughed again. “There you go, looking for answers from others when you should find them yourself.”

      “I didn’t realize that I was looking to you for answers. I was asking you a question.”

      “A question you should know the answer to, Imogen Inaratha, First of the Blade.”

      She sat back. “There was a time when that title mattered to me,” she said. She didn’t look up. “There was a time when I believed that it was the beginning to all that I wanted.”

      “And then you began to question it?”

      She raised her head and met his eyes. “I began to question myself. I began to wonder if what I did and the way I fought were tied to something greater. And because of that, and because of who my people are, I started to doubt myself.”

      “It has been my experience that all people must question themselves. Even those who think they do not need to. Perhaps they are the ones who need to do it most of all.”

      “My people don’t view it that way,” she said.

      “Your people view themselves as separate from magic, yet I believe you have come to see something different about it, have you not?”

      She nodded slowly. “I have.”

      “And does it bother you that you occasionally draw upon magic?”

      She let out a long sigh. “I do not know.”

      “What it means is a fairly simple thing, First.” He studied her. “You may believe that this is all about what you can do and the way you can command the power within you, but it’s more. So much more. It is about what exists in the world. Everything is interconnected.” He tapped his hand on the ground, touching the rock, though he didn’t do it with nearly the same force as he had when trying to disrupt the enchantments. “Feel this stone. Is it so different than what you found in the cave?”

      She placed her hand on the ground. “No,” she said.

      “And is it so different than that which you would find if you were to go even farther into the forest?”

      Imogen shook her head.

      “And is it so different than what you would find if you continued traveling west, to one of the villages, or perhaps one of the cities, such as the great city of Yoran?”

      She looked up at him, holding his gaze.

      He was smarter than she gave him credit for, and he probably knew things she didn’t think he did, which was dangerous. She had to be careful with him and what he knew. It could be possible that everything he knew about her would be used against her. Or used in whatever magic he intended.

      “This land is connected to those lands, and to those beyond,” he explained. “If you keep moving, you will feel the flow of the world and how it changes beneath your feet. I imagine you have traveled extensively. And while there are differences, there are also similarities. What I am trying to say is that all of these powers you believe are separate are actually interconnected. It is that interconnectedness that puts some in danger of others.” He curled up on the ground and watched her with one eye. “You will keep watch?”

      Imogen frowned before nodding.

      She got to her feet and circled the clearing. Her brief rest had given her enough recovery that she felt refreshed in a way she had not for some time. She made a small circuit, staying close to the fire, partly to allow herself to feel the warmth radiating from it and partly because she was nervous about getting too far away from it. Taking a deep breath, she began to focus.

      She wasn’t exactly sure what she was focusing on. At this point, it might only be knowledge. There was something appealing to her about chasing understanding, of learning the truth of the patterns so she could master them in a way that would make her a truly invincible sword fighter. That was what she had pursued her entire life. It was the reason she had wanted to go to the sacred temple.

      And then she had failed.

      Only, not only had her failure led her away from her people, it had opened her eyes in a way they wouldn’t have been had she remained. There was a part of her that wondered if that was the reason she had truly been sent on her bond quest.

      She stood motionless, feeling the energy in the air, and she continued to focus. In that focus, she thought about the part of her that she remembered from all those years before, what she had seen when she had been with Master Liu long ago. He had attempted to teach her, and she thought of how his power had seemed like an electrical storm of energy and magic, a combustion of power that was unlike anything she had ever witnessed. At the time, she’d simply thought him an incredibly skilled sword fighter. While that was likely true, especially given what she had seen from him in the months and years following, it was more than that. Master Liu had known what he was, and he had known the way he used power. He had done so willingly—and openly.

      She closed her eyes, breathing in and out, and imagined the sacred patterns. As those patterns crawled through her mind, one after another, Imogen saw the way they took hold and took form, almost as if the patterns themselves flowed from one to the next. Each one gave her an understanding of the world and what she needed to do within it. Meditation helped her feel the patterns in a way she couldn’t otherwise, and it helped her see them in her mind, even if she couldn’t use them quite as well as Master Liu could. She didn’t have his surprising skill.

      When she had studied with him, it wasn’t pattern memorization like everything else had been. Imogen had learned every other pattern rapidly, easily, forcing her body to manage everything she had been taught. When studying the sacred patterns, she had not been able to do so nearly as easily. Each time she thought she had understanding, Master Liu had demonstrated her ignorance over and over again.

      As she focused, she could feel some great energy beyond her, and she opened her eyes. Something had changed.

      She headed to the edge of the space where they had been, and her skin grew tight.

      Sorcery.

      She looked around, but she didn’t see any sign of a sorcerer. With her sword unsheathed, she breathed, ready.

      Every part of her being was prepared for the possibility of an attack. If she felt even the beginning of a spell, she would disrupt it. It would be a simple thing for her, and Imogen was ready for all she might need to do to bring down any magical pattern that was there. But she didn’t feel anything more than the tightness of her skin.

      If there was sorcery, she had no idea where it was or how to find it.

      And she wasn’t about to leave.

      The air had shifted, no longer gusting the way it had. It was almost as if everything around her had become quiet and completely still. Within that solitude, Imogen stood near the fire. She stared into the distance, looking out into the darkness at shifting shadows. At first, it seemed as though the shadows flickered in time with the way the firelight swayed and danced, but over time, she realized that wasn’t the case at all.

      There was something separate out there. Something unnatural.

      Imogen waited. Then she saw another flicker.

      She darted forward, unsheathing her blade in a heartbeat, driving forward like a bolt of lightning in a storm. She called on power, using the various patterns to help her drive forward and find her way.

      As she lunged, there was a crackling sound, then an explosion.

      She struck something, and she froze.

      It was not that she could not move. Imogen had had that experience before, and she had been around sorcerers who had the ability to freeze her in place, keeping her from moving at all. But this was something else. Something different.

      She felt as if the energy in the air had suddenly faded, and now the wind gusted again. It carried a hint of heat that mingled with the cold, a strange eddy of currents that mixed together. An odor drifted on the wind as well, one she could not quite place.

      “What are you doing?”

      She turned to see Timo sitting upright, the light of the flames dancing off his face. Was the darkness in his eyes the same as she had seen before? She could no longer tell. All she knew was that there was something in his expression, something similar to what she had seen in the past that she thought she needed to understand.

      “I thought I saw something,” she said, drifting back, though she sheathed her sword.

      “I don’t know what it was, only that there was something here.”

      He watched her and shifted in place, staring at the fire. “I don’t like this,” he said.

      She smiled to herself. “I know you don’t.”

      “It’s not any of that. It’s…” He looked over to Benji before turning his attention back to Imogen. “You seem so comfortable with all of this.”

      “Why does it bother you?”

      “Because you were something different before,” he said. “Before you left, that is.”

      Imogen came closer to the fire, standing near enough that she could see her brother clearly. She noticed the tension in his shoulders and the way he looked up at her, almost as if he was upset, though that couldn’t be it. It was more a matter of him not quite knowing what to do or say, she suspected.

      “You chased a sorcerer for many years,” she said.

      Timo nodded. “I did. I know how something can occupy your thoughts, compel you to take action that you don’t necessarily need to.”

      Imogen was tempted to argue with him, but she simply said nothing. She sensed that any argument she might make would only fall on deaf ears. He was the one she was worried about. Despite that, he made it seem as if he was concerned about her instead.

      “I just want you to join me in this,” Timo said.

      He had said that to her in the past, and much like before, there was a pleading note in his voice that made it seem as though he was trying to beg her to help him with something more than just the sorcery.

      “I don’t need you to assign me a bond quest,” she said carefully.

      “Once we find the Sul’toral, you’ll understand.”

      She watched him. “What do you mean?”

      Timo glanced over to Benji and nodded to him. “You’ll understand why that is more dangerous than you realize.”

      “He can help. Our people believe—”

      “I know what we believe,” Timo snapped.

      Imogen bit back what she wanted to say. Instead, she leaned toward her brother. “Dheleus wasn’t your bond quest.”

      “No. He was not. But as I followed my bond quest, I realized I could do other things in service of our people.” He shrugged. “What does it matter, so long as there are fewer sorcerers?” A dangerous grin crossed his face.

      “Which is why you decided to do other things?”

      “It’s not as if we expanded our hunt,” he said. “It’s more that we decided to turn our quest beyond our initial search. We thought it necessary and right, and we thought that…” He shook his head. “I suppose we thought that was what any First of the Blade would have done. If you feel as if we need to go with him, my bond quest will carry me along. And we will see what is out there. We will see if we can find Dheleus. And if we do…”

      She nodded. She wasn’t sure what to make of that, or whether she was willing to go as far as what she thought would be necessary, but perhaps they had to. In this case, perhaps they didn’t have much choice in the matter.

      “I am concerned about what will happen when we face the Sul’toral,” she said.

      “I’m less concerned about that than I am about following the Porapeth,” he replied.

      Imogen shook her head and laughed. “You have to stop fearing magic.”

      “I don’t fear it. I have a desire to destroy it. We don’t need him in order to find Dheleus.”

      “Just because the Toral told you—”

      “He didn’t just tell me.” Timo said, his voice soft and angry. “He had this.” He pulled a small metal enchantment from his pocket. The circular object was covered in runes.

      So that was how he was following Dheleus.

      “I will find him,” Timo said between gritted teeth.

      Imogen didn’t know what to say. It didn’t seem as if there was anything for her to say. Her brother’s anger left her unsettled.

      But it was more than just that.

      It was knowing the source of his anger. Had she not left her people, that could be her. Imogen held her brother’s gaze for a moment, then she looked at the fire and said nothing.
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      “It’s not far from here. At least, not that I can feel,” Benji said, pausing on the road.

      He crouched down, tracing his hand just above the surface of the hard, packed earth, and he flicked his silver gaze up to the trees. When he did, it seemed to Imogen that there was a strange sort of energy that came from him, though not one she could fully determine.

      “You wouldn’t tell us what you feel, anyway, would you?” Timo said. He glowered at Benji, as he had been this whole time.

      Imogen had made a point of walking in between Benji and Timo, wanting to prevent the two of them from bickering. It was like separating two children, though the Porapeth had to be impossibly old. As far as she knew, they lived nearly as long as the El’aras did.

      “You want to chase the Sul’toral, and I’m helping.” Benji got to his feet, and he strode along the path and headed east.

      Timo grabbed Imogen’s arm, forcing her to turn to look at him. “We don’t need to keep going with him.”

      “It’s not that we have to,” she said, watching as Benji disappeared around a bend in the road. “It’s more that I think he can guide us.”

      “You are letting yourself get drawn into his plans.”

      “Why—” She cut herself off. She was about to ask him why he even cared, but she knew better.

      Timo hated magic. Like so many of their people, he had grown not only to distrust it but also to actually despise it.

      They hadn’t seen any further evidence of the adlet, but Imogen wasn’t completely convinced that the creatures were gone. It was possible there were others. They had found the mark of Dheleus, and she kept anticipating that they would come across other signs of him. More creatures, or worst of all, Toral.

      “I think we need to go north,” Timo said.

      Imogen shook her head. “There isn’t anything north.”

      The path they were on guided them to the forest. She suspected, but didn’t know with any certainty, that they were heading toward another village. When she had been in the last one, they had spoken of several other villages along the road. Eventually, they would reach the mountains. Imogen hoped that she could keep her brother with her long enough to reach the outer edge of her homeland. From there she intended to show him that he didn’t have to continue on this bond quest. He needed to know if he’d defeated L’aran, but there had to be a better way of doing that. She didn’t know if the Sul’toral was gone, but they both had seen his defeat. That should be enough for Timo to return home.

      It went unsaid whether it was enough for her to return.

      “When we were traveling, there were stories about the marsh,” Timo said.

      She arched a brow at him. “Now you want to listen to those stories?”

      “Not the kind you heard in the village, where they were worried about fog and the dead coming back to life, but the kinds of stories where there was power. Those types of stories have something to them. You know they do, just as well as I do.”

      He wasn’t wrong, but it didn’t mean she wanted to chase a Sul’toral. Not with just the two of them.

      But Timo felt differently.

      “I’m just telling you what I heard,” he said. “North. Everything seems to be taking us that way.”

      Imogen knew there wasn’t much in the north. Even if there was, she didn’t think it was worthwhile to traverse the swamp, not even to chase after a Sul’toral.

      “We will stay with Benji,” she stated firmly.

      Timo looked as if he wanted to argue, but he said nothing. He followed her and Benji as they made their way along the road, his hand hovering above the hilt of his sword. As they neared the next village, the forest opened up, as if the village had been carved out of it. A stream ran along the western edge of the village, which was surrounded by a low rock wall that would not keep out an adlet.

      Benji paused at the wall, running his hand along it, his silver eyes seeming to grow darker as he did. He traced what Imogen could only think of as a pattern, though it was not the same kind she used for her sword skills.

      “Would you stop petting the stone?” Timo said, glowering at Benji.

      “I’m trying to see if the village has any experience with this Sul’toral you’ve been chasing.” He held Timo’s gaze for a moment. There was almost a sense of playfulness in Benji’s eyes, but then he looked away, as if he resisted the urge to say something more.

      What hadn’t Benji said?

      “I thought the Porapeth just saw things. Isn’t that what you claim?” Timo retorted.

      Benji smiled at him. “Do you want to know what I claim, or what others claim?”

      “You aren’t going to get me to say anything.”

      “Am I not? Do you think I haven’t discovered anything about you? I’ve traveled quite a bit, much like I believe you have. Do you think there are no stories of your passing through?”

      Imogen glanced between them. “What stories of his passing?” she asked the Porapeth.

      “He hasn’t heard anything,” Timo said quickly. “We’ve been chasing sorcerers like I told you.”

      Benji raised an eyebrow. “And you had no difficulty destroying them, did you?”

      “No,” Timo said.

      “How many did you hunt?” Imogen asked.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Benji let out a sarcastic laugh. “Doesn’t it? You became the Scourge.”

      Imogen frowned, looking over to her brother.

      “It’s nothing but a nickname,” Timo said, shaking his head. “One intended to make them fear us.”

      “Make who fear you?” she asked, but her brother didn’t answer.

      Benji held Timo’s gaze with his silver eyes. “And did it work?”

      “Yes,” Timo said. “And what do you fear?”

      “Not much. Losing my ability to see. These days, unfortunately, that has been too common for me. I suppose I would also say I fear not existing.”

      Timo smirked. “You mean dying?”

      “Is death the same as not existing?” Benji the Elder asked.

      “Death is death. After you die, there is nothing.”

      Benji snorted, waving his hand toward a fallen log in the forest. “After you die, there is a different existence. That is what it is. And then it is gone and there is something else. And then something else. All of it is change that brings you to a different place.”

      Timo glowered at him.

      “But some people fear so much that they become something they should not be,” Benji said.

      Imogen frowned. Was that his way of commenting on what she had done? Leaving her people had changed her. But maybe he wasn’t talking about her—she didn’t know. It seemed as if he was looking at Timo, not at her.

      “And some fear death so greatly that they look for a way beyond,” Benji said.

      Timo looked up, holding his gaze. “There is no way past death. Only greater life.” He started forward, heading through the gap in the wall, into the village.

      Imogen watched him go, shaking her head. “You know something more about him.”

      “I know many things,” Benji said. “But he doesn’t want to talk.”

      “Because you keep antagonizing him.”

      “Do you think that’s the reason he doesn’t want to talk?”

      She knew it wasn’t. This was Timo, after all, and she had enough experience with her brother to know that whatever else was going on had a deeper meaning and a deeper issue than what she had seen. But she couldn’t help but wonder what exactly Benji might know.

      “You’re keeping something from me,” she said.

      Benji chuckled. “I wish it were only so simple.”

      He started forward into the village, and Imogen followed. The Porapeth was quiet, but every so often, he would pause and tap the ground as if he were listening to something only he could hear.

      She wondered what—and why. There were so few stories about the Porapeth that Imogen was left with many questions.

      Benji wandered in another direction, and Imogen trailed after Timo, finding him in a small tavern. She wasn’t surprised that there would be a tavern in a village like this. Of course there would be. This was a place that travelers would pass through. They would have nowhere else really to stop. Unless they lived here, they would need a place to stay.

      The barkeep was a younger man, with long, lanky black hair and eyes that darted around. There were only two other people in the tavern, and they were tucked into the far corner, nursing mugs of ale while saying nothing to each other. Timo had taken a seat at the long bar, and he was leaning forward with his elbows resting on the counter.

      Imogen sat next to him. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      The barkeep came over, wiping his hands on his towel before looking at both of them carefully. “Where are you coming from?”

      “West,” Imogen said.

      “Not many coming from those parts these days. Typically, they come from the east and make their way west.”

      “We’ve already come out of the east,” Timo said.

      The barkeep paused, sizing him up. “I can see that. You have the look of them.”

      “Of them?” Timo asked. His tone was hard, irritable.

      Imogen rested a hand on his arm.

      The barkeep took a step back, and he shrugged. “I don’t mean anything by it. Just saying that you have the look of them. I’ve seen it.”

      Imogen nodded. “Any news of the road you can share?”

      The barkeep’s gaze flicked past her to the two people sitting in the corner. “Some. No one travels these days.”

      She stiffened, watching him. “Any reason why not?”

      “Not anything you would believe.”

      She forced a smile. “You could try me.”

      The man snorted. He rested the towel on the counter, grabbed two glasses, and tipped them up. “What will you be drinking?”

      “I don’t suppose you have cider,” Imogen said.

      The barkeep nodded once, and he turned and poured her a glass from a small barrel. “Not much left. We used to get merchants through here all the time, but it has been a while. I suppose I can start selling the pine cider that old Jarvis makes himself in town, but a person could go blind drinking something like that. Or worse.”

      Imogen chuckled as he slid the glass in front of her. She brought it up and sniffed it. “Is it any good?”

      “You’re getting the last of the barrel, so I’m not going to tell you it’s the best cider ever sold, but it certainly isn’t the worst. And you won’t be getting any for a while. Not much east of here for several days, if that’s where you’re traveling. I assume you’re going by foot. Not too many wagons come through here, unless they are built for the forest, that is.”

      Imogen nodded. “On foot.”

      Had Timo not had the same objections, she would have used one of the enchantments she had brought with her, but it would only anger him.

      “Best get a good meal and some sleep. I got a room I can rent you. And I can sell you some provisions. Won’t be needing them myself.”

      “What stories have you heard?” Imogen asked.

      She glanced over to her brother, half expecting that he might say something, but he remained quiet. Almost painfully quiet. His silence worried her because it meant that he was either sulking or plotting. She didn’t know which, but both concerned her.

      “Oh, can’t put much stock in travelers’ stories these days,” the barkeep said. “You get people coming through here, talking about monsters in the north. Creatures in the forest that shouldn’t be there. Strange sounds that keep you from sleeping.” The man shrugged. “If you ask me, it’s all nonsense.”

      “Where in the north?” Timo asked.

      The man frowned. “You haven’t told me what you want to drink yet.”

      Timo looked as if he wanted to say something but closed his mouth.

      “He will take a mug of ale,” Imogen said.

      The barkeep made his way along the counter and poured a mug, then set it in front of Timo. “Not much to the north. Not here. We aren’t all that far from the marsh, though I’m sure you know that. Forest doesn’t stretch that much farther before it ends. Marshlands are unpleasant for anyone to travel. We do get some trade out of there, though not like we once did.” His voice trailed off.

      “We heard the same thing from the west,” Imogen said.

      “Well, I’m sure it’s similar to what we’ve been dealing with. Same sort of issues that we have. Can’t get traders to come through here.”

      “And you don’t think there’s anything to it,” Timo said.

      “Can’t say one way or the other,” the barkeep said. “Stories, mostly.” He nodded, as if that answered everything, and grabbed his towel before making his way along the bar, leaving Imogen and Timo alone.

      He looked over to her. “See?”

      “What am I supposed to see?” she said.

      “North.”

      “But we don’t even know what’s there. Stories out of the marsh.”

      “We are chasing stories of the Sul’toral,” he said. “We’ve dealt with adlet. We’ve dealt with magic. And now we have”—he lowered his voice, glancing to the door before turning his attention back to Imogen—“a damn Porapeth with us. You can’t tell me that something isn’t going on here.”

      “I haven’t told you that,” she said. “In fact, I am quite certain there is something going on.”

      “You still think we should head east?”

      She held his gaze for a long moment. “I do.”

      He frowned at her. “You never intended to go after this Sul’toral, did you?”

      “Timo—”

      “Did you just come to try to drag me back? There are other Sul’toral out there.”

      She had used that as a reason to come with him, but she’d always intended to bring him to the Leier lands. “But they are not our responsibility.”

      “We are trained to deal with that kind of magic.”

      There was a pleading note in his eyes, and he looked like he was trying to get her to understand in a way she just couldn’t.

      “You think I need to go back,” he said quietly.

      “I think it would be for the best.”

      “Maybe you should just go on your own. I don’t need to.”

      She had wanted to get Timo out of Yoran, and she had agreed to accompany him, at least this far. But the farther they had traveled, and especially following the adlet attack, the more she had felt certain that he needed something she couldn’t offer him. Maybe it was a measure of peace that wouldn’t be found out on the road. Or maybe it was something else. She just didn’t know.

      “Are you afraid they won’t welcome you back?” she asked.

      “Are you?”

      “Yes.”

      He regarded her for a long moment before finally shaking his head. “This is all about you, isn’t it? It’s always been about you. You had to push yourself so that you could be the best. The youngest to reach First of the Blade and to go to the sacred temples. One of the quickest to leave the sacred temples and head off on their bond quest.” He got to his feet, grabbed his mug of ale, and turned to her. “You don’t want me to demonstrate just what I can do.”

      “It has nothing to do with that.”

      “It has everything to do with it. You can head back to your precious little city. Maybe even take the Porapeth with you.”

      Imogen glanced over at the barkeep, but she couldn’t tell if he was listening.

      “I’m going after answers.” Timo stormed out, and Imogen started after him.

      She reached the door as somebody else came stumbling in.

      “You,” the newcomer said.

      Imogen blinked and looked over at the person who’d come in, frowning. “Bug?”

      “I didn’t think I would see you again.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I told you it was hard.”

      She looked past him toward the door. “I need to go after someone,” she said. “But I will come back to talk with you.” She handed him her cider. “Here. Enjoy.”

      He grinned. “You’re always treating me so well.”

      She rushed out the door into the village. The buildings were all made of dense wood, and they were positioned close together. Imogen raced down the narrow street, searching for Timo. She made a circuit of the village, which didn’t take long because there weren’t many buildings here. By the time she circled back to the tavern, she couldn’t help but worry that her brother had already disappeared.

      But to where?

      “He’s gone,” a voice said from near her.

      She looked up. Benji crouched down and traced his hand over a clump of grass.

      “Where did he go?” she asked.

      “Where do you think?”

      Imogen had a strong idea about where Timo would’ve gone, but she didn’t know why he felt so compelled to do so. “North.”

      “That’s my fear too.”

      “But why? What’s there, really?”

      “Other than the stories I’m sure you’ve heard?”

      She nodded. “Other than them.”

      “Why, the Shadows of the Dead.”
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        * * *

      

      Imogen stood in front of the small room, noting the single bed and washbasin. Benji came up behind her and immediately jumped on the bed, looking over at her with a hint of a grin on his face. “You don’t think to claim this, do you?”

      Imogen threw her pack down onto the floor and took a seat against the wall. “I thought I might.”

      Benji chuckled. “You can stand guard. Or sit. I don’t care which.”

      “If Timo has gone off—”

      “If he has, he won’t be able to go very far, nor will he be able to go very fast. Besides, we know where he’s going.”

      The problem wasn’t about knowing where Timo was going. She had always known what he was after. She just wished she could help him, but unfortunately, there no longer seemed to be any way to help her brother. He was lost to her.

      She sat on the floor and rested against the wall, gradually drifting off. When she came awake, a hint of faint daylight streamed in through the window.

      Benji was gone.

      She hurriedly grabbed her pack, headed down through the tavern—making sure to leave an extra copper for the owner—and hurried outside to the road. Timo had gone off on his own. Had Benji done the same?

      She found the Porapeth, but there was another person standing next to him.

      “Bug?” she said.

      “I thought I would find you again in the tavern, but this one said you were worried about your companion.”

      “He’s my brother,” Imogen replied.

      “Oh. I’m sorry,” Bug said. “Well, he says he’s taking you north. Seeing as how I know the way, I thought maybe I could come with you. At least as far as the southern edge of the marsh. I don’t want to go any farther than that. To be honest, I don’t really want to go back north, but not many people want someone from the marsh around these days. Not with what we’ve been facing. Been trying to get help, but no one wants to do it. It’s just stories, they say.”

      That was what he had said before. Was this his way of telling her otherwise?

      Imogen and Benji shared a look, and she nodded. “I’m sure that’s all it is.”

      Bug started off into the forest, but Benji whistled to him softly.

      “This way,” Benji said, pointing.

      Bug scoffed. “I think I know the way north.”

      “I’m quite sure you do, but I think we need to go this way.”

      They started off, with Benji leading away. Bug followed, frowning every so often, then seeming reassured by the direction they took. After a while, Bug stopped making faces whenever Benji would veer them around a massive tree, or across a narrow stream, or the one time it seemed as if they had backtracked around a deep ravine, only to come out on the opposite side of it.

      Bug whistled as they walked, but he remained mostly quiet otherwise. Imogen found herself watching him every so often. Benji didn’t seem bothered by him. Far from it, in fact. It seemed almost as if he had wanted Bug to come along with them.

      When she said something to Benji, his eyes flashed, but then they faded again, and he stayed silent. Imogen guessed that meant he had seen something within Bug.

      “So, what happened to the other man who was with you before?” Bug asked.

      Imogen glanced at Benji, who had stiffened slightly. “My brother,” she said. “He’s gone ahead of us. That’s where we’re going now, to catch up to him.”

      “To the marsh? Not much there until you get to the Reaches. That is, unless you want to deal with the caralat. We’ve had enough trouble with them lately.”

      Imogen regarded Benji, but he didn’t seem to be paying any attention.

      “What is a caralat?” she asked.

      “Oh, just something that has taken a liking to my people…” Bug trailed off, as if he didn’t want to say anything more. “That brother of yours sure has a temper, doesn’t he?”

      She frowned. “He does?”

      “I heard stories about him after you left. He sure put a hurting on ol’ Rafe. Never figured out why, and neither did he.”

      Imogen’s brow furrowed. She had questions for Benji, and she hurried up to him. “Have you seen anything about Timo?”

      Benji glanced back to her, his eyes a flat silver. “I have seen many things about him. Not all are easy to know.”

      “Can you tell me?”

      “Soon.”

      “Why soon?” she asked.

      “Because it’s better than later.”

      Imogen suppressed her frustration. “You need to tell me more about the Shadows of the Dead, then,” she said, keeping her voice low.

      “What’s there to say? It’s the marsh.”

      “So, if I asked him about it,” she said, glancing back at Bug, “what would he say?”

      Benji turned and frowned. “He’d probably tell you stories he’s heard.”

      “And would those stories be accurate or…”

      He shrugged. “How accurate do you think they would be?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking you.”

      “Why don’t you find out?”

      Imogen regarded Benji for a few moments before shaking her head. He knew something, and she wasn’t exactly sure what it was, only that he wasn’t going to tell her outright.

      She waited until Bug caught up to her. “I’ve never been to the marsh before,” she told him.

      Bug looked up, his pale eyes twinkling. “No? I know it has a bit of a reputation, especially with what they like to call it, but I have always found it to be lovely even though it’s known as the Shadows of the Dead.”

      Imogen shot a glare at Benji, shaking her head, then turned back to Bug. “Why is it called that?”

      “Because nothing lives beyond it. At least, that is what they want you to believe. We’ve seen things, those of us who travel through the marsh. Not many do, though. Dangerous, it is.”

      “What’s beyond the marsh, then?”

      “Well, if you travel far enough, you can eventually get past the marshland, which is how we get some of the good trade. But you probably don’t want to tell that to our barkeep friend back in the last village.”

      “And the Shadows of the Dead?”

      “It’s mostly just a nickname.”

      “Mostly?” Imogen asked.

      “I can’t say that people haven’t died in the marsh before, but…” He shrugged. “You’ll see. It’s a place unlike any other.”

      “I am eager to see it.”

      “Is it because your brother went that way?”

      “Yes.”

      “I wonder why. Not many go that way these days. Especially not with the stories that come out of there.”

      “I think my brother went that way precisely because of the stories,” she said.

      He cupped his hand over his mouth for a second. “Oh. Someone who wants to find himself.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “People come through from time to time—explorers, such as they are—and they always claim they’re heading out into the Shadows of that Dead in search of fortune. They believe there’s some hidden treasure out there.” He shook his head. “There’s nothing out in the marsh other than the swamp and water and, well, other things that are best not really spoken about.”

      She waited for him to expound on that, but he didn’t. Instead, he fell into a silence, traipsing alongside her and Benji as they continued their steady march north. Benji veered from time to time, in ways Bug looked to disagree with. But ultimately, as they kept turning, Bug seemed content, as if the shifting path was exactly the way he thought they needed to take.

      Evening began to fall. She wondered if they were going to have to camp in the forest, when Bug hurried forward ahead of them.

      “What do you think has him excited?” she asked Benji.

      “Probably because we are almost to one of the northern villages.”

      “Have you seen any sign of my brother?”

      “No.”

      “What about the Sul’toral?”

      Benji was quiet, and after a moment, he frowned. “I’m not sure you truly want to head this way.”

      “I need to find Timo,” she insisted.

      “Why?”

      “Because…”

      Why did she really want to head this way? Was it all about her brother?

      That was what Imogen had been telling herself, and it was what she believed, but maybe that wasn’t all there was to it. Perhaps it had more to do with the feelings of guilt she had about abandoning Timo when he was younger. He wasn’t wrong when he had accused her of that. She had been so focused on advancement, on proving her skill and demonstrating all she could do and be, that she hadn’t stayed when he might have needed her.

      The village had provided for him, but she had gone off to the sacred temple without any real concern for him.

      “…I wasn’t there when he needed me,” she finished.

      “And who was there for you when you needed them?”

      She pursed her lips. “What are you trying to get out of me?”

      “Nothing. I’m just asking the questions, First. You obviously feel as if you have made a mistake.”

      She snorted. “I’ve made many mistakes.”

      The forest ended gradually, and she wasn’t sure what they might find. Bug waited for them near a massive tree, standing with his hand on the trunk. He reminded her of Benji as he stared out toward the north.

      It was not what she expected.

      “That’s your village?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “This isn’t mine. I’m a few days to the west, but I have family here. I can put you up for the night if you’d like.”

      It was little more than a dozen houses set on stilts above the marshy water. The houses were ragged and looked as if they might topple with a stiff breeze, though the air was so still and humid that she didn’t expect any breeze to come through. A heavy fog hung over everything, rising from the surface of the marsh, nearly to the bottom of the houses. Imogen could imagine creatures moving through that fog.

      “We could use a night of rest,” Benji said, and Imogen noted the flash in his eyes. What was he seeing now?

      “But Timo—”

      “Your brother will reach where he will reach. And we need to stay here.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I can see it.”

      Bug clapped his hands together. “I can offer you accommodations, but it’s not going to be anything nearly as fancy as we found back in the village. I hope you don’t mind. But they will treat you well.”

      Imogen glowered at Benji for making them stay. The accommodations back in the village had not been luxurious to her at all, so she could only imagine what they’d be like here.

      “We will take whatever you have,” Benji said. “I’m sure it will be delightful.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      The sounds of the swamp were muted. The sensation felt strange to Imogen, but she could practically feel something out in the swamp in front of them.

      She looked out as she stood on the porch of the house, resting her hand on the railing. The other houses in the village stretched off to either side of her. They were situated high on the stilts, and every so often, she caught a sound of something sliding into the water. The first time she had, she felt unsettled until she realized that the noise came from a narrow boat that the people of the village used to navigate through the marsh.

      Benji sidled up alongside her, chewing on a strange-looking leaf.

      Imogen shook her head. “Are you sure you want to eat their food?”

      “It’s not their food now, is it? Besides, it would be rude if you declined what they offered.”

      “I have no idea what rawling legs are, and the bread they made…” She shivered. She had stuck to the jerky and dried bread she had brought with her, though she didn’t have that much in the way of supplies. Perhaps she should have taken the kindness of the villagers and enjoyed the food.

      “Can’t say that I know either. The people here are unique. Isolated? I don’t know what you call them.”

      “Isolated sounds right,” Imogen said. “We were isolated in my homeland too.”

      “But not so much that you didn’t get out.”

      Imogen glanced behind her. Lights flickered in some of the houses. She couldn’t make out much of anything within those windows, only a little glimmering light. “I got out,” she said, turning back again and facing the fog. “I wish I knew why Timo ran off.”

      Benji’s eyes flashed brightly for a moment, and the silver deepened within them. “Are you sure about that?”

      “I want to find my brother.”

      “Perhaps it’s too late for that.”

      She looked over to him. “It’s not too late to save him.”

      “But save him from what?”

      “You can’t see?” Imogen leaned on the railing, and she breathed in slowly, wishing she didn’t have to at all. The air stunk, a strange odor of rot mixed with moisture, mingling in an unpleasant way. “I figured you could see everything.”

      “I can see much. But not everything.”

      She turned back once again and gestured to the dense fog. “How are we supposed to find Timo in that?”

      “We will find him. He may want to hide from us, and he may not care for you pursuing him, but we will find him.”

      She snorted. “I don’t think my brother is hiding from me.”

      “Are you certain?” Benji asked, his brow arched.

      Imogen no longer knew. When she had set out, she had gone with Timo, but it had been a challenge for her. He hadn’t necessarily wanted her to come with him. She’d had to force her way, and were she not the older sister, he might have refused to allow her to go with him at all. And then coming across Benji had added another wrinkle to everything, complicating the relationship she had with her brother. It was complex enough, especially ever since he had joined her in Yoran.

      “Why does it have to be so hard?” she whispered.

      “What did you learn on your bond quest?”

      She looked over to him. He wasn’t paying any attention to her, rather he was looking down at the water, tracking one of the narrow vessels slipping through the marsh.

      “If you’re asking about the hyadan, then I learned they could be defeated,” she replied.

      “Anything can be defeated.”

      “Even the magic of a Porapeth?” she asked with a hint of a smile, and he met her gaze.

      “I said anything, didn’t I? That’s what I mean. Anything can be defeated. Even the magic that is a Porapeth.”

      “What would happen?”

      “We aren’t the only ancient magic in the world,” he said, waving his hand. “In fact, everything touches that power in a certain way—it’s just a matter of how they manifest it. Some think their power is greater than others, and some have a better understanding of it. But deep down, if they truly understood, they would see that it was all connected.”

      “It seems to me that sorcery is different than what you use, and that is different than what I’ve seen of the El’aras, and also different than—”

      Benji waved his hand again. “There you go, trying to make comparisons where it’s not necessary. I’m just trying to tell you that magic is magic. Power is power. It is the path that is different. You can find your way on a path, or you can lose your way.”

      “Like the Sul’toral.”

      “Something like that,” Benji said, smiling.

      They fell into a comfortable silence, with an occasional splash disturbing that peace.

      “Are we going to have to take a boat?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “There are dry stretches of land that move through here.”

      “Let me guess. The water will tell you how to find them?”

      “The water. The wind. The earth. If you learn to listen, you don’t even need to ask the questions.”

      She looked over to him and smiled, but she knew he wasn’t joking with her. This was not the kind of thing he would joke about.

      “And finding the Sul’toral?” she asked.

      “Is that what you want?”

      Imogen shook her head and sighed. “I never wanted to find the Sul’toral. I understand the need to stop them, but I never wanted to chase them myself. I don’t even know if I can do anything were I to reach them.”

      “Are you afraid?”

      “I am uncertain,” she said. It didn’t feel like fear, at least not to her. But she did feel like there was something she didn’t fully understand.

      Benji snorted. “You certainly are a unique one, aren’t you?”

      “If you say so.”

      “It’s just that I wouldn’t have expected one of your kind to be so honest with that.”

      “When I faced L’aran, I didn’t take him on. There was another person with us who had to. He was far more powerful than any of us.”

      Benji chuckled. “I remember seeing that.”

      “You remember seeing what happened to him?”

      “Not at the time, and perhaps not even now, but I saw the influence of it.”

      “Because he was the Chain Breaker?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Perhaps, or perhaps it was something else. But you have to stop thinking you are not powerful enough. You are a First.”

      Imogen smiled tightly. “I understand what it means to be a First. I understand that I am fully capable against sorcerers, and I think I could probably manage against one of the Toral, but against a Sul’toral…” She shook her head. “It’s why I was hoping to guide Timo away. He needed to return to our homeland, to rejoin the people.”

      “What do you think happened to him back then?”

      “I don’t know,” Imogen said. “I hoped they would help him find his place again.”

      He laughed. “You hoped they would help him find his way, not his place. If it was only about finding his place, you could have helped with that.”

      Imogen wasn’t sure about that either.

      “What if we can’t save him?” she whispered.

      “I can’t see the answer to that, First.”

      Imogen wished that it were simpler, that there was an easy answer, but this was Benji. Though she didn’t know him well, she understood that there would be no easy answers with him.

      The water splashed again. This time, it was farther away, out in the depths of the fog, and louder than what she’d heard before.

      “Supposedly you can take bigger boats from one of the larger cities along the border of the marsh,” Imogen said.

      “There’s no supposedly about it,” Benji said. “You absolutely can. You just have to find the right captain. The barges that come through here are smaller, mostly because the waterways are narrower. But if you get farther to the west, the waterways are wider, so the barges can be larger and are much more suited to the transport of goods.”

      “Is that something you’ve seen, or something you’ve seen?”

      “A little of both.”

      Imogen released the railing. A gust of wind picked up, carrying some of the putrid odor of the swamp to her.

      “I’m afraid your blade is going to be needed, First.”

      She looked over to him. “I’m ready to help my brother however I need to.”

      Benji’s eyes flared with silver bright enough to challenge the moonlight that streamed down through the cloudy sky. “I’m not talking about then. I mean now.”

      Imogen unsheathed her sword and looked out into the fog, but she didn’t see anything. “What is it?”

      “I can’t say. The one you called Bug spoke of the caralat. Could be it’s that.”

      “What is that exactly?”

      “Oh, nothing but a misguided and misunderstood swamp creature. Now, if it has been turned by one of the Sul’toral, it might be something more dangerous.” His eyes flared again, the silver brightening behind them as he glanced into the fog. “Which, now that I think about it, is likely.”

      “Great,” Imogen muttered. She paced along the porch. “Do you see it?”

      “The fog is a little dense,” Benji said. “You might need to get down there to check it out.”

      “You want me to go down into the swamp.”

      “I can show you, if you’d like.”

      “I would very much.”

      Benji looked back at her and winked. He grabbed the railing and soared over it, coming to land with a soft squish. The fog began to swallow him almost immediately.

      Imogen wasn’t trained to fight swamp creatures. She was trained to fight sorcerers. But then, she had dealt with more than just swamp creatures in the time she’d been away from her homeland. She had dealt with sorcerers and dark magic users, along with dark creatures. Why shouldn’t she now deal with a swamp monster?

      She cursed to herself.

      “What happened?” a voice behind her said.

      Imogen waved her hand. “Get back into the house, Bug.”

      “Where did the other guy go?”

      “He thinks the caralat is coming.”

      Bug fell silent, and Imogen glanced behind her. His eyes were wide, the color drained from his face.

      “I’ll sound the alarm,” he whispered.

      Imogen wondered what that might be like. She grabbed the railing and jumped, landing where she thought Benji had. The fog immediately enveloped her too, and she tried to turn in place and see anything around her, but there was nothing there.

      “Benji?” She kept her voice a low hiss, and the fog muted it a bit, keeping it from carrying too far into the night.

      Imogen took a few steps forward, her boots squishing in the muck. It might not be the actual swamp water, but it was still murky, and she felt as if the ground was trying to swallow each boot as she made her way forward.

      She remembered the loud splash she had heard. That had to have been something.

      “Benji?” She hissed his name again but didn’t expect him to respond, so when the fog parted in front of her and revealed Benji standing and staring away from them, she startled.

      “It’s coming,” he said.

      “You could have given me a little more warning.”

      “I told you what I was doing.”

      He traced his hands in the air, the way he swirled them when he was trying to talk to the wind. He hadn’t tapped on the ground, though she wondered if the muck would make it harder for him to do so.

      “Bug said he was going to sound the alarm,” she said.

      “That’s good. I wonder what they’ll do.”

      Imogen shrugged. “Can’t say that I know. Can you think of anything that would scare away a caralat?”

      “A regular caralat? Quite a few things,” Benji said, nodding. “One that’s been touched by Sul’toral power?” He shook his head. “That’s a different beast altogether. It’s possible there will be no scaring it.”

      “Great,” she said.

      Benji chuckled. “Are you scared?”

      “Of a swamp monster? Probably not, but should I be?”

      “Anybody but you should be, First.” He winked at her.

      The fog spread outward, as if it were being swept by a broom or some vessel cruising through it. As it parted, Imogen caught sight of a shadowy form lumbering in the swamp.

      But it wasn’t alone.

      One of the slender swamp canoes floated nearby.

      Imogen darted forward. She didn’t even think before she raced ahead. She had no idea what this caralat was going to do, but it was near villagers.

      She cried out, and the horrific creature turned toward her. It had brown skin, or possibly fur, and seemed to be coated in rotting and decaying leaves that draped off its body, though it was otherwise caked with mud. Eyes were filled with pools of darkness. It carried a long, slender stick, and as she neared, she realized that one end of the stick was a sharpened bone. A villager, the one she had seen in the narrow canoe, lay motionless near the swamp creature’s feet.

      The long stick swept toward Imogen. She darted underneath it, bringing her blade out and around, and she cut through the stick. She rolled, and as soon as she did, she wished she hadn’t. Though she immediately bounded back to her feet, mud caked her cloak, weighing her down. She shrugged off the cloak while holding on to her blade.

      The caralat turned toward her. It was nearly twice her height, and it opened a strange-looking mouth and roared. The awful sound boomed in the otherwise muted silence of the swamp, and the creature’s breath stunk.

      It swung the broken fragments of the stick at Imogen. She stepped to the side—careful not to roll—and brought her blade up, then slashed down along the caralat’s arm.

      Her sword did nothing. It barely pierced the muck, and she had to pull it back.

      Imogen spun around, jabbing with the point of the blade, and the creature shrieked again. She had no idea if what she was doing made any difference to the caralat, or if she was only angering it.

      A hint of light from behind her caught her eye, and she turned to see a bright flare coming from within the village. Fire.

      The caralat roared again. The creature didn’t care for fire? Of course it wouldn’t. It lived in the swamp, but more than that, it had somehow been turned into a dark creature that now served some dangerous purpose.

      Imogen could use that, and she decided to change her approach. She darted back, keeping her blade outstretched, thinking about how she could take on this creature. Her sword wasn’t going to give her enough reach, but there was something she could try.

      As the caralat regarded her, looking as if it was trying to decide what it wanted to do, she reached into her pocket. Faster than she would’ve thought possible, the caralat grabbed the canoe and swung it toward her. She dropped low, and it barely missed the top of her head. The creature now had far more reach than she did.

      Imogen found what she was looking for in her pocket—a small piece of stone etched with a symbol for the magic it contained. She hoped it still worked. She had been hesitant to use any of her enchantments on this journey so far, but she still had them on her.

      She held out the enchantment and focused on it. Activating an enchantment was generally easy, and she had to hope that the enchanters who had created this one had poured enough power into it that it would do what she needed.

      The stone began to grow warm as the caralat swung the canoe at her again. She jumped back, and it caught her on the shoulder. Imogen had to squeeze the enchantment tightly to avoid losing it, but she managed to hold on to it. The stone started to glow, and she could see it in the night.

      The caralat roared once more. Was it aware of the enchantment as well? If so, she needed to take advantage of it, but she had to get closer to the creature.

      She needed an opportunity. An opening.

      “Benji?” She didn’t know if the Porapeth was still nearby, but he had pushed her into doing this, so he was going to help. “I need you to distract him.”

      “I don’t fight,” he said.

      Imogen grunted. “We know that’s not true. I need you to distract him. Get him to turn away from me.”

      “Just use what you are using. The bastard doesn’t like it much, anyway.”

      “Benji!”

      The foul wind began to pick up again, and it swirled around Imogen, rustling the grasses, rippling the water. The fog was pushed back.

      The caralat turned away. Imogen raced forward, and she shoved the enchantment into the caralat’s side. It bellowed again and spun toward her.

      Imogen bounced back, urging the enchantment to work and hold. Given how thick the mud of the swamp was and how sticky it seemed to be, she had to hope that it was going to be enough.

      The glow of the stone persisted, and the caralat let out another thunderous roar. Its skin began to flicker as flames started to crackle along the surface of the creature. The enchanted fire would burn, and it didn’t care what it consumed.

      The flames quickly took hold, consuming the caralat all the way up its torso, leaving its legs untouched. The creature made its way toward the water, but it wasn’t fast enough, and its upper body continued to burn. As it reached the water and splashed away from the village, its movements started to slow.

      All the while, the glow persisted, a testament to the enchantment’s power. Imogen had used it often to light fires before, but she’d always deactivated it afterward. In this case, she had left it completely unhindered, and it would burn until the power in the enchantment expended itself fully.

      She worried that it still wouldn’t be enough.

      It almost wasn’t.

      The caralat lumbered another few steps. And then it dropped. The water hissed as the enchanted fire burned around it, but then the creature thrashed. Finally, it sunk down beneath the murky surface of the water and disappeared.

      The fog rolled forward and returned.

      “Well, that’s one way to do it,” Benji said.

      “Is it dead?”

      He looked over to her. “You can’t tell?”

      “I don’t see anything.”

      Benji’s eyes flared with brightness for a long moment, then faded. “I don’t see it coming back to the villages here anytime soon.”

      Imogen breathed out a sigh of relief. She leaned down, grabbed her cloak, and crouched next to the fallen villager. He was injured but not dead.

      “Grab him,” she said to the Porapeth.

      “You want me to do what?”

      “You made me fight. You get to carry him.”

      Benji chuckled. “I suppose that’s fair. Now we can go back and celebrate. You can tell them that you chased away the terrifying caralat, and I can tell them that it won’t come back.”

      “What do you mean, celebrate?”

      “Well, I’m sure they will break out some food and drink and—”

      Imogen groaned. “I might pass on that.”

      She turned back toward the murky waters. She didn’t feel much like celebrating. If a creature like that was out in the swamp, how much worse would it be? How could she find Timo through all of that?
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      They had left the stunned villagers behind hours ago, Bug wishing them well, before she and Benji made their way across the Shadows of the Dead, moving steadily, quietly. Imogen looked all around. The name of the marsh was surprisingly fitting. It was covered in shadows, though they mostly came from the dense fog. Occasionally, the fog would drift away, and Imogen didn’t know if it was the result of a gentle breeze or if it was something Benji did. The air stunk, carrying the stench of filth and what smelled like rot, which she tried to ignore. Some twisted trees managed to rise out of the swamp. Long branches spread on either side, with fingers that seemed to reach outward and bend toward the water. At one point, she tripped over one of them.

      Benji helped her up and guided her quickly away. “The branches can come free and trap you. They will feed on you just as well as they will feed on the marsh.”

      She shivered. “Feed on me? I thought you said this place was vibrant once.”

      “Just because a place is harsh doesn’t mean it can’t be vibrant.” He glanced at her. “There are some who would feel the same way about encountering your homeland as you do about this place.”

      “How have the Sul’toral claimed this area?”

      “Because it is inactive. It became unprotected. And without any protections, there are none who can ensure that the Sul’toral will not abuse it.”

      “And then what happened?” Imogen asked.

      Benji frowned, his head tilted up, smelling the air. “I have not been able to see that. It is surprising. For many years, thirteen have remained quiet. It was a better time.”

      “What has happened to them?”

      “Now, or what happened to them in the past?”

      “Now, I suppose.”

      “Whatever prison was holding them has since failed. They have begun to exert their influence on the world once again. We were safe, but now it is no longer as safe as it had been.”

      Imogen could only nod. She’d known the names of many of the Sul’toral since childhood, and had known there were more than she’d ever heard named, and the idea of so many roaming free in the world worried her.

      “Can they be stopped?” she asked.

      He looked over to her. “What has your experience told you?”

      “I don’t think we killed L’aran.”

      Benji paused, his eyes going distant for a moment. Finally, he shook his head. “No. You did not.”

      “And then this Dheleus?”

      “If he has chosen to come to the Shadows of the Dead and reactivate these lands, there is a reason.”

      “What reason is that?”

      “The only thing the Sul’toral care about. Power.”

      He was silent a little while longer as they meandered from one dry section of ground to another. Benji managed to take an angling course, somehow always keeping them on harder soil despite how difficult it was to see through the fog.

      “What kind of power would the Sul’toral be able to get in this land?”

      “There are many types of power in the world. This place would grant access to a specific and twisted kind. It is one that would possibly allow their leader to achieve his ultimate goal.”

      She shivered. “Sarenoth.”

      He glanced over to her and nodded. “Most fear to speak his name.”

      “It’s just a story.”

      “No, Imogen Inaratha, the stories you’ve heard of Sarenoth are very much real.”

      Benji remained quiet, and there was a part of her that wanted him to say something, even if it was useless to her, but she also knew there was nothing much he could do or say that would ease her mind.

      Something appeared in front of her, mixed into the fog. She unsheathed her sword and raced forward, blending a series of her patterns together. If there was sorcery, she would disrupt it. Her blade was precise as she slid forward, the angles necessary so that she could carve through any particular spell a sorcerer might use on her. And she could feel sorcery pressing around her.

      Benji emerged out of the fog with a deep, worried frown that creased his brow as he watched her. “We must be ready. It is the Shadows of the Dead. They have begun to move.”

      “Why do I get the sense that this is something dangerous?”

      “Because everything here is dangerous.”

      Benji leaned forward, and he traced his hand along the swamp grasses, whispering to them. Imogen wasn’t sure if they would react to him the same way the grasses out on the plains had, but a breeze rolled in and seemed to carry some of the wind and fog away, until even that faded.

      “Keep doing what you are doing,” he said.

      The pale fog pressed back in on them, something almost physical now. Imogen could feel the way it squeezed her, could feel the energy within the fog, as if it were crackling and trying to constrict them.

      She waited a moment, hesitating.

      It was a moment too long.

      A low, mournful sound came from the fog.

      “What was that?” she asked, voice little more than a whisper.

      “It’s a manalak.”

      Imogen looked over to him, expecting him to explain more, but he said nothing as he continued into the fog. “And what is a manalak?” she said.

      “Another creature that should not be.”

      She started forward, tracing through a series of patterns.

      Benji glanced over to her. “The marshland wasn’t always dark like this. I remember a time when it was bright. Almost welcoming, in fact.” He shook his head. “Time changes so much.”

      “What was it like?”

      “The marsh? You saw the village. There were others like it. It was a time when people didn’t fear coming through here. Exploring, even living. There was life. Vibrancy. There was—”

      “Magic?”

      Benji chuckled. “Is that what it is all about for you?”

      Imogen shrugged. “I’m not exactly sure. It seems that a place like this would be powerful.”

      “Oh, but it is. Especially as it twisted into something darker.”

      “And the Sul’toral? Were they the ones who twisted it?”

      “They would like to think they did.”

      She continued through the fog but stayed away from the sacred patterns. In this place of sorcery, her traditional patterns would be more beneficial. They would disrupt any magic that was here, would offer her a level of protection that she wouldn’t have otherwise.

      There came a faint surge of light, which she hadn’t seen before. It reminded her of Master Liu and the way he’d fought when he had demonstrated the patterns to her.

      Another creature howled nearby.

      “Another manalak?” she asked, pausing and looking at Benji.

      “Do not stop,” he snapped.

      Imogen continued to flow through her patterns. She had slowed, but it was only for a moment. And in that time, the fog began to swarm them again, forcing her to continue moving the blade outward and sweeping it toward the darkness. She worked as quickly as she could, trying not to pay attention to the power that was out there, but she could not ignore it.

      It was building.

      At one point, the fog swirled, and Imogen reacted by flowing toward it. She brought her blade around, using a mixture of patterns to do so. This was nothing she had learned, but the combination felt right.

      The air continued to sizzle around her, leaving her feeling like there was something more than the fog. Sorcery had to be here. Her skin tightened, though a chill worked along the surface of her arms, leaving goose pimples.

      Something cold and dangerous.

      There was another crackle near her. She had to be ready. If there were other creatures here like Benji had suggested, then she wanted to be prepared for them, and prepared to stop them.

      She spun, and a strange face appeared out of the darkness. The massive figure looked something like a terrible wolf, and it towered over her, causing her to freeze. Everything within her went numb.

      This creature was nothing like the adlet. At least the adlet was easy enough for her to get her mind around, but this… This was something else. This was a creature that was both larger and more horrific than anything she had ever encountered before.

      Imogen suspected that it was the manalak Benji had referenced, though she had never seen one before. The only things she had ever seen like this was the hyadan, dark creatures that consumed power, along with stone enchantments that seemed to take on a life of their own.

      She hadn’t realized it before, but the fog had started to swirl around her. She lost sight of Benji.

      The creature howled again. This time, the cry was low and mournful. Imogen swept her blade to buy herself some time and jumped to the side, but she wasn’t fast enough. She could feel that she wasn’t.

      Her mind drifted back to those lessons she had learned all those years ago—ways to increase her speed. That was what she needed now. But as she attempted to find that, other lessons drifted into her mind: Master Liu telling her it wasn’t about speed, that it was about her flowing through the patterns. She had never understood that even then.

      Imogen needed speed, as well as precision. That was how she was going to destroy this creature. That was how she was going to escape.

      The manalak grabbed for her. In the fog, it was difficult for her to make out much of anything, only the strange darkness and power that existed. Another howl came from behind her, and Imogen flowed with the patterns. They carried her toward another manalak. The creatures were enormous, and though she could feel energy building, she had to remain focused on her patterns.

      Benji stumbled back toward her, crouching down and whispering words she couldn’t understand.

      “What are you doing?” Imogen hissed.

      “I am trying to handle this creature.” He continued whispering for another moment before he turned and peered up at her. “And you must find the understanding you have been looking for. We will need that, I’m afraid.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know if I can.”

      “Remember the lessons you were taught. That is what you must understand.” He turned his attention back to the fog and the wind.

      “What does it take to bring down a manalak?” Imogen asked.

      He chuckled. “Luck.” He continued whispering, and the wind picked up. “Keep moving.”

      The sense of magic prickled along her skin, leaving it raw and exposed. She ignored it and fell into her patterns, focusing on the sorcery around her, the resistance she could feel.

      “We must keep moving,” Benji said.

      One of the enormous creatures appeared in front of her. Its eyes seemed to pull in the darkness around them, as if absorbing both the shadows and the fog. The manalak swept at her, and one of its meaty paws caught her on the shoulder. Hot pain bloomed where it grabbed her, and it threw her to the side.

      Imogen scrambled to her feet. As she flowed through the patterns, feeling the energy of the fog around her, she could tell that there was something else within it. Something more.

      Follow the patterns.

      She listened and stayed within them, losing herself in the patterns themselves. She had to focus them through the sword. Then she had to wait for the crescendo and use that in order to unleash the power she knew was there. Imogen had seen it done before. That was what Master Liu had wanted her to understand. Find a way to build upon that crescendo, and then she could use it.

      When the power charged fully, she unleashed it.

      The fog dissipated, revealing three manalak in front of her.

      They were giant creatures that had heads like a wolf’s, massive jaws, and the lower half of an enormous, hairy man. They looked like the reverse of an adlet.

      Imogen had not trained for this. This was not about fighting a sorcerer. She had depended on her traditional patterns for defeating that type of magic, which was what she had trained with the Leier to manage. That was all she knew. But against these creatures, those patterns weren’t going to be enough.

      She ducked out of the way of one creature, barely avoiding its massive paw as it swept toward her head. Would her speed be enough? This was going to be about more than that. She needed something else.

      She was not fighting a sorcerer. She was fighting a monster. Three of them.

      Imogen held her blade in front of her and focused her thoughts. Then she started forward, flowing and following the patterns.

      She darted underneath the fist of one of the monsters, bringing her sword up and around, hacking at its hide. Strangely, as she did, her blade carved through the manalak as if her weapon was blazing with fire and the creature was nothing but ice. She drifted toward the next one, keeping her blade elevated. As she swept around, she caught the next monster in the belly and sliced upward, causing it to let out a shriek.

      She withdrew the blade and felt movement near her. She spun around again. This time, as she brought the sword around, it connected with the manalak and split it right through the middle. Blood sprayed outward, hot and unpleasant, and Imogen danced away from the monster’s body as it fell and contorted. She continued her spin, bringing her blade around, and she felt something burning within her.

      Maybe she’d been struck. She would have to worry about that later, but for now, she had to focus. To keep moving. To keep fighting.

      “Down,” a whispered voice said, carried on the wind.

      Imogen dropped, following the instruction without even knowing what she was doing, and the manalak tumbled past her. She popped back up on her feet, scrambled around, and spun her weapon in a sharp arc. As she danced forward, she could feel the heat and fire.

      The fog cleared around them, and several of the creatures were lying motionless. Imogen stabbed one of them, but it didn’t move.

      “It isn’t getting up,” Benji said, coming toward her.

      Imogen continued looking around, though in a place like this, she doubted she would be able to track her brother well. Out on the plains, or even through the forest, it might be different. But traveling through the marsh, trudging through space that was covered with mud and water, he could have gone anywhere.

      Timo had decided to do it on his own. He had decided to go without her, all because he didn’t want to travel with Benji. And maybe because of her.

      The fog stretched around Imogen, and she started to move ahead when Benji rested a hand on her arm. There was a slight tingling sensation, a tension along her skin, and she looked over to meet his eyes.

      “Moving forward will be dangerous,” he said.

      “I have to find my brother.”

      Benji tipped his head to the side, sniffing the air. “I don’t detect him anymore, and the wind tells me nothing.”

      “What about the swamp?”

      “The swamp is a bastard. It doesn’t want to talk either.”

      The fog was too dense, yet Imogen knew she had no choice. “We have to continue crossing the Shadows of the Dead.” She thought of her brother. He would need her help. “I’m not going to lose him.”

      She said the last part mostly to herself.

      “You have questioned your purpose, along with your bond. Is this a new bond for you?”

      She sensed the deeper meaning. She didn’t know why he was asking. There had to be something to what Benji sought, though she didn’t know what it was or what other purpose he had.

      Was he trying to push her along some path?

      It didn’t matter. Not anymore. The only thing that mattered was finding Timo.

      “I need to go,” she said.

      “It will be dangerous. And I’m afraid the manalak are just the beginning.”
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      Darkness continued to swirl around them, stretching out like another layer of fog over the Shadows of the Dead. Imogen held her hand close to her side, ready to reach for her sword in a moment’s notice, though she began to wonder if it was only her unease and not that there was actually something out here.

      Benji glanced over. “You do not need to be so concerned. The Shadows have retreated.”

      “They might’ve retreated, but you said that this is still a place of power. I’m just trying to be careful.”

      “It’s not just that you must be careful. You must be ready.” His gaze drifted to her sword, and then he watched her for a long moment.

      What did he want from her? Was it only about her understanding her sacred patterns? Imogen had tried, but even as she had attempted to understand them, she had failed. There was only so much she could understand.

      Timo had gone through here on his own, chasing danger, all because he thought he needed to complete this aspect of his bond quest. All because he believed he had somehow failed.

      “Do you detect anything I might be able to use to help me find my brother?” she asked Benji.

      “No.”

      She paused, looking over to him. “You were whispering to the trees, the grasses, and the swamp before, and you can’t even do that now?”

      He frowned and shook his head. “Not in this land. Perhaps when we stop for the night.”

      “Where do you intend for us to stop?” Imogen glanced around. “There is nothing here, and I certainly don’t want to rest.”

      “There are ways of protecting ourselves, even here.”

      “You have been nervous about this place, though,” she pointed out.

      “Appropriately so. I have told you the purpose of this land.”

      “You have.”

      “And knowing that, you can prepare for it. Besides, the wind and the water can keep guard for us.”

      “You may be able to rest,” she said. “I cannot.”

      “You will reach a time when you can go no farther.”

      “If that time comes, I will rest. Until then, I’m going to keep moving.” In the distance, she noticed shadows drifting, sliding across the ground ever so slowly. “How much more do you think we will have to fight through?”

      “The shadows have retreated,” he said.

      She pointed into the distance. “They might’ve retreated, but we’re heading toward them. So the question remains: how much more do you think we will have to face?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She had come of her own volition, so she couldn’t blame him for what they had encountered, but she could blame him for not protecting Timo. Imogen had no idea what she might confront here. There was a strangeness all around her that was in the energy in the air, the stillness of it, and the steady tension along her skin that suggested ongoing magic. She could feel it all, and she understood none of it.

      Benji followed her, but every so often he would pause and trace his hands through the air. Then he would crouch down and touch the ground, though not nearly as tentatively as he had before.

      He looked up from time to time, sniffing as if breathing in some mysterious aroma in the air before continuing forward. He did that several times until Imogen finally questioned him on it.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I feel something in the distance,” he said. “Not your brother, but… something.”

      She stepped carefully, moving in one of her patterns as she felt the energy in the air. She could feel how the power continued to build around her, as though there was something more she could hold on to.

      “What do you detect, then?”

      “I detect the ground and the wind and the heat in the air.”

      She could feel much of what he was referring to, but she couldn’t help but be curious about more than just that. Ever since encountering Benji, she had been left with questions. He was a Porapeth, after all, and he had impossible magic.

      “The Porapeth aren’t the only people with magic the Leier don’t hunt,” she said.

      Benji nodded. “That is as it should be. The Porapeth are quite impressive.”

      “And modest, aren’t you?”

      “Why must I be modest?” he said with a chuckle. “I share the truth. Isn’t that what you want out of me?”

      Imogen wasn’t exactly sure what she wanted from him. Answers, maybe. The Porapeth were supposedly able to see into the future and could use that knowledge to guide her people. Benji certainly had his quirks, but did he actually have the ability to see into the future? Or were those stories little more than myth?

      “How does your magic work?” she asked.

      “How does yours work?”

      “I don’t—”

      Imogen cut herself off before she said that she didn’t have magic. She certainly wasn’t sure if she did or not, but though she believed she did not, she had become increasingly certain that whatever she did was some form of magic. Not sorcery, but something similar to how enchanters weren’t sorcerers but still possessed a type of magic.

      The fog in the distance shifted and turned, almost as if it were alive and coming toward her.

      “Something is moving toward us,” she said, motioning into the distance.

      Benji crouched down, and this time, he placed both hands on the ground. He did so tentatively, as if afraid of touching the ground. “I do not feel anything.”

      Imogen’s arms tingled, the hairs standing on end. There was power here, and she had no idea where it was or what it was, only that she could feel it. It was nearly overwhelming.

      “I feel something,” she said.

      He watched her. “Then we must be careful.”

      “You trust me?”

      “You are a First of the Blade. Should I not trust you?”

      “It’s not that, it’s just…”

      He smiled. “You are a First, and you have trained in the sacred patterns of your people.”

      Somehow, that mattered more to him than she would’ve expected. She started to flow with one of the patterns, gliding with it. And as she did, she could feel the energy around her rising and coalescing, but there was also something more. Some aspect of power that followed the sacred pattern.

      The shadows shifted again. It was the second time they did, and this time, she was certain she was not imagining things.

      “What other creatures are here?” she asked, looking over to Benji briefly.

      “There are many creatures in the Shadows of the Dead,” he said.

      “What are they? I’ve never seen anything quite like the adlet, or the manalak, or—”

      “They are creatures that have embraced the power available to them.”

      “Dark power?” she asked. When he nodded, Imogen sighed. “What will it take to destroy them?”

      “None can say with any certainty,” Benji said.

      “What about you? What can you say with certainty?”

      He glanced over and shrugged. “That is not my gift.”

      “You are a Porapeth.”

      “Do you even know what that means?”

      “Not really,” she said, frowning. “But I know what I’ve seen.”

      Imogen moved carefully and kept her voice low as she glided across the ground. She stayed focused in her patterns, knowing she would need the magic she might be able to summon if she were to cross this plain and find her brother.

      “And what, exactly, do you think you have seen?” Benji said.

      Imogen furrowed her brow in concentration. “I don’t know. I have seen you talking to the wind. Talking to the grasses. Talking to the ground.”

      “You have.”

      “And I have seen you drawing on power. I’m just curious how,” she said.

      Benji smiled at her. “Can I tell you how to breathe?”

      “You could explain the concept,” she said, realizing he was trying to get out of sharing with her what she wanted to know.

      He chuckled. “Perhaps I could. But as you have struggled to understand yourself, what makes you think you can understand me?”

      Imogen paused on one of the drier bits of land. It dipped down again, traveling through grasses submerged in water, but Benji stood atop a narrow finger of land, and she knew she could follow him. Strangely, she could feel a crackle of energy along her skin. Sorcery, she suspected. Every so often, she unsheathed her sword, testing whether there were any spells she needed to disrupt, but she detected nothing.

      Still, she knew what was going on here. She could feel it.

      Power. That was what this was about.

      “If these creatures were once tied to sorcery, then could they be sorcerers themselves?” she asked, ignoring his question.

      “It is possible,” he said. “None can say.”

      “Not even Benji the Elder.”

      He smirked. “Even Benji the Elder can’t say with any certainty. As much as I might like to know what is out there, from what I have seen, I cannot guarantee anything.”

      They continued moving, and Imogen stayed flowing through three primary patterns: Snow Falling, Rain Down the Window, and Petals on the Wind. It seemed to her that Petals on the Wind was the most useful of the patterns, only because it seemed to bridge most of the others and bind them together. The technique gave her the ability to find something more within it, as if she could find an answer there, but so far, she had not yet seen that answer.

      She looked over to Benji. “I’m afraid, if that’s what you want me to acknowledge.”

      “You’re afraid of what?”

      “Ever since I started to question the nature of the sacred patterns, I’ve been nervous.”

      Benji laughed. “You can say you’ve been afraid. Your people fear what they shouldn’t, and you were taught to fear what you could be.”

      “I wish I didn’t. I also wonder…” She trailed off, ignoring Benji’s pointed look in her direction.

      She wasn’t about to explain to him how she had been sent away from the sacred temple for failing to perfect any of the patterns that Master Liu tried to teach her. She didn’t need to explain that to him. That she had no notches on her blade was all the answer he needed, especially as he seemed to understand all about her people. When the silence stretched between them, she knew he was waiting for her to go on.

      “I wonder if the quest I was sent on is a different one than what I undertook.”

      Benji let out a small chuckle. “An interesting observation. One thing I have seen during my time in this world is that sometimes the path you are on is not the one you think is before you. It’s only until you have made the journey that you can look back and see where you’ve gone, and only then can you evaluate where you need to go.”

      He sounded like Master Liu.

      “I’ve started to wonder why my people fear magic,” Imogen said.

      “Because they don’t understand it,” he replied. “And because they refuse to attempt it. They could try, and think about what they might be able to find. Your people must have some potential. How could they not? All people have some potential.” He laughed, and the sound didn’t pass far into the air around them, as if the fog muted it. “Magic is a part of the world. Perhaps the only necessary part of the world. All people have a way of reaching it, but they have to be willing to do so. Your people have chosen to ignore it. They have chosen to fear it. Both because they want to defend their borders from the Koral, and because they convince themselves that it is necessary.”

      “And if they knew I could use magic…”

      It was hard for her to acknowledge it, hard for her to even get the words out, but that was what it came down to. If she could use magic, what did it mean for her?

      But then, if she could use magic, it meant that others learning the sacred patterns could do so as well. And none of her people would ever question Master Liu about that.

      Maybe that was the key.

      “I see that you are starting to ask a different question,” Benji said.

      “Did Master Liu know the truth about the sacred patterns?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I suppose I have a hard time thinking he would not have known.”

      Which meant that her sacred patterns and everything she’d learned about them were all about trying to understand how to reach for that magic and how to use it. And at the time, she had been unwilling to understand.

      “I have found that those who access magic understand what it is.” Benji glanced over to her, a knowing look on his face. “Well, perhaps not all. Your people, even those who claim to fear magic, use a form of it to disrupt sorcery.” He let out a laugh and shook his head. “And you must decide what it means for you, much like your people must decide what it means for them. In your travels, I suspect you saw much that you had not expected to see before.”

      She nodded slowly. “More than I expected. And I met people who taught me things that I wouldn’t have learned in my homeland.”

      “Not such a bad quest to take, then.”

      She looked over, and she couldn’t help but smile at him. “We were trained to handle sorcery. Darkness.”

      He raised a hand. “I’ve lived long enough to know that your people learned how to manage a specific type of darkness, but then you took a detour.”

      She had been moving in some of the sacred patterns while walking alongside him, trying to decide what more she could and should say. There was a difference to the pattern this time. While talking to Benji, she had found herself moving in the strange way she had seen from him, how he twisted and turned across the landscape.

      Her body froze, only her arms moving in the Snow Falling pattern, nothing more than that. As she did, she could feel the buildup of energy around her, and she could feel that there was still something taking place, though she did not know what it was. Perhaps it was little more than the pattern, or perhaps it was something within her, some aspect of power she possessed. Either way, Imogen could feel that energy continuing to intensify, and something about it struggled within her.

      “Is this why you refuse to go back?” Benji asked.

      Imogen closed her eyes. “It’s not so much that I refuse to return. It’s more about questioning what I need to do when I do return.”

      “The journey is never complete,” he said. There was a knowing look in his eyes, and for a moment, the skin on Imogen’s arms tightened with tension even more. Then it eased. “And when we reach the end of this journey, what will you do?”

      Imogen took a deep breath, and she shook her head. “I will have to find a new bond.”

      “I hope for your sake that you do.”

      She watched him with a frown. “You’re different than you were when we first met.”

      “Am I?”

      “You seem like it. You’re not swearing as much.”

      “If I knew you enjoyed my swearing, I would keep up with it, but I do recall you making a comment about how I was doing it too much.”

      Imogen shrugged. “It was more for my brother than for me.”

      “Well, since he’s not here, then I’ll talk about that little shit.”

      She chuckled. Even though Benji was a Porapeth and impossibly powerful, she couldn’t help feeling entertained by him. She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to feel that way about a Porapeth, but there was something simply amusing about him.

      “I feel it coming, but I don’t know what it is,” she said.

      “As do I, and I do not know either.”

      “Do you think it is one of these creatures?”

      “Maybe. There are plenty of different bastards out here that might come at us. You’ll have to be ready for anything. Besides, we have to hurry through here before your brother gets stuck in some muck, fed on by one of these trees, or drawn into whatever Dheleus thinks to do in service of his master.”

      The idea that this was what it was all about seemed almost impossible to her.

      “How can that even be real?” she asked, thinking of Sarenoth.

      Benji frowned at her. “How can your power be real? How can mine? The question isn’t how it can be real. The question is how powerful it would be—and I can assure you that the magic that exists around us is incredibly powerful. But it pales in comparison to what the Sul’toral seek to unleash upon the world.”

      Imogen nodded and fell silent. The farther they went, the more she felt that tension on her. For a moment, she thought it might be Benji using his magic on her, but she realized that wasn’t what it was. That meant it was either these creatures, sorcery, or the land itself. Whatever it was, it was powerful.

      But why should she feel something against her so strongly?

      And as she watched, she waited, and began to realize what it was. It wasn’t the power of a creature, not at all like what she had detected before. This was something else. Something distinct. Something dark.

      “I feel a force pushing against my patterns. Sorcery.”

      She hesitated, looking off into the distance, and something shifted. Shimmering in the air, it began to separate from the shadows. A figure strode toward them, and power began to build and swirl around them. Imogen prepared herself by focusing on the patterns, though as that power and energy continued to come toward her, she realized she could not prepare for it.

      It was too powerful.

      “That is not just a sorcerer,” Benji said. “That is a Toral.”
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      The Toral were the servants of a Sul’toral, so the fact that a Toral was here told her everything she needed to know about what was going on: they were close to the Sul’toral.

      She had faced sorcerers. Plenty of them, even recently. Her people trained to fight sorcerers, and she took pride in that ability—pride in her own ability. She believed she could handle herself against any type of sorcery. But perhaps that was misplaced arrogance.

      Imogen had encountered Toral before, which had been more than she could handle at the time. She hadn’t given much thought to how Timo had cut down the Toral outside Yoran, but he had done it alone. She had only encountered this kind of power once—and hadn’t been the one fighting it. Could she withstand it?

      Benji watched her, and then he leaned forward, tapping his hand on the ground while whispering something to the grasses growing around them.

      “Are you going to help?” she said.

      He looked up and shook his head, his eyes flashing at her. “This is not for me to help with. You are a First of the Blade.”

      It sounded like a taunt when he said her title, and the more often he did, the more she began to think that he intended it that way, for whatever reason.

      “You could use your magic to make the swamp easier to fight in,” she pointed out.

      “My magic?” He straightened and traced his fingers through the air, as if swirling them toward some invisible creature. For a moment, there came a stir of the wind. A gentle breeze began to gust, but then it faded into nothingness. “My magic might be able to help with the swamp, but it’s not going to be able to help you with this sorcerer.”

      “Toral,” she reminded him.

      “Right,” he said, chuckling. His voice was low and strange as he did. “But I have faith, First.”

      The Toral came toward her, and Imogen stayed ready. She held her sword loosely and cleared her mind, trying to focus on the patterns that might be beneficial. This was no monster. Not like the adlet or manalak. This was sorcery—something she could deal with.

      She strode forward, glancing over to Benji but ignoring what he was doing. The Toral stood about a dozen paces across from her. The ground swirled with the dark fog, the late-night hour making it difficult for her to see much of anything. There was a hint of a smile on the Toral’s face.

      Imogen held their gaze. “You will—”

      The Toral didn’t give her a chance to finish. With a quick swirl of movement from their hands, a surge of invisible power exploded. Something within the air crackled, and Imogen tried to be ready. She felt energy circle around her, something pressing inward on her, forcing her back. Benji remained crouched, hands running across the grasses, his mouth working quickly as he murmured.

      A flurry of shadowy movement began to wrap outward from the Toral, and creatures began to appear. There were dozens of them—enchantments, she was sure of it. Stone and wood and earth had been given the power of a sorcerer, infused in such a way to animate each one and turn it into a weapon. Many of these enchantments were strangely shaped, though they all resembled real creatures. At least, that had been her experience when facing these kinds of enchantment before.

      The Toral would use them against her, try to restrict her from moving. Imogen stayed focused on her traditional patterns, darting through them quickly and cutting through the magic that threatened to hold her. As she fought, she started to question whether this was only a Toral. Their skill seemed like more than what a simple Toral would be capable of, not that she thought they were simple with anything, only that this was considerable magic. Either there were many of them, or this was some part of the Sul’toral’s defenses.

      Imogen focused, then began flowing forward. It was a matter of staying within her patterns. When her blade carved through the nearest of the creatures—a dog that looked to be made of mud and grass—a strange squeal echoed, and then the enchantment exploded in a burst of wet earth.

      Imogen didn’t pause. She brought her blade back around, now flowing within the sacred patterns, letting the angle of the blade carve forward and sweep through the next of the creatures. This stone enchantment looked to be almost human, though a version that was stunted, with arms that were longer than expected and hollows where the eyes should be.

      Energy began to build through her, but she ignored that, knowing she needed to stay within the sacred patterns.

      “Focus on the Toral,” Benji said.

      Imogen slowed, moving through mud with Petals on the Wind, and she used the pattern to carry herself toward Benji. He remained crouched on the ground, his back arched slightly, and there was something almost animal-like to him as he did.

      “I need to get through these enchantments,” she said.

      “The enchantments are not the problem. The problem is the Toral. I need you to keep moving and take out the Toral.”

      She didn’t argue with him. She doubted that anything she could say would convince him that she was not going to be able to stop a Toral. Imogen had no idea if she could or what it would take, but in her mind, Benji was wrong.

      It was about the enchantments.

      “You are more powerful than you know,” Benji said, his voice a whisper in her mind.

      She would have to focus.

      She would have to find the power within her patterns.

      She would have to let herself fall into them in a way she had not before.

      How could she do it?

      When Imogen had trained in the sacred temple, she had never managed to successfully do so. In the time since leaving, she had started to feel as if she recognized what she needed to do, but she hadn’t uncovered the truth. Not yet. And maybe she couldn’t.

      She fell into her patterns. As she spun her blade around, she struck another enchantment, then another. Each time her blade hit home, the enchantment exploded into various materials—dirt, rock, and even one that seemed to be air, as if it had coalesced into something physical and solid.

      Imogen darted through, managing to finally reach the Toral.

      “Interesting,” the Toral said, sneering. “I was not expecting anybody of your potential. Perhaps we were misled. You were to bring him to me, and that is all.”

      That had to mean Benji. Could that be what this was all about?

      The adlet had attacked Benji, but she had thought that to be chance more than anything else. If it wasn’t, and if he had been hunted, did it mean that the Sul’toral believed they could harm Benji? A Porapeth?

      The Shadows of the Dead was a place of power, and the Sul’toral wanted that power.

      Imogen worked through her patterns and tried to find something fluid about them. It was Master Liu’s voice in her mind, chastising her for rigidity. What she needed was to find the flow. She stayed within her traditional patterns, but even as she did, the Toral battered her with magic.

      Most of the magic had color to it. His magic tried to swirl around her, but she carved through the spell he used, causing it to retreat. He stepped forward, and her skin grew taut.

      While away from the Leier homeland, she had faced sorcerers. She hadn’t expected to, but she had used her knowledge and skill to defeat them more often than she would’ve expected.

      This, however, was something else.

      While in Yoran, she had fought alongside others who were as capable as she was, or even more so. She would not have that benefit now. She would have to do this on her own. Her patterns could disrupt the spells, but could she stay ahead of his magic enough to keep him from attacking her with it?

      Imogen didn’t know. She had to try, and she thought she could work at it, but she wasn’t sure she could be fast enough.

      A loop of pale-white energy spiraled out from the Toral and started to work its way up her legs and toward her arms. She had seen magic like that before, had even dealt with it recently. As it started to sneak up her body, she twisted her blade, forcing it around in a sharp arc and using a jerking movement to carve through the bands of power holding her. As she did, she could feel the energy around her react, withdrawing with a sudden jolt.

      The Toral whipped himself away from her. She danced forward, twisting with Leaf on a Tree, using that technique to spiral toward him. But even as she did, she could feel some resistance coming from the Toral. The strange, invisible energy made it difficult for her to go any farther.

      As she spun around, she slammed into that barrier, then again. Each time, there was a futility to it, and each time, Imogen felt as if she needed to fight even more, as though all she had to do was come up with an answer about how to get through.

      The Toral crossed his arms, then he spread them in a slow movement. It was a pattern, and though it was one she didn’t recognize, she still understood what it was. Sorcery was nothing if not a mixture of power coming from patterns. Imogen had been taught that the Leier needed to know how to disrupt the patterns in order to defeat sorcerers. The most skilled Leier were able to disrupt the patterns the fastest.

      As the Toral tried to complete his pattern, she twisted her blade, driving it toward him. She managed to block his magic just enough that the pattern exploded, but it still had the force to throw Imogen back.

      She landed on the ground, and one of the disgusting mud enchantments began to stomp toward her, the ground rumbling with its power. Imogen rolled to her feet and jumped up, sweeping the sword around in a sharp arc as she did. She carved through the enchantment, which shrieked, a wet sound that split the air. She darted forward, needing to get to the Toral again, but resistance began to build once more.

      Imogen focused on speed and precision. This was what she had trained to do—not to fight monsters but to fight sorcerers. She could handle this one. She surged forward, focusing on her patterns, needing to disrupt the spell he was attempting.

      Magic threw her back.

      This time, she tumbled and got to her feet, wincing as she did. Her hip hurt, throbbing where she had landed on it. This was going to disrupt her patterns.

      She pushed the pain out of her mind, using techniques Master Liu had taught her all those years ago, techniques that had been designed to help her find the peace and tranquility she needed in order for her to engage within the sacred patterns.

      But even as she did, she could feel some pressure building once more. The Toral started to use his power again. The more he did, the harder it was going to be for Imogen to do anything against him.

      She glanced back. Benji crouched on the ground, his hands pressed into the wet earth, his mouth working quickly. The enchantments were surrounding him. If she waited too long…

      She raced toward him and tried to use the sacred patterns, but she did not have enough time or focus to do so. She fell back into traditional Leier patterns, sweeping her blade around, and she carved through three enchantments as quickly as she could. They exploded around her.

      Benji looked up at her, holding her gaze with his. “I can handle these bastards,” he muttered.

      “I only thought—”

      “I know what you thought,” he said, and he flicked his gaze toward the Toral. “But you need to take care of him.”

      Imogen gritted her teeth and swept her blade around, and she cut through two more enchantments on her way back toward the Toral. The air around the man crackled with energy. She tried to ignore the way it looked, the way it reminded her of Master Liu and the power he held on to when he had demonstrated his sacred patterns.

      “Did you think we wouldn’t feel you coming?” the Toral said. “Both of you? You brought him right to us.”

      What would a Toral need with a Porapeth?

      It had to be linked to the Shadows of the Dead somehow, but why would that make a difference? Benji had told her this place was tied to power. Did the Toral intend to use Benji’s magic? Would they use him to free the power of Sarenoth?

      She darted toward the Toral, sweeping her blade, but she limped as she did so, which made her pattern fail.

      The Toral chuckled. “I was impressed you lasted this long. I would’ve expected someone like you to have fallen already. Perhaps the rumors of the Scourge were far more accurate than I had realized.”

      The Scourge. That meant Timo.

      The Toral glanced at her blade, then up to her face. His arms were crossed, but they were moving, twisting in a faint pattern.

      Imogen needed to disrupt it.

      She spun, swinging her sword, and she slowed as she tried to find herself in one of those sacred patterns. If she could use one, even just the hint of one, that might be enough that she could focus her energy.

      With her injured hip, though, every movement was difficult.

      The Toral watched her, as if he understood what she was trying to do, as if he was amused by her mere attempt at trying to target him.

      She moved her arms, ignoring the pain in her legs. It wasn’t the sacred pattern she had used before, but it was still a pattern, and she mimicked what she saw from the Toral. Imogen had trained with enough sword masters over the years, and then training with Gavin Lorren, the Chain Breaker, had helped her find an understanding within those patterns and see a certain connection to them.

      She suddenly drove her blade forward, blasting through the Toral’s protections and disrupting his pattern just enough.

      He staggered back while spreading his hands wide, energy glowing from his palms. “More formidable than you appeared,” he muttered. He waved his hands, and darkness spilled from his fingertips, dispersing around him.

      Imogen swept her blade down and around, recognizing that his spells were designed to try to overpower her before she had a chance to even react. Each time an enchantment poured from the magic at his fingertips, she was there, not needing the sacred patterns to carve through them, and instead using her traditional sword skills.

      The Toral stepped back and twisted his hands slowly, making a small circular movement around himself. The pale-white glowing light Imogen had seen started to shift, taking on a darker tone, and then the energy began to build again.

      “Most difficult,” he murmured. “Thankfully, you will not pose a problem for me for much longer.”

      “I’m not going to let you get him,” she said.

      She didn’t know if she meant Benji or Timo, but her brother had to be out there somewhere.

      The Toral smirked at her with eyes that were nearly black. With the slight pout to his lips, she couldn’t help but feel as if he was mocking her. “What makes you think I haven’t done what I want already? Do you think I fear your sword?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      She faced him with her blade in front of her, meditating briefly, focusing on the various patterns. Her hip still throbbed, which meant she was going to have to find a pattern she could use even while working within her pain and incorporate that into the way the sword moved.

      Imogen focused, and her mind went blank as she prepared. It was the only thing she could think of doing.

      She could do this. She had the power necessary to do this.

      And she would destroy this Toral.

      But she had to focus. Center herself. Meditate.

      “You made a mistake in letting me fortify myself,” the Toral taunted.

      “I haven’t made a mistake,” she said. “I am waiting.”

      “Waiting to die?”

      “Preparing my mind.”

      With that, she pushed forward. Each step she took brought her closer to the sorcerer. He waved his hands, and she had to duck beneath a tight ridge of green light that looked like it had been honed into a blade that swept toward her. Imogen pushed out again, driving her blade forward, following her pattern.

      The pattern was simple, and one she had never fully mastered. It was like every other sacred pattern she had tried to learn in the temple, but that didn’t mean she didn’t understand how to use it—only that she had never done so the way Master Liu had wanted.

      Lightning Strikes in a Storm.

      She pressed her sword outward slowly, and then with a flourish, she jammed it home. Her weapon drove into the Toral until he collapsed.

      Only then did Imogen withdraw her blade. A flash of pale-white light faded from it.

      Fatigue struck her, and she sank to her knees.
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      Imogen got up slowly and looked around, and through her exhaustion, she tried to understand what had happened. The ground was soggy, and the air held a thick, oppressive humidity. She tried not to take too deep a breath, as there was a foulness to it that suggested rot. There were no further enchantments active—it seemed as if Benji had removed the rest.

      The Toral lay unmoving on the ground.

      Imogen started toward him and kept her blade pointing at his fallen form. He still hadn’t moved, and the dark barrier that had been around him was gone. She drove the sword into his chest one more time. The blood stained his gray cloak, but he didn’t move, nor did he make any sort of whimper as she stabbed the blade into his flesh.

      “He looks dead to me,” Benji said, moving toward her, though doing so slowly. He tilted his head back and sniffed the air before sweeping his gaze around and settling on her.

      She licked her lips, swallowing. Her mouth was dry, and a strange fatigue washed through her. “He was looking for you.”

      “Is that right?”

      “What does this have to do with your power?” Imogen watched Benji for a long moment, but he ignored her and continued to sniff, as if the air held all the answers he needed.

      She turned her attention back to the Toral. He had been a sorcerer of obvious skill, and one who had been willing to use dark power to accomplish his goals. She knew she should not have hesitated to cut him down, but she still felt a bit of remorse at what she had done.

      A black metal chain hung around his neck, with a pendant that was a symbol of a star and moon. She plucked it off his body. The metal itself was cool, almost cold, and it tingled along her skin. She could feel something within the necklace, as if there was power stored within it, and she set it off to the side. Perhaps it was an enchantment.

      She checked his pockets, turning them out carefully. There was nothing other than a few other small, metallic items, all made of the same dark metal and cool to the touch like the necklace was. Imogen traced her fingers over one of them, a cylinder with a strange script along the side.

      Benji coughed. “I think you need to be careful with what you find on him.”

      “I don’t know what any of this is.”

      She stacked the items on the ground, setting them in a pile. Then she searched along his legs, finding nothing more. On one of his hands, she found a dark stone ring that circled his middle finger.

      “The Toral ring,” Benji said.

      She looked up at him. Timo had claimed a ring but had said that he’d destroyed it. How could he have destroyed a ring like that? How could anyone?

      “Why do they need a ring?” she asked.

      “For several reasons. To hear the Toral talk about it, it is merely a marker, though I doubt it is exactly that. More likely, the Toral ring connects them to the Sul’toral, and to the power the Sul’toral has tapped into. It is a conduit.”

      “An enchantment,” she said.

      “Perhaps. Though a powerful one, if that.”

      She pulled the ring off the Toral’s finger. It didn’t reflect any of the pale moonlight, almost as if it were trying to absorb it instead. There was a strand of dark metal that seemed to loop around it, and it looked to be woven into the stone itself. As she twisted the ring, she was tempted to slide it onto her finger.

      “Don’t,” Benji said, shaking his head.

      “Don’t what?”

      “I saw the way you were looking at it. It is compelling, but don’t do it.”

      “I wasn’t going to try to do anything,” she said.

      “There is something within the conduit,” he began, and he crouched down next to her, looking at the ring. He didn’t attempt to move his hands toward it, like he didn’t want to get close to it. Was he afraid of the ring? “There is some aspect of it that demands that it be carried, as if the ones who hold the ring can call something within it. I do not know the key to it, but that is because I’ve never been compelled to carry one.”

      “Have you seen a Toral ring before?”

      “Many times,” he said.

      “What about the Sul’toral?”

      His gaze flickered for a moment, and he said nothing.

      “We should get moving,” she said. Timo was out there, still chasing after the rumor of Dheleus. Somewhere.

      “It is getting late. I think we must rest.”

      As much as she wanted to keep moving, to find her brother, she started to wonder whether they would be able to do so. With how dark it was outside, if they encountered another sorcerer, Toral or not, it would be difficult on her. That said nothing about the other creatures they might run into.

      She got to her feet, and pain seared through her hip. She nearly staggered, dropping to one knee.

      “What is it?” Benji said.

      She touched her hip and winced. Imogen twisted, looking down. Blood stained her pants.

      “You were hurt,” he said.

      “I fell.”

      He stretched his hand toward her, and she jerked away, but not quickly enough. He touched her lightly and traced his finger in a slow, steady swirl. Where his finger touched, her skin felt cold, tingling as if she’d been holding on to one of the enchantments again. The tingle turned into a burning sensation.

      “This is an unnatural injury,” he said.

      “It felt natural when I fell,” she said. “I landed on a stone. Maybe a branch.”

      “You did, but you landed askew.”

      Imogen grunted. “It is not magic.” At least, it didn’t seem like it was magic to her.

      Benji eyed her with a worried look in his eyes.

      She glanced down at the enchantments she had recovered from the Toral. “What do we do with those?”

      “We leave them.”

      “If somebody else tries to claim them…”

      He frowned, and his nose wrinkled before he tilted his head into the sky, taking a deep breath. “Ah, fuck. Maybe you’re right and we can’t leave them here.”

      “Can somebody just use that power?”

      “Not without permission.”

      “From the Sul’toral?”

      Benji nodded. “The way I understand it, the Sul’toral has to grant their permission to access that power. If they don’t…” He shrugged. “Can’t say what happens. Maybe the bastards die.”

      “So we could just toss them into the swamp. Unless somebody might find them.”

      Benji smiled at her. “Take them. Keep them tucked away, carefully, and do not attempt to use them until you can be sure the power within them has been mitigated.”

      Imogen grabbed the enchantments off the ground, feeling the cold energy within them. “You could carry them. You have your Porapeth power. That seems like it would be useful for something like this.”

      “You’d think it would be, but it doesn’t do much for that sort of thing.”

      She waited, hoping he might be able to offer some help, but Benji did not. She stuffed the enchantments into her pocket and looked around. Fog still hung over everything, though she suspected that Benji would continue to work at it as they trudged through the Shadows of the Dead. He tapped on one of the twisted trees, cocking his head to the side and listening.

      “It shouldn’t be much farther,” he said.

      “Did the grass or the tree or the wind tell you that?”

      He looked up. “Yes,” he said without any hint of sarcasm.

      If the natural elements were going to guide them, then she would follow.

      They continued to take a twisting course through the swampy marshland. Benji managed to keep them as dry as possible, and Imogen found herself starting to relax. Just a little, though. The pain in her hip persisted, and while it wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been after the initial injury, it was difficult to move steadily.

      “How does it feel?” Benji asked.

      “Painful,” she said. She locked eyes with him for a moment. “The patterns require precise movements.”

      “Now you’re afraid you won’t have control over the sacred patterns.”

      “If the sacred patterns are—” Imogen stopped herself, and then she shook her head and swallowed. She didn’t need to keep this from Benji. At this point, it seemed Benji already knew what the sacred patterns were and what they meant.

      “You can say it,” he said.

      “If the sacred patterns tap into something greater.”

      Benji laughed. “It amazes me how many people fear what they do not understand.”

      “I don’t fear it,” Imogen said.

      “You haven’t fully accepted it either.”

      They continued onward, and she limped behind him, trying to fight back the pain. She needed to find whether she could still flow through the patterns even with her injury. She attempted to use one of the easier patterns as she walked. Each time she turned, putting pressure on that injured leg, some part of her throbbed and made it difficult.

      She wasn’t going to be of much use if they came across some magic like they had before. It had been a wonder that she’d managed to withstand a Toral, but if they fought another or came across other creatures of dangerous power, Imogen wasn’t going to be able to depend on her Leier patterns or the sacred patterns.

      Something that Benji had said bothered her. She hadn’t given it enough thought, but perhaps she should have.

      “You were telling me about my brother,” she said, trying to keep up with the Porapeth.

      He looked over, and his silver eyes flashed, almost as if there was a pale light within them. Then it was gone. “That is not my story to tell.”

      “Considering Timo isn’t here, I think it is. At least for now. It would give me a starting point to be able to talk with him.”

      “A starting point?” He chuckled. “Do you really need something like that to have a conversation with your brother?”

      “Timo and I have not been close for many years.”

      “So you need something to bridge that connection? That’s a shitty concept for your kind.”

      “It isn’t like that.”

      “Do you think your brother would want to talk about his title?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “What about you? Do you want to talk about the First of the Blade?”

      Imogen clamped her mouth shut, and she gritted her teeth. She followed Benji for a few more paces before shaking her head. “It seems to me that you know all about my people and our titles. Knowing that I reached the level of First of the Blade is but the beginning of my journey.”

      “Was that the way you saw it?”

      She frowned for a moment, then finally shook her head. “At the time, I would’ve said no. Now, when I think back, I see how I viewed things.”

      Her invitation to the sacred temple had meant that she was truly capable. When she had gone, she had believed she would thrive and quickly master the sacred patterns, doing something only a few among the Leier managed to do: receive a notch on her blade, signifying true mastery.

      But she had failed. That had been the hardest lesson for her.

      She tucked those thoughts away. They did nothing but plague her, and she had moved past her failings through her time in Yoran.

      “What about you?” she asked. “You don’t talk about yourself.”

      “There isn’t much to say. I’m a Porapeth. You know what that means.”

      She snorted. “I know you’re a Porapeth, but I don’t know anything about what that means. You have magic, and you can see the future.”

      Imogen hesitated, hoping he might share something more with her. They continued their meandering course through the swamp, Benji leading like he knew the way.

      “I can see possibilities,” he explained. “Not the future. Anyone who says otherwise does not know the truth. No Porapeth can see the future unless they are guiding the path.”

      Benji watched her as she walked, and there was a strange look in his eyes, something that suggested that perhaps he knew what she was thinking.

      She limped through the darkness, and the farther they went, the more her limp began to ease. Thankfully, she could feel the pain within her starting to subside.

      “I see the way you’re looking at me,” she said.

      He let out a small laugh. “Do you? That isn’t what you want to know, though.”

      She frowned at him. “Isn’t it?”

      “You have been looking for your brother, but I’m afraid the man you found is not him.”

      She started to smile, but she realized he wasn’t joking. “Who is he, then?”

      “You aren’t going to like the truth.”

      “Do I need to know it?” Imogen asked softly.

      “The Scourge built up a reputation recently,” Benji said, breaking the silence between them. “They targeted sorcerers. Dark magic.”

      “That sounds like Timo.”

      He nodded. “It isn’t altogether surprising. Given what we have encountered over the years, those who target dark sorcerers are fairly common. There are some who think they are the only ones who hunt for the darkness, and others who believe they are somehow justified in doing so.” He shook his head, and he stared off into the night. “But then something changed with the Scourge.”

      Imogen took a deep breath. “He was searching for L’aran. It was his bond quest. He had been looking for a long time. Perhaps too long.” She understood what it was like to be away from their people for as long as she and Timo both had been. It would have changed things for him as much as it had changed things for her. “I can’t imagine what it was like for him to search for as long as he had been. I think he struggled after he lost those who had been journeying with him.”

      Benji watched her. There was a flicker in his silver eyes, and then he shook his head. “How recent do you think this was?”

      Imogen shrugged. “It would have been within the last few months.”

      He fell silent, and they continued making their way across the rolling landscape. Her fatigue was starting to fade. The farther they went and the farther they walked away from the fallen Toral, the more something was changing for her. She didn’t feel nearly as drained as she had before.

      “The Scourge has not been active for the better part of the year,” Benji explained. “Maybe even longer than that.”

      Imogen frowned, staring off into the distance. That timing wasn’t quite right. Timo had been chasing the sorcerers until recently, hadn’t he?

      “You know something more,” she said.

      He smiled tightly. “You won’t like it.”

      “Which means I probably need to hear it.”

      Benji snorted. “I find that most people prefer not to learn what they don’t want to know.”

      “I’m not most people,” she said.

      “Maybe not,” he said with a chuckle. “But still, you’re someone who’s tried to hide from yourself.”

      They made their way through the swamp a little while longer. The fog had mostly faded, though she wasn’t convinced they were in the clear. Imogen had come to realize that the more she pushed Benji, the less likely he was to answer.

      Finally, he swept his hands through the space in front of him, as if tracing a pattern on the wind itself. A faint breeze began to blow gently, carrying with it the smell of the grasses, nearby trees, and even a hint of a strange and almost pungent floral scent.

      “So, what happened?” she asked.

      “The wind carried a different story,” he said. “It was one of the Scourge taking on a new meaning.” Benji shook his head. “Something worse.”

      Imogen wanted more answers as they continued walking, but she didn’t know if he was going to be able to provide them to her. She thought about what Timo had said—how he had known there was a side path he needed to take when he’d started hunting sorcerers other than L’aran, and how he had been the reason they had taken this journey.

      She had gone with him willingly. She had felt that it was her time to finally leave Yoran and to understand what more she could do for her people. More than that, she had wanted to help her brother.

      When they had reached the village of Helophen and encountered the rumors they had learned there, she had thought it nothing more than chance. The longer she walked, the more Imogen couldn’t help but question what Timo’s side path might have been.
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      They found a larger section of dry land with none of the strange trees. Imogen was thankful for that, especially given what Benji had said about how the trees themselves might stab down and try to feed on her. She couldn’t imagine something like that.

      They rolled out their cloaks, and Imogen rested, though it was not restorative. Still, night passed, and she awoke feeling a bit better. She had thought she would close her eyes for only a few moments. She had slept hard, though, and morning came too quickly. Imogen felt tired when she got to her feet, and she looked up to the sky. Some of the fog remained, though she couldn’t tell if it was natural or not. It seemed to rise from the marshland and meet the sky, looking like clouds forming closer to ground.

      She stretched, trying to work out the throbbing in her hip as she looked around the small clearing. Benji was not there.

      Imogen crouched before the remains of the fire. As she had taken to doing most mornings, she concentrated on the patterns, letting her awareness of them come to her, working through each of the traditional ones before moving on to the sacred patterns. It was her meditation, something relaxing that helped her feel more like herself.

      In her mind’s eye, she brought the sword around through the various patterns, and she wasn’t injured like she was now, able to move as quickly as she needed to. All of the patterns had their own sort of power. Some of them were quick, some were slow, and some were a mixture of movements, as though they needed to have that irregularity in order for them to gain the power they had. She completed her meditation.

      When she finally opened her eyes, Benji was stooped next to the ground in front of her, tracing his hand in a strange, circular pattern above the damp earth. He looked up at her, saying nothing for a moment. Finally, he grinned at her broadly.

      “Do you know that your mouth moves as you do that?” he asked.

      “My mouth moves?”

      “It’s slight, but I noticed how your lips were moving, as if you’re talking to yourself. Do you talk to yourself when you meditate?”

      Her brow furrowed in thought. “I don’t think so.”

      He laughed. “Then you do it without meaning to. I understand what happens, though. I find myself doing something similar.”

      “You talk to yourself?”

      “Only when I meditate.”

      “I didn’t realize you did.”

      “What do you think I’m doing when I’m crouching to the ground?” Benji asked.

      “I thought you were talking to the grass. Or the trees. Or the wind.”

      He leaned down, tracing his finger along the ground, his lips moving in a faint murmur. Again, there was a soft language Imogen couldn’t fully understand.

      “Perhaps that’s all it is,” he said. “But then, you’d be missing out on something else.”

      “What would I be missing out on?”

      “Understanding, of course,” he said.

      Imogen took a seat and began to chew slowly on some dried meat she pulled out of her pocket. She needed to have a full stomach before they started off for the day.

      He watched her and chuckled, as if amused by her eating. “There are other things you could eat,” he said.

      “Like you have?”

      He smiled. “There are things found in the world around us. All you have to do is ask.” Benji held his hands out, revealing stacks of berries in his palms.

      She frowned. “How did you do that?”

      “How did I do what?”

      “How did you keep them concealed?”

      He chuckled again. “I didn’t keep them concealed. I just went looking.” Benji leaned back and plucked one berry, tossed it into his mouth, and chewed slowly. He grinned at her as he did. “You can have one, if you would like.”

      She leaned forward, and she held her hand out to him. “Why do I get the sense that this is some sort of trick?”

      “Because you want to see danger in everything,” he said.

      She shook her head. “All I want is to eat, then find Timo before he tries to take on the Sul’toral by himself.”

      Imogen took a berry from him and chewed on it, which was unlike anything she’d ever had before. The fruit burst in her mouth, a hint of sourness initially, and then it became sweet, almost impossibly so. She swallowed, and there was a cool sensation that worked down her throat into her belly, where it pooled. It was pleasing to her, and the sensation felt right.

      Benji watched her, as though he was trying to decide what to say to her. “Why is it so important that you find your brother?”

      “I lost him once,” she said. “When he left, he brought others with him who believed in his mission, the purpose he had, but it was because Timo had thought that he could take action for those who had been wronged.”

      Benji smiled and nodded slowly. “You didn’t agree with him.”

      “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

      He said nothing.

      “Or do the Porapeth not have siblings?”

      “We have what we have,” Benji said.

      It was another nonanswer. Imogen just shook her head, though there was no way she was going to push him to say anything more. It didn’t really matter, anyway.

      “I didn’t agree with what he was doing,” she continued, “and at the time, I chastised him for what he chose. I told him he was making a mistake, and that doing what he was doing would not bring honor to the family.”

      “I see. Was honor so important to you?”

      “I thought so at the time,” she said.

      Imogen looked across the remains of the fire, the hint of smoldering embers, and it was enough that she felt as if there was some power that lingered there, though she didn’t remember what Benji had done to start the fire. For that matter, she didn’t remember much after they had come to the campsite and she’d settled on the ground. Neither of them had stood guard, she was certain of that. She had allowed her fatigue to overwhelm her.

      “What about now?” he asked.

      She sighed. “I don’t know.”

      “What did you see when you were away?”

      “I taught the secrets of the Leier to those who suffered under the influence of the Sorcerers’ Society. I used the people to help me hunt down the hyadan keystone. I lost them, was betrayed by them, and returned to them.” She breathed out. “I made friends. Learned about sorcery. And said goodbye to those same friends.”

      Her time in Yoran had changed so much for her.

      “They had thought to use me,” Benji said quietly, ignoring her comment. “Some people think they can force a Porapeth to see things. They think it’s as simple as that. Not smart, is what I say. You can’t force magic. Even when you have it, you can’t force it.” He glanced over to Imogen, saying nothing for a long moment. “There are those who believe the Porapeth can share secrets. And in some ways, we can.”

      “In some ways?”

      “We are connected to the world.”

      “You’ve said everything is connected.”

      “And so it is,” he said. “But the Porapeth are connected in ways others are not. As you have probably seen.”

      Imogen didn’t know what she’d seen, only that she had recognized there was something different with Porapeth—and with Benji—than what she had observed from others with magic. All she knew was that whatever power he possessed was beyond what she could fathom.

      “You know things,” she said. “There are rumors like that.”

      “Rumors have a way of being accurate.”

      “So you do know things, then?”

      “I know many things. If you live as long as I have, then you will have an opportunity to know things as well, First of the Blade.”

      “This is different,” she said.

      Benji smirked. “Perhaps it is.”

      “Then what did the people with you want?”

      “They captured me,” he said.

      “I don’t understand. You said you were leading them.”

      “Perhaps I was,” he said. “But where was I leading them?”

      It was such a strange question, and it caught Imogen off guard for a moment. Her mind hesitated to catch up. “You were leading them to their deaths?”

      “I was leading them to you.” He smirked again. “There are things I can see, and things I cannot. What I can see blazes in my mind, like a bright light that guides me, and the things I cannot see are darkened, making it difficult for me to know what is there and what I’m supposed to do. In this case, what I was able to see was emblazoned in my mind. It burned brightly, guiding me. As it did, I saw where I was supposed to go, what I was supposed to see, and what I needed to do.”

      “And what was that?”

      “Why, to find you, of course. You needed guidance.”

      The idea that he had seen something about her, that he would’ve known her before they met, was unsettling.

      “What about Timo?” she asked.

      His brow furrowed, and for a moment, there was a bit of darkness in his silver eyes. He turned and looked at the smoldering flames. “I did not see the Scourge.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “I do not know.”

      “If you’re able to see, you should’ve been able to see him, shouldn’t you?”

      Benji looked over to her and nodded slowly. “I should’ve been able to, but the fact that I could not suggests that there is something hiding him from me.”

      “Does that happen often?”

      “Not often,” he said, shaking his head. He got to his feet and tilted his head to the side, as if listening to the way his feet scraped the dirt. Then he nodded to himself. “It is time. We must go, if you are to find this brother of yours before he does something foolish.”

      “Is that what you see?”

      He laughed. “I see what I must, and I don’t see what I don’t need to.”

      “What about your magic?”

      “What about it?”

      “How do you use it?”

      He frowned at her. “You keep making a mistake, First of the Blade.”

      “What mistake is that?”

      “Believing I have magic.”

      He started to walk away along the finger of land she could scarcely even see, let alone follow, but he moved in a pattern. She was able to track that pattern and know where he was placing his steps.

      “I’ve seen you use magic,” she said. “I’ve seen the way you talk to the stone and to the trees and to the grasses. Regardless of what you said about meditating, you are using some sort of magic. And if you see things in the future, that is a sort of magic.”

      “Of course it is,” he said.

      They headed down a rocky trail that veered off to the north. In the distance, the outline of trees appeared far to their north, though the trail headed slightly to the east, away from the forest itself. Benji followed the trail, as if he knew where they were going. Every so often, he would crouch down, tap the stone, and tilt his head to the side while listening. Imogen started to feel strange about the way he did that, and she tried to figure out what it was that he was understanding. But she came up with nothing.

      “You said you didn’t have magic,” she said.

      “I did say that.”

      “Well?”

      He crossed his arms as he turned his attention to her. “Well what?”

      “What is it, then? Do you have magic, or don’t you?”

      “I don’t have magic,” he said. He whispered something, and the wind gusted again, striking her cheeks with a chill that swirled around her.

      “But that is magic.”

      He nodded. “Yes, it is.”

      “But you don’t have magic?”

      Benji watched her. “You keep thinking there is a great distinction that must be made.”

      “There is some sort of distinction that must be made,” she said.

      “A distinction, yes, but perhaps one that’s unnecessary.”

      She frowned at him, trying to get a sense of where he was going with this and what he was getting at, but she could not understand.

      “You don’t have magic, but you do have magic,” she said. “That doesn’t make much sense.”

      “That is your problem. You keep looking for answers you don’t need.” He paused and grinned at her. “I don’t have magic. I am magic.”

      Benji continued onward, making his way along the path. When she did not move fast enough after him, he paused, motioning for her to follow.

      Imogen frowned, shaking her head as she hurried after him. “What do you mean that you are magic?”

      “What has your experience been with those who have it?”

      “Sorcerers?”

      He nodded. “Sorcerers. Others like that.”

      “The El’aras,” she said.

      “That would be another example.”

      “And the Toral.”

      “Indeed,” Benji said.

      “Some of them use dark magic. Some of them don’t.”

      He paused, and he tilted his head to the side again, frowning. “That is where you are wrong again.”

      “How is that wrong? I have seen dark magic used.”

      “You have seen dark magic users, not dark magic. Magic itself is not dark. It is the user who is the key. Those who want to use it to control, to abuse, to harm are the dark ones. The magic itself is not what makes something dark.”

      He started off again and hurried along the road, leaving her watching him as she tried to come up with an answer. She had seen dark magic and dark magic users, and she was convinced that they were one and the same.

      “What about darklings and other creatures?” she asked. Darklings were terrible creatures that attacked from the sky, controlled by the Sul’toral similar to how the adlet were. She couldn’t imagine fighting them on her own, though. “We’ve also faced the adlet, and I trained against the hyadan.”

      “All dark creatures,” he said.

      “So that’s not dark magic?”

      “It is different. As different as it is to have magic and to be magic.”

      “But they are magic, then?”

      “They are, but a different kind,” he said.

      “I still don’t understand.”

      He paused and tapped his foot on a firm section of ground, which rumbled when he did. “They were created by one of the ancient powers, used for the purpose of controlling them, the same way your dark magic users these days use them.”

      “Was it Sarenoth?”

      His brow furrowed, and he shook his head. “Not Sarenoth. Older.”

      He turned and headed away from her, and each time she tried to ask him another question, he ignored her. They walked for much of the day through the swamp. The fog lingered, though it didn’t grow any thicker. She expected Benji to say something about her brother, but when she asked, he only said he knew where he was going.

      Otherwise, neither of them spoke much. Imogen tried to get him to engage in more conversation, but despite all her attempts to get him to speak, to share something and open up to her, he did not.

      She felt as if she was right on the cusp of something, something that would help her understand, and an answer that would give her a clue as to what more she might need to do and be able to uncover.

      Late in the day, they finally reached a section of the marshland that was different than the others. It was almost like it ended, but it didn’t. It stretched in either direction, but ahead of them was a mounded section like many of the dry areas they had been taking. Something rose in the far distance.

      “What is this place?” she asked.

      “We are near the heart of the Shadows of the Dead,” Benji said in a hushed tone.

      “This is where we have to go?”

      “I’ve been following the whispers around us. They spoke of your brother and his trail, and it leads here.” He looked over to her, holding her gaze. There was worry in his eyes. He knew more than he was telling her. “But there is something else here.”

      “What?”

      “I cannot even see it.”

      “I should be worried about that,” she said.

      “Not as worried as I should be.”

      Imogen turned, facing the growing darkness in the heart of the Shadows of the Dead.

      “We should rest and prepare,” he said. “And you must decide, First of the Blade. Will this be your path?”

      She looked over to Benji and found him crouched, tilting his head slightly forward as he sniffed. He tapped one foot on the dry ground and drummed in a pattern. The water seemed to vibrate nearby, stretching toward the next clearing.

      He wanted to rest here? Now?

      But he hadn’t led her astray so far. Not that she knew, at least.

      “If Timo went this way, I need to keep going,” she said.

      “Even if it means facing the Sul’toral?”

      “Regardless of what it means. I need to help Timo.”

      Benji nodded. “I only hope you can.”
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      Imogen waited in the garden outside the main part of the temple. She had been summoned to meet with Master Liu, who stood in place, unmoving. Being relatively new to the sacred temple, she had yet to understand what he wanted from her. She was younger than most here, her hair barely down to her shoulders and bound with a length of black silk that matched her hair. The flowing silk robes she wore were a part of the temple attire, and she no longer held her sword—the one that signified her rank as First of the Blade—quite as proudly as she had when she had first come to the temple.

      “Master Liu?” she said again. She had approached him carefully, but he had not answered.

      Now, she waited.

      This had to be another test. Master Liu had done nothing but test her in the time he had been working with her. First, to demonstrate how ignorant she was compared with him, and then how slow she was.

      This was something new, though, so she waited. If it was a test, she would prove her patience.

      She took a seat in front of him and rested her blade across her lap. He remained motionless, standing before her, staff in hand.

      How long would he stay like this? It was Master Liu, though, so she wouldn’t put it past him to stand here as some sort of a test.

      A few students moved past, but Imogen didn’t dare look over. At one point, she thought she heard soft whispering behind her, but still didn’t turn.

      A cold breeze gusted, but she forced herself to ignore it, much like she forced herself to ignore the rumbling in her stomach and her dry mouth.

      Maybe that was the lesson.

      She lost track of time, but hours must have passed. The sun reached its peak, then started to descend, all while she sat there. Only as the stars started twinkling in the sky did he stir, finally looking over to her.

      “What did you learn today?” he asked.

      She did not let her surprise at the question show on her face as she broke herself from her reverie. She had been sitting, contemplating why she was studying in the sacred temple, beginning to feel as if she had made a mistake.

      “You wanted me to learn patience,” she answered.

      He tapped his staff on the ground. “Stand.”

      Imogen followed his command and stood, having no choice but to do so. She held her sword across from him, stiff from having sat as long as she had, though she suspected that was his intention.

      Another part of the test.

      And because of that, she remained focused. He was going to require speed.

      He tipped his head—all the message she needed.

      Imogen darted forward. She could reach him this time. He had been standing in place for so long that it seemed as if he refused to move. But when she sped toward him, he deflected her almost while standing still.

      She spun, slicing through a series of patterns, never able to get to him. He reacted so fast that she could scarcely see it.

      He rapped his staff on the ground again. “What did you do wrong?”

      “I’m not fast enough,” she said. It was always the same answer.

      How could she not be fast enough, though? He held her gaze. His eyes were impossibly old, even then. His brow wrinkled, starlight reflecting off his forehead.

      “Is it speed, or are you sloppy?” he asked.

      The comment was like a slap across the face. He never criticized her technique. He always demonstrated what she needed to do, showed her how she had to fight, but he never commented on her patterns. To hear them called sloppy was an insult.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I will do better.”

      She backed away, and he drummed the staff against the ground.

      As before, she slipped forward, using everything in her ability to try to get to him. And each time she did, she found her attacks deflected. Each time, she somehow could not see what he was doing.

      “Sloppy.” He tapped the staff again. “And rigid.”

      “I’m trying to be precise,” she muttered.

      The staff came down on the ground with a sharp crack.

      “You must flow through the patterns,” Master Liu said. “There must be fluidity. Otherwise, you will never be greater than what you are.”

      Imogen prepared to attack again, but his slight tip of his head warned her against doing so. He wasn’t done with his instruction.

      “This is called Tree Stands in the Forest.”

      Her heart hammered. He was teaching her one of the sacred patterns?

      In the time that she’d been here, she had been disabused of the notion that she was as skilled as she had long believed herself to be. All it had taken was a few sessions with Master Liu, and she had come to understand that she was nothing compared to what she believed herself to be.

      “What do I need to do?” Imogen asked.

      He tapped the staff again. “Once you learn Tree Stands in the Forest, we will move on to the others.”

      She waited for him to show her something. Anything.

      But he didn’t.

      Moments passed before she realized what he was doing. He had already shown her Tree Stands in the Forest. The sacred pattern was the one he had been standing in all day.

      “What does it do?” she asked.

      “Only when you master it will you understand. I must warn you, this is the most difficult of the sacred patterns to grasp fully. I show it to you first so that you have the most time to comprehend it.”

      She stood motionless, trying to model herself after him, thinking she had to find an answer—but she couldn’t figure anything out.

      “How will I know when I’ve mastered it?”

      “You will know.”

      She waited for him to explain more, but he didn’t. Then again, he never told her much. And now, he simply watched her, as if that was all the answer she needed.

      “When will I learn other sacred patterns?” Imogen asked.

      “Always so eager. Do you think you’re ready?”

      “I want to know them all.”

      “There is a difference between seeing and knowing,” Master Liu said.

      “I want to see them all, and learn them, and master them.”

      He watched her for a long moment. “Perhaps you will be the first.”
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      Imogen thought about the sacred patterns more and more these days. She didn’t understand them any better, though as she looked back, the earliest lessons that Master Liu had taught her were still within her. She could see those lessons even as she closed her eyes.

      When she meditated, she understood the sacred patterns in a way she had not when she had first learned them, in a way she could not have before. Experience had taught her something she had questioned. Could she even know?

      And now she felt as if the answers were there, but she had to find them.

      The first lesson had been Tree Stands in the Forest. She had been sloppy then, according to Master Liu. Even now, Imogen wondered what he had meant. Either he had moved so fast that she hadn’t seen it, or he hadn’t moved but had still deflected every attack somehow. If the sacred patterns were magic, then he had knowingly used magic.

      And she had not even understood that back then.

      She’d seen Tree Stands in the Forest so many times that she had recognized the pattern and demonstrated it for him, but she had never reached what he considered mastery. Then again, none of the students within the temple had mastered that technique.

      She had met other students with notches on their blades, demonstrating that they had mastery of one or more of the sacred patterns, but that one eluded even the most skilled. The simplest, yet the most difficult.

      Imogen had to find the fluidity. She had to understand. The patterns were within her—within her mind, within the lessons he had conveyed to her. All she had to do was focus, concentrate, and she could bring back those memories.

      Master Liu had taught her everything he could. He had made that point clear to her when he had sent her away from the temple before she’d mastered any of the sacred patterns. At the time, she knew she’d been a failure.

      Her bond quest had been her chance to change that.

      And she had, all while still trying to come back to her patterns so that she could understand them better. Now she felt the need to embrace those patterns—to find the knowledge in the energy within them, to see if she could uncover the reason Master Liu had wanted her to train with that power and those patterns, and to uncover their secret.

      The sacred patterns flowed within her mind, the ones that had come from Master Liu himself. Imogen had to find the key within them. She had to understand them, embrace them. Could she, though?

      She opened her eyes, and she stared at the darkness in front of her.

      “Come,” Benji said, his voice drifting to her from the other side of the solid mound of earth. “It is time to move. I feel something, and the wind tells me that we must go.”

      Imogen stood up as thunder rumbled, and then a burst of lightning split the sky. The air crackled with the energy she remembered from her time training with Master Liu.

      She realized that it was later—or earlier—than she thought. She had believed it was still the middle of the night, but perhaps she had been meditating for most of the night. In that time, she had not rested as she needed to. Still, surprisingly, she found that she was recovered in a way she had not expected.

      She followed Benji. They trudged across the space leading to the larger section of dry ground, and she knew there would be something more. She was ready for it.

      “Where are we supposed to go?” she asked.

      He motioned into the distance. “It is not much farther. The ground and the wind and the trees have told me where we need to go.”

      “Did they tell you how to get through it?”

      “It is not me who needs to get through,” Benji said.

      He stopped, and he tapped his hand on a twisted tree while whispering something. As he did, the ground seemed to tremble, and a sucking sound made her think that some of the swamp was trying to pull free. He paused, pointing to the ground.

      “This is where your brother passed through,” he said. He watched her for a long moment, something unreadable in his eyes. “This is what you wanted, isn’t it? You wanted to follow him and assist him as he chased the Sul’toral.”

      “I wanted to keep him from dying,” she said carefully. “If we stop the Sul’toral—”

      “Then this is where we must go,” he said.

      Imogen stood and straightened, looking out over the rock line. She could feel power in the air crackling against her. Every time the storm raged and the thunder rumbled, it crashed through her, leaving the air filled with a surge of energy that sizzled along her skin, poured through her body, and left her.

      “You must follow,” Benji said. His voice seemed to be a whisper, heading directly into her ear and then beyond. It was almost something mystical. His eyes glittered, as if he was amused by all of this.

      “Are you sure we can get past? Will your magic protect us?”

      “My magic,” he scoffed. “Didn’t we already talk about this, First of the Blade? I have no magic, and I resent the implication that I do.”

      “Then maybe you being magic can get us through,” she said.

      He looked over to her. “That is not what will carry us through.”

      “And what will, then?” she asked.

      “You’ve been fighting this knowledge for your entire life, have you not?”

      Imogen furrowed her brow in thought. He was a seer. Wasn’t that what he had said? He had told her that he could see things and that he was magic.

      “Are you responsible for what happened to bring me here?” she asked.

      “Don’t make me call you the same names I call your brother.”

      She frowned at him.

      He snorted. “Don’t attribute to others what you have within yourself.”

      Imogen tried to think through those lessons he had to be referring to. Benji was right. The lessons were there. She saw them at times when she meditated, though never clearly. If she could find that knowledge and understanding again, she could know what it was that she had to do.

      She had spent three years in the sacred temple, time where she had resisted every lesson Master Liu had given her. There was some aspect to her training that she did not quite grasp, all coming back to that first lesson: fluidity.

      And it was tied to something even more basic.

      She had never really embraced the truth of the sacred patterns. She had meditated on them before, but even as she had, there had been a rigidity to it.

      “What if I don’t have enough control over my patterns?” she asked.

      “Is it control you’re looking for?”

      “No,” she said softly, realizing that wasn’t it at all.

      When she had trained with Master Liu, it hadn’t been about control at all. It had been about understanding. She had gone to the sacred temple because she wanted to learn. She had wanted to master the sword and prove herself. At the time, she hadn’t been ready. Her mind had been closed, shut off from the truth of what she needed to learn. It had taken her departure, being sent away on a bond quest she had not chosen, for her to discover the truth.

      What would Master Liu think now? Maybe he had known all along.

      And now there was Benji. The Porapeth. He had come because he had seen something. He had come because of her.

      This whole time, she had thought she was coming for Timo, because her brother needed her. And he did. She was certain of it. But it wasn’t just that. Perhaps there was something more to this journey.

      She looked over to Benji, but she couldn’t see anything in the Porapeth’s eyes that answered her question. The silver reflected the occasional burst of lightning, and all she saw was the same flat expression that he had been wearing from the beginning.

      In this case, she didn’t think about precision.

      Imogen took a step back, unsheathing her sword in one fluid movement and starting with Petals on the Wind. That was the easiest for her to do, mostly because it felt like the one closest to her. The pattern was a part of her, more than the others, and it had been there ever since she had first trained with Master Liu. It was the one she thought she should know the best.

      Starting through it, she could feel something there, some part of her that resisted. This was the part that wanted—that demanded—precision. The training that had been instilled upon her ever since she picked up the blade made her want to be the most skilled of all her people. That motivation had driven her.

      And as she flowed now, Imogen tried to fight the need for precision, though it was difficult. Rigidity was a mistake.

      “Open yourself to it.”

      The whispered voice carried to her on the wind, and she no longer knew if it was Master Liu all those years ago trying to explain to her what she needed to do within the pattern, or if it was Benji now speaking to her, using the power of the wind and his own magic. All she knew was that she could feel something upon that breeze that carried toward her, and she was compelled to keep moving.

      She continued to flow. This time, as she moved within Petals on the Wind, she thought not of the rigidity of the pattern or the way she had been instructed to follow it. Instead, she focused on what that pattern could do, the way it would guide her in a dance.

      Imogen let the pattern move her hands in the way Master Liu had moved his years ago. There was a flow to it, but nothing precise. She let herself get caught up in the flow, let it carry her. As she did, energy began to build, a different sort than what she had felt before. When she had done it in the past, it had been unintentional. There had been times when she had accidentally drawn power, as well as times when she had harnessed the patterns in a way that had begun to build power through her, but never like this.

      Something rose within her, and it seemed to match the energy of the storm. It sizzled and thundered, as if the storm itself were calling to her. She focused on it, and she darted toward the barrier.

      She shifted from Petals on the Wind to Lightning Strikes in a Storm and drove her blade forward. Something unleashed from the end of it. With a shattering crackle of power, the barrier collapsed.

      Imogen staggered backward, and she stared at the space where the barrier had been. No longer did the darkness block her from seeing anything. No longer was there that purple hue to the nearly invisible barrier. Now there was something else.

      A fog rose up from the Shadows the Dead. The return of the fog seemed strange, especially as they had been trudging through the marshlands for as long as they had without seeing it.

      “What does that mean?” she asked.

      “Probably that Dheleus knows we’re coming. The last time I saw him, even though it was from a distance, he was a real bastard.”

      She stared, wondering how much sorcery would be there. What other monsters would be lurking? How many Toral would she face, and where was the Sul’toral? Through it all, she was left thinking about her brother.

      “How did that feel?” Benji asked, looking over to her.

      Imogen stared at him. “I think I knew it could happen.”

      He chuckled. “Of course you knew it could. You have always known. You have fought it, and so have your people. That is why they institute rigidity upon you. They fear it.”

      “Not all of them.”

      Master Liu had not.

      What she wouldn’t give to go back, to train with him to understand what it would take for her to become one with the Blade.

      “Come,” Benji said. “I think—”

      He cut himself off, and Imogen looked over to him. She froze at the sight of three figures who stood in the distance, obscured by fog. As it lifted, the trio turned in their direction. If they were Toral, she would be in trouble.

      Benji didn’t move. He wanted her to deal with them again.

      She flowed toward the nearest figure. A circular pattern began to build around them, and she remembered what happened when the Toral she had faced earlier had done that. She swept her blade smoothly, no longer following the detailed, rigid forms she had before. It was difficult still.

      Imogen had learned rigidity and precision her entire life, and they had been the keys to her success, so now that she knew she needed to find the true flow, she struggled with it. She could still use that pattern, but she had to find a way to build that energy within her. She remembered what Master Liu had done, and images of his movements came to mind, almost as if forced into her head.

      As she swept her blade around, disrupting the sorcerer’s pattern, she caught sight of Benji. He had crouched down, and he pressed his hands along a firm section of ground. He looked up at her, whispering softly.

      Maybe it was his influence that was helping her remember how to find that pattern. But then, it was always there within her, especially when she meditated.

      She darted forward, and as she twisted the blade, something else that Master Liu had said came back to her. They did not always have to seek to destroy.

      It fit with what Benji had told her: magic wasn’t dark. It was the user who was.

      She brought the blade around, and she slapped the hilt of the sword along the back of the sorcerer’s neck. They crumpled, dropping to the ground.

      She flowed to the side, drifting toward the next sorcerer. Something built near her, power that sizzled against her skin and pressed inward, a distinct sensation that Imogen could feel as she moved through the patterns. She spun and swept her blade down in a sharp arc.

      Imogen was accustomed to fighting through magic, something the Leier techniques taught. The patterns she’d learned gave insight into how to power through magic, but in this case, as she brought her blade down, there was something different to it. It carved through that magic in a way that exploded outward in a burst of power toward the sorcerer.

      She glided forward, and she brought her knee up, sweeping it in a movement she had seen from the Chain Breaker. At the same time, she also chopped her hand against the sorcerer’s neck, knocking him out. Then she shifted away, leaving her with one sorcerer remaining.

      Imogen danced around him as he started to gather power, which crept around his feet and continued building. He was creating a protective barrier around himself, a simple thing for her to disrupt, especially since she recognized that he was using a pattern. All she had to do was find a way to interrupt the flow.

      She slammed her sword forward, and it stabbed into his side, piercing his belly. He grunted, but she ignored him as she swept the blade back and drove the hilt into his forehead, causing him to crumple to the ground.

      The energy around her eased.

      Benji looked over to her. “Is that all you’re going to do?”

      “Do I need to kill them?”

      He chuckled and tapped the ground. It rumbled, sweeping up and around the sorcerers, holding them in place. “They will be able to break out of this eventually, but you must give thought to whether you want to leave them alive.”

      “Can they learn to abandon this?” she asked.

      He regarded her for a moment, and a frown crossed his lips. “I do not know.”

      She had no idea if leaving them alive was right, but her people wanted to destroy the sorcerers. They wanted to kill every magic user, thinking that all magic was dark and dangerous. Imogen knew it was not.

      Perhaps this was not the way.

      She checked the sorcerers and removed their Toral markers, unsurprised that each of them carried one. As she slipped them into her pocket, she tried not to think about how easy it had been. She had disarmed the Toral far more easily than she had ever imagined possible.

      The knowledge had always been part of her. Within her.

      “Will they be able to get new markers?” she asked.

      “It’s not a matter of getting new ones,” he said. “They have to find a Sul’toral willing to offer them. Maybe they can’t. Once corrupted by the ring, they are bound to the one who granted it to them.”

      “Then they’ll just be powerful sorcerers.”

      Benji snorted. “Just.”

      Each of them also carried other enchantments, and she stuffed those into her pocket as well. The cool feeling of the enchantments pressed on her skin as she picked each one up. How long would she be able to keep those on her?

      Benji tapped the mushy ground again, and it started to pull the sorcerers down, causing them to sink partway. Some of the vines that crept along the ground wrapped around them.

      When he was finished, he and Imogen continued on. Benji began taking a path as if knowing exactly where to go. He probably did. Even though the Sul’toral here might be trying to obscure Benji’s ability, he was still a Porapeth and had a way of communicating with the land around him.

      They hadn’t gone far before the fog drifted away, separating as though retreating. The storm still raged overhead, the thunder and lightning crackling in the sky above, and rain beating down on them.

      Imogen glanced up at the sky, feeling the overpowering sense coming from that storm. And within it, she recognized something else.

      A dark shape loomed in front of them, the shadowy structure of a massive tower.

      Benji crouched down, and he traced his fingers along the ground before standing. “The Tower of the Dead. That is where we must go.”
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      They approached the tower carefully, and Imogen could feel something within her trembling. Her response to magic, she suspected. She was aware of it in a way she had not been before. It left her tingling, every part of her on edge, but she knew not to ignore it, knew she could not. Whatever power was here in this tower within the Shadows of the Dead, she had to confront it.

      The Sul’toral served a dark power called Sarenoth in everything they did. Whatever Dheleus was after in this place would serve that same goal. She had to stop it.

      Or help Timo stop it.

      She looked over to Benji and found him watching her, but she couldn’t read the expression in his eyes. “You didn’t expect it to actually be here, did you?”

      “I couldn’t see it,” he said.

      “Should we be worried?”

      “With the Tower of the Dead, we should be concerned about a great number of things.”

      “What do you think will happen as we get to it?”

      “I can’t really say. I can tell that the tower itself is dangerous, but beyond that…”

      He stared for a moment, and Imogen imagined him using his magic, or being his magic, whatever the case may be. The night stretched in front of her, and the sky thundered overhead, with lightning crackling in the air and the persistent energy that lingered.

      The tower rose as a finger of jagged rock that stretched into the sky. She imagined that, from a distance, it might look like nothing more than a rock formation rising out of the heart of the swamp.

      “There’s something familiar about that tower,” she said. “I want to get inside, find my brother, stop whatever the Sul’toral is planning, and be done with this.”

      “I fear it will not be so simple.”

      They started forward, and something shifted. The ground began to rumble and tremble around them. Imogen unsheathed her blade and began to focus on the sacred patterns.

      Benji watched her. “Your hip doesn’t seem to be bothering you anymore.”

      “It’s not as bad.” She wasn’t sure why that would be. It surprised her that her hip would suddenly stop hurting like that, though maybe she had simply loosened up.

      “Probably for the best. You are going to need all of the patterns you know, or whatever you want to say they are. I don’t really care what you call them, to be honest. Just so long as you do what you need to.” There was a harshness in the way he said it that suggested he’d seen something.

      “And what do I need to do?”

      “Find your path.”

      Imogen did not yet understand it. She would need time to work through it to comprehend what it meant for her, but she knew the truth now. The sacred patterns were magic, and she had to understand that power and use it.

      Perhaps this was her path.

      They slowly made their way toward the tower. A dark fog rose from the ground. She continued forward in the flow, letting the patterns guide her. The way Benji moved surprised her, reminding her of the sacred patterns, though not quite like it.

      “I wonder if you could’ve taught me,” she said.

      “Taught you what, First of the Blade?” This time, there was something definitely mocking in the way he said it, though he also sounded amused about it.

      “You understand the patterns I use. You could’ve shared with me what I need to know.”

      “Would that have helped you understand?”

      The way he said it reminded her of Master Liu.

      The ground trembled again. She thought Benji might be doing that, but the sensation shifted, throwing dirt and debris up at them, sending them both staggering backward.

      “That wasn’t you,” she said.

      “I tried to prevent that. Unfortunately, the earth does not respond to me here.”

      “I thought everything responded to you.”

      “Not everything,” he said.

      He crouched down and touched the ground, and it trembled faintly, though not nearly as powerfully as it had before. She waited, feeling the tension along her skin, the significant tightness that worked over her signifying how much power Benji attempted to draw on. But there was nothing else. Whatever he was doing had faded.

      “Someone here is far more powerful than I expected,” he said.

      “We are in the Shadows of the Dead, a place where a Sul’toral is active. What did you expect to find?”

      He stared into the distance, his brow furrowed, and the ground trembled where he touched—not only at his hands but near his feet as well. He pushed, and Imogen could practically feel something radiating up from where he pressed.

      “Not this,” he finally replied.

      “If this is all about serving Sarenoth…”

      “I’m not exactly sure anymore. I can’t see it.”

      She glanced over to Benji, waiting for him to explain more, but he didn’t. He simply stared, and she had a feeling that he was more concerned than he let on.

      They had to work quickly—more quickly than he anticipated, Imogen guessed.

      “What pattern should I use?” she asked.

      It felt strange to ask Benji that, but she had seen him using similar patterns, and she suspected that he understood the patterns far more than he had revealed. And if he did, he might know which one would be most effective.

      “I can’t guide you through your understanding of your people’s power,” he said. “You must find that understanding within yourself.”

      “I don’t know what will work,” she admitted.

      Her mind raced through all the sacred patterns Master Liu had demonstrated. He had shown her all thirteen of them, though she had never had mastery of any. And there was the one technique that was the simplest and most difficult.

      What would work now?

      Benji pressed his hands to the ground, as if he had some way of suppressing the power here, and then he brought his hands up.

      What was he was doing?

      He swung his hands back down, slamming them into the earth. As he did, the ground rumbled, then exploded. All of the quaking in front of them began to ease, and it finally stopped altogether.

      “Go,” Benji said.

      Imogen glided forward. She had to get inside the tower. As she moved, shadowy forms appeared out of the fog. She could scarcely see them, though she was aware of the strange tension along her skin. She didn’t know what the figures were, but she could feel them and the magic within them.

      Were they adlet or manalak or more Toral? Or something even worse…

      It didn’t matter. She stayed within the traditional patterns, unsure she could trust the sacred ones. She wanted to, especially knowing the key to them now and having used them to keep herself safe, but she also worried that if she relied on the sacred patterns and did not have the necessary skill with them, she would succumb to the upcoming attack.

      The shadowy forms were upon her. An adlet appeared, and she darted at it, carving into its flesh. The creature shrieked a horrible sound, and Imogen brought her blade around, stabbing it again. The adlet shrieked a second time, but at least it backed away.

      Another took its place. She couldn’t be afraid of these creatures. She had to get through them in order to find her brother.

      Imogen danced to the side, focusing on a pair of patterns that she merged in her mind, and then she swiped. She cut the adlet’s legs, then swung up toward its belly before stabbing it in the chest. The adlet backed away from her like the first one did.

      One of the manalak loomed in front of her. The creature was horrifying, and she raised her blade, steadying herself. She raced toward it and soon lost herself in the patterns. It was the only way she could keep going.

      The creatures pushed back, the ground trembled, the fog swirled. The fight was brutal, nearly impossible, but she could not abandon it. She had to continue, to push herself forward.

      And then she was done.

      The fog persisted, but she felt nothing within it. Imogen circled around and realized she had reached the tower. She looked but didn’t see any opening to the structure. Benji continued to suppress the ground, keeping it from trembling. She waited for him to uncover anything else, but there was nothing other than the fog.

      She circled the tower, but Benji hadn’t followed her. Instead, he went a different way, leaving her.

      Imogen reached a massive, arched door made out of a dull-gray metal. Symbols were carved into its surface—spells, she suspected. Shadows seemed to cling to the door in a way that felt unnatural. The entire structure left her whole being on edge. She sensed power, but it was a dangerous sort that made her shiver.

      She swept forward, bringing her blade around, carving as if to cut through some of the patterns. Even though she saw nothing, she knew there was sorcery here, but it was sorcery that came from every place around her. For all she knew, it came from the fog itself. More likely, though, it emanated from the tower. She realized that those strange runes were not just on the door, but were worked into the stone.

      Benji should be here. She waited, looking around for the Porapeth, but there was no sign of him.

      She knew what he would want for her.

      Get inside.

      Find her brother.

      Stop Dheleus.

      She approached the door and tested the lock, but it remained closed. There was a presence along the surface of the door, power that sizzled within it.

      What pattern would work here?

      A voice drifted through her mind, like someone was giving her the answer. It might have been her own thoughts, or perhaps memories of Master Liu, or even Benji somehow communicating with her.

      Lightning Strikes in a Storm.

      She focused, then she flowed forward. Her blade struck the metal, and an explosion of purple energy swirled around her. When it cleared, the door swung open.

      A cold feeling from inside the tower washed over her. The walls were all the same pale gray as the door, but they seemed to be made of stone rather than metal. Symbols etched into the stone looked like the work of sorcery, though she didn’t know their purpose. All she felt was a desire to stab each of those spells with her sword and destroy them.

      Benji needed to be here. He had suppressed whatever power was around the tower to give her the opportunity to reach it.

      Now she had to go after Timo. He had to be somewhere.

      She stepped forward through the doorway and into the tower. The moment she did, shadows separated from the walls. They coalesced, and it took only a moment for her to realize what they were.

      Adlet.

      They howled softly, one after another. The sound was a mournful cry, painful, and it lingered in her ears.

      Three of the adlet surrounded her, and she darted toward the nearest one. She dropped the tip of her blade down. Unlike when she had faced them before, when she had focused on the precision of the traditional patterns, she chose the flow of the sacred patterns this time. Imogen instinctively used Petals on the Wind, a pattern she would not have expected to be powerful. But as she glided forward, she swept her blade toward one of the adlet—and then through the creature. A spray of hot warmth splashed her as the adlet howled.

      She turned, staying in Petals on the Wind. The air crackled, and her skin was tight. For the first time, she questioned whether that tension was because of her or because of the creatures around her.

      She didn’t have an opportunity to consider it more as another adlet lunged toward her. She ducked and shifted to Lightning Strikes in a Storm, using a fluid movement to drive her blade forward into the creature. She withdrew the sword, spinning and switching to Stream through the Trees.

      It felt… right.

      The sacred patterns had always been straightforward, especially compared to some of the traditional patterns she had learned to use. But it wasn’t the complexity that gave them power, she now understood. It was the fluidity. It was how she harnessed the power that the pattern could generate.

      Something crackled, and she spun to find the third adlet coming toward her. The creatures were not powerful, but they had access to some sort of magic. She brought her blade around and carved. Resistance met her blade, but as she continued to sweep her sword forward, there was a strange, soft explosion as the spell shattered. Then her blade penetrated the creature, and it fell to the ground.

      Suddenly, the darkness faded, and pale light glowed around her.

      That had not been there before, had it?

      She brought her sword around again, and it shattered a spell trying to surround her. Imogen danced back, flowing through Petals on the Wind once more. She moved from that technique to Stream through the Trees and then to Gliding on the Ice. Each time she spun, she could feel energy pushing against her, a hint of resistance. The strange glow remained around her as well.

      More creatures made their way toward her, each made of stone or wood or earth.

      Enchantments.

      They filled the long entryway around her. She didn’t have time to see much else besides the power near her. She had to be getting close, but she couldn’t even see where they had come from. They had seemed to separate from the shadows to come at her.

      Energy pushed on Imogen as one of the creatures lumbered toward her, its form almost humanoid, though nearly twice her size. Two others looked like animals, though twisted forms of them. The other two were like nothing she had ever seen before, horrible creatures made out of dirt and rock and grass.

      Something whispered in the back of her mind. “Push them back.”

      She brought the blade up, then swept it down in a sharp strike, connecting with the stone creature. Energy exploded within her, and then it surged around her. A wave rippled out from her body, as if the pattern had pushed away the stone itself.

      The fallen creatures formed a circle around her. They had all shattered into piles of stone debris, lying motionless. As she flowed through the patterns, she reminded herself that she knew what she needed to do. The knowledge was within her.

      The sacred patterns.

      And what was sacred but ancient magic?

      She moved forward, feeling free in a way she had not before. She recognized the power that was around her and felt drawn forward in what she needed to do. There was the sense of magic around her, and once again she questioned whether it was from her or from the enchanted creatures. Maybe it was both.

      And perhaps there was a Toral here as well.

      None of that worried her. She was moving in the flow. Like she did with her meditation, she found herself gliding in a way that felt right.

      When five more stone figures separated from the wall, all of them looking like statues before they had moved, Imogen swept through them and cut them down. She did not think they were creatures and suspected that they were some sort of strange enchantment, but the control within them suggested an incredible amount of power.

      Sul’toral power.

      “Keep moving forward,” a voice murmured. Was it the same one that had told her to strike before? This was a soft, almost caressing whisper in the back of her mind.

      She followed it and continued on through the tower. Part of her worried that it was the Sul’toral speaking to her, trying to draw her into a trap, but even if it was, she would go, if only so she could reach him—and destroy him. She would find her brother. She would free him.

      Every so often, a voice whispered again. Up. Turn. Take the stairs. Follow this hallway.

      The tower itself was made of a simple stone, all of gray, with the symbols of sorcery etched in the walls. Perhaps enchantments even. Corridors stretched off in different directions, but she avoided them and focused on the stairs that led ever higher, toward the sense of power she felt. In some halls, she noted fallen and damaged sculptures. In others, she noticed flickering lights or had the sense that enchantments lingered just out of her reach.

      She didn’t slow. She couldn’t.

      The voice continued to whisper in her mind, guiding her. After a while, Imogen began to realize that it had to be Benji. Who else could speak to her like that? Who else would know? He must be speaking to the stone, to the wind, to the inside of this tower, for him to know where she needed to go.

      But where was he?

      “Not much farther,” the voice came again. This time, it was in the back of her mind, and it was a command.

      “What must I do?” she asked.

      “Be ready.”

      Imogen moved forward as she had before, taking step after step, feeling the strange pressure all around her. It continued to squeeze, as if it wanted to tamp down on her, but she glided through it and used a combination of traditional and sacred patterns so that she could break through any resistance that attempted to push into her. She knew what she needed to do. She could feel it.

      With each step, the voice persisted. It was almost as though it lingered in the back of her mind, a cautious guidance that left her knowing what she needed to do and how she was to do it.

      As she started up the next few stairs, there was a barrier, and she knew what she had to do. It was similar to the strange, dark barrier she had encountered at the edge of the Shadows of the Dead.

      She pushed. Then even more.

      And with a surge of understanding, she forced her strike forward.

      The pattern shattered.

      And before her appeared a sorcerer.
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      Imogen stood across from the sorcerer, sword held before her. Her gaze drifted immediately to his hand, and there was no sign of the Toral ring she had seen on the other sorcerers. Still, there was a dark energy radiating from him that she could practically feel, and one that left her trembling.

      He was black-haired and tall, with eyes that seemed to be ageless, giving him the aura of somebody who had seen the world. Imogen had never felt anything like that from a sorcerer before. The only time she had felt that way had been when she’d faced the El’aras, beings who lived an impossibly long time. That and Benji, but as a Porapeth, of course he would be ageless.

      The sorcerer grinned as he approached, and not only was there a dark energy within him, but there was a darkness to the way he looked at her. The glitter in his eyes suggested malice.

      “You came,” he said.

      She frowned, sweeping her gaze around, but there was nothing other than that same strange, dark cloud of energy that she had seen everywhere. “What do you mean?”

      He smiled slightly, intensifying the darkness in his eyes. “I was not sure you would arrive, but I was assured you would.”

      Why had Benji brought her here? Her mind raced through the possibilities. It had felt like he had tried to guide her to this place so that she could find her brother, but what if this had been a trap?

      She pushed away the thought. There would be no reason for him to do that. The Porapeth were magic, but they did not side with the Sul’toral. They did not side with Sarenoth.

      Unless something had changed.

      She knew nothing about it. How could she? Everything she knew was but a story. It seemed impossible, but here she was, feeling this doubt.

      “You will be useful for what happens next,” he said.

      Imogen took a step back, but she had a distinct feeling of something moving behind her. There was a trembling sensation, as if the ground itself were rumbling. When she glanced back, she noticed that the stone behind her had been sealed off, walling her inside.

      That had to be Benji. The Porapeth was responsible for all of this.

      Maybe he had decided she had wronged him in some way. Given everything that Imogen had done over the years, it was possible that she had, however unintentionally.

      She was going to have to fight her way through here.

      “Useful, how?” she asked.

      She had to buy time. Long enough to figure out who else might be here. This one didn’t seem to be a Toral. Whoever he was serving would still be inside the room.

      “I didn’t know whether you could be of use before, but the way you proceeded through the defenses suggests you can learn.” He spread his hands to the side, and a band of pale-white power streaked out from them, looping in a spiral.

      Imogen shifted to the side, sweeping her blade toward the ground and following Waterfall Down the Stream, which carved through the spell pattern he used on her.

      He smiled, darkness flashing again in his eyes. “There it is.” He glanced behind him. “You were right.”

      Imogen tensed. That meant Benji was already here.

      “I told you she could do it.” That wasn’t his voice, but it was familiar for a different reason.

      She had to shatter the barrier pattern her opponent used to keep her from being able to get too close. Imogen focused on the sorcerer.

      Not a Toral. A Sul’toral.

      She thought of everything Master Liu had taught her. It was a matter of meditating. She had used that technique for a long time, but it was only during the last few years—and especially over the last several months—that she had truly begun to understand what was involved. There were answers within the meditation.

      Memories were there. She knew what she needed to do. The knowledge was within her—it had always been.

      Had she not made the journey to the tower and felt the thunderclouds rumble in the sky and the storm rage around her, Imogen wasn’t sure she would’ve known what she needed here.

      She exploded forward with Lightning Strikes in a Storm. Though the pattern was simple, it was complex at the same time, and she burst not toward the Sul’toral but toward the power around him. There was some dark cloud of energy that obscured whoever was there with him. If she could bring that power down, she would not have to fear what he was going to do to her, and she wouldn’t have to worry about someone else sneaking up on her.

      The Sul’toral tried to strike. Imogen could feel what he did, even though she couldn’t see it.

      His hands moved quickly—almost too quickly. He made a rapid spiraling pattern, and a bolt of power glanced away from him, but she was the lightning in the storm. She lunged forward, and she struck her blade into the shield around him.

      The barrier collapsed.

      There was still a haze that hung over everything, but now she could see more. The Sul’toral stood before her, but there was also a darkened figure behind him. The room itself was more ornate than some of the others in the tower had been, decorated with sculptures she suspected were enchantments, along with golden lamps that ringed the entirety of the room. A domed ceiling overhead seemed built with some arcane purpose.

      Imogen rolled and then spun, and she pointed the tip of her sword at the sorcerer, driving the blade toward him. She glided, feeling the energy within the movement coming through her. As she used Lightning Strikes in a Storm, the magic filled her.

      She faced the Sul’toral. He stood with his hands spread on either side of him again, watching her.

      He chuckled, tapping his hand for a moment. “Very good. You are everything I hoped you could be.”

      “I’m not going to be anything for you,” she spat.

      “No? What about for him?”

      Imogen backed up, sweeping the blade and flowing slightly in Petals on the Wind. Using that gentle pattern, she moved her arms to create a barrier that would make it difficult for anyone to get to her. It also had the advantage of keeping her ready as her arms swung from side to side, prepared for the need to dart forward and attack.

      “Imogen,” a voice said.

      The dark haze still covered everything, but she twirled the blade through a faint pattern, and the wind whispered around her. Though it was a difficult pattern, it didn’t have much purpose in fighting, at least not that she had ever thought before. But now that she had started to understand what Master Liu had been trying to teach her and the way Benji had moved, Imogen thought she could see some usefulness to that pattern. A soft, gusting breeze formed at the tip of her blade, mostly from the way her hands moved. The technique pushed back the darkness.

      Another figure stood across from her but did not make any attempt to come toward her. The Sul’toral still remained at a distance, and he hadn’t come toward her either.

      Neither of them tried to attack.

      They didn’t need to. She was frozen in place.

      “Timo,” she said.

      He moved toward her, and though his hands were empty, she saw something on his finger. A Toral ring. Could he have been foolish enough to try to use the ring he’d taken from the sorcerer he’d killed?

      “What are you doing?” she murmured.

      There was a sense of movement from behind her, and she spun, bringing her blade in a quick arc. She flowed through Petals on the Wind, mixing with Stream through the Trees.

      Imogen forced the Sul’toral back. Dark anger flashed in his eyes, the only part of him that really seemed unsettled. She severed the pattern he had begun to create, and she made a point of keeping him at a distance.

      “You don’t have to do this,” her brother said.

      This was Timo. What was he doing?

      He was Leier. He wanted nothing more than to destroy sorcerers. He wanted the same thing that all the people of her homeland wanted, but now he was here, doing this?

      She couldn’t fathom it.

      But then she remembered what Benji had said about the Scourge.

      Was this Timo’s path?

      It couldn’t be only about the Toral ring. That wasn’t enough to explain what was going on with Timo.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “You came with me.”

      “You knew I would. I told you I was going to come with you on your bond quest to help you as much as I could.”

      Timo glanced over to the Sul’toral. “See?”

      Her brother looked at her and held his hands out. For a moment, a faint glow appeared around his fingertips, something purple.

      She had thought him injured, but this was not from an injury. He’d been corrupted. Turned.

      And now he was a Toral.

      But… it had to have been going on longer than she had realized.

      As she looked over at Timo, at the ring on his hand and the way his fingers crackled with the dark energy, she realized it wasn’t her and Timo against Dheleus.

      It was just her.

      “What happened?” she whispered again.

      She held the sword up, keeping it pointed toward the Sul’toral. He was the true threat. Timo might come after her, and if he had truly become a Toral, she was going to have to deal with him eventually. For now, she would focus on Dheleus.

      “You interfered,” Timo said.

      She swept her blade, holding it in the Petals on the Wind pattern, using that in a mixture of Wind Whispering to keep them at bay. The Sul’toral watched her movements, frowning as she flowed through the sacred patterns, as if he was more afraid of those than anything else.

      “I didn’t interfere,” she said to her brother. “I came with you, Timo. I was willing to help. I understood that we needed to stop the Sul’toral. That’s what we came to do. That’s how I was willing to serve our people. For you. I wanted you to serve our people.”

      It was more complicated than that, but she had to get through to him. She had to find a way to reach her brother. The Scourge.

      “You came with me, but you interfered. I needed the Porapeth. He was my assignment.” He looked down at the Toral ring, his eyes showing a longing expression within them. “I thought I had him when we first reached the forest, but you had to interfere with the servants.”

      Servants? Did Timo mean the adlet?

      Which meant he had been controlling them. On their journey, she had never seen the sorcerer who was manipulating the creatures. Benji hadn’t known either.

      Because it was Timo.

      Imogen frowned at her brother. “You wanted to be a Toral?”

      He glanced up at her before he twisted the ring on his finger. “You don’t understand yet, but you will. I convinced him that you could. I’ve been trying to tell you. We never really had the opportunity. You kept following that damn Porapeth. Each time I thought I had a chance to try to explain, he was listening. Always listening. I think he knew.”

      With Benji, it was possible that he had.

      “Because you are not ready,” the Sul’toral said. Imogen looked over and frowned at him.

      “I am now,” Timo replied. “You gave this to me.”

      “Because you brought the Porapeth here.”

      Timo nodded. “You see?” he said, turning to Imogen. “All it takes is for you to complete an impossible task. You do that, and then you are granted something more.”

      Imogen shook her head. Something more? That sounded like it was beyond just the Toral ring.

      “Why did you need Benji?” she asked.

      “Do not speak his name!” Dheleus cried.

      Imogen swept her blade around, staying within the sacred patterns. Though it was difficult for her to keep her focus, she recognized the need to do so. If she didn’t hold on to a purpose, there was a real possibility that the Sul’toral would push past her barrier. But there was something within those sacred patterns that protected her. She could see it now, see the way the Sul’toral eyed her patterns, and she recognized that what she’d been taught all that time ago had prepared her for this.

      If only Master Liu knew.

      But then, she suspected he had known that she had not been ready at the time.

      “Benji the Elder,” she said again.

      Dheleus raged, and he spread his hands apart, power crackling between his fingers with a dark, glistening power.

      “You don’t need to do this,” Timo said to her. “You can be a Toral.”

      “Like you?”

      “Not like me. Not for much longer.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “We were taught to fear magic,” Timo said. “We were taught to fear what is natural, and a part of the world.”

      He took a step toward her, and Imogen brought her sword around, sweeping it in an arc. He eyed it, but not with nearly the same questioning suspicion in his gaze as the Sul’toral did. Timo wasn’t as scared of her blade as Dheleus was.

      It was because of Timo’s familiarity with it. Not only that, it was his own expertise in the techniques.

      But in the traditional patterns. Not the sacred ones.

      Timo didn’t believe there was anything to the sacred patterns, unlike Imogen, who had come to feel that there was something more to them. In drawing upon the sacred patterns, she could use something beyond, something that opened her up to a power she wouldn’t be able to reach otherwise.

      “Don’t fight this,” he said. “We can do this together. That is why I had him bring you here.”

      “Bring me here?”

      “Once we captured the Porapeth, it was all about bringing you along. I didn’t want to lose you again, Imogen. Once was enough. The Toral I killed told me everything I needed to know. That’s how I was able to come here.”

      “Timo, you don’t know what you’re doing.”

      He took another step toward her, and she tried to back away, but the stone behind her had sealed her in and forced her forward, as if it moved and pushed her closer to Timo. Ever closer to Dheleus.

      Power was pressing in all around her. Not only sorcery, but Sul’toral power that was squeezing her, trying to crush her in a way she could scarcely even react to. Her sacred patterns weren’t going to save her now. She had no idea what would.

      Benji could, but only if he could reach her.

      And she no longer counted on that.

      Somehow, she was going to have to delay Dheleus. She didn’t know what it was going to take, and she wouldn’t have the necessary room to move the way she needed to. There were only a few sacred patterns that didn’t require much space, and Imogen had never mastered the one that would provide the most power. How could she, when she didn’t understand it?

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      It was almost as if Master Liu had tried to taunt her with that, a promise of something within that pattern, but it was a promise she had not been able to understand, one she had never been able to master.

      Master Liu had known that. Still, he had tried to teach it to her.

      Imogen brought her blade around, her hands flowing, keeping Timo back. “What did you need with Benji?”

      “I told you. It was an impossible task. When I completed it, I would be granted something else. Something more.”

      “What did you need?” she asked again.

      “Magic.”

      The wall behind her continue to push forward, and Imogen slid across the ground unwillingly, knowing she didn’t have much time. She could feel something pressing down on her, as well as the energy that was trying to force her forward.

      “Why did you need Benji for magic?” She glanced over to Dheleus and felt the power emanating from him, but she started to question if he was only giving them a chance to talk or if he was delaying her.

      At some point, he would attack.

      “I thought you would’ve understood by now,” Timo said, looking at her. “You can still serve.”

      “I’m not going to serve him,” she said, nodding to Dheleus, who still stood there with his arms crossed as power built from him.

      Timo shook his head and smiled. “Not him. Me. I need the Porapeth magic so I can become a Sul’toral.”
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      Under other circumstances, Imogen would’ve thought her brother was joking. But the excitement in how he looked at her and the energy in his eyes told her that this was his true desire. Could the power of the Toral ring have corrupted him this much? The glimmer in his eyes and the burning anticipation said all she needed to know about how he felt about this. He was excited. He longed for it.

      Now she had to somehow stop her brother.

      The sacred patterns had taught her that she did not need to destroy. She had done so outside of the Shadows of the Dead, and had done so in a way that had connected her to the sacred patterns. When it came to her brother, Imogen was determined to ensure his safety.

      “Will you do it?” Timo asked. There was a plea in his voice, yet there was a hard, cold edge to it as well.

      The Scourge. That was what he had become. Benji had known about that. But had he known about this?

      Maybe not. There were certain things the Porapeth said he wasn’t able to see, and this might have been one of them. Had Benji been blocked from knowing about this? From being able to do anything?

      “You know I can’t do this,” she said. “If I don’t, what do you intend to do to me? Will you attack me, Timo?”

      “If you don’t come with me, then you’ve already made your decision.” He held his hands out and began to twist them, a strange, flowing energy working between his fingertips. He had grown far more skilled than she had expected.

      “You don’t have to do this,” she said. “You don’t have to side with him.”

      “If I do this, I can help our people. We can thrive. We can lead.”

      She shook her head. “You mean you can lead.”

      “Is that so wrong? You were the First of the Blade in Loruv. You know what it’s like to lead people.”

      “I didn’t lead our people,” she said. “I never wanted that.”

      “You never wanted it, but you were handed it.”

      Imogen turned, keeping herself angled so that she could ensure that the Sul’toral didn’t get close to her, but she realized something as she stood there, sweeping the blade around. There was an aspect to the way he was watching that suggested that not only was he not going to interfere, but he was also giving Timo the chance to prove himself.

      The hard edge in her brother’s eyes told her that, whatever else happened, she would lose him. Or had already.

      She thought about what she had seen on the journey here. She had attributed the darkness around him to his injury, but perhaps it had been there all along. He might have had that within him when he had first found her in Yoran.

      She had wanted to believe him. He was her brother, after all. Why would she want anything else? But this was not the man she remembered. This was not something she could support.

      “Well?” Timo asked.

      Imogen took a deep breath, keeping her gaze on Dheleus. Regardless of anything else, Timo was not the real threat. He was a Toral, and Imogen had handled a Toral before. In fact, she’d handled three at once.

      But she had not dealt with a Sul’toral on her own.

      She smiled at her brother, sadness filling her. “You know I cannot.”

      “You are unbonded. You don’t have a quest. This can be your quest.”

      “I am unbonded,” she said, nodding to him. “But that doesn’t mean I have abandoned our people.”

      There was a sharp edge to the words, and she knew they would sting. She had not abandoned their people, but he had.

      How many of the others with him had been turned? They had died, or at least that was what he had claimed. Given the nature of his bond quest and what he was willing to sacrifice, such loss was not impossible to believe. It was surprising that he had survived.

      Unless it wasn’t.

      What if what he had told her was not the truth?

      “You’ve chosen, then,” Timo said.

      With that, he spread his hands.

      Imogen didn’t wait. She could feel the power building from him, and she had seen other Toral use their magic often enough that she recognized what she needed to do to disrupt the pattern. She darted forward, sweeping her blade down in the Axe Falling technique, and carved through his spell.

      The sudden disruption startled him. He moved his hands apart, and power exploded from him. Imogen immediately shifted to Petals on the Wind, blocking his technique.

      Timo’s power rebounded and slammed into him. He went flying back, landing in a heap on the stone behind her.

      She turned to Dheleus.

      The Sul’toral smiled tightly. “A shame he failed so quickly. I thought he had potential. Now he will suffer for his mistake.”

      Anger bubbled up within her. Timo had made mistakes, but still, she believed she could save him. In order to do so, she had to stop the Sul’toral.

      “No,” she said.

      “No? You think you can redeem him? I’m afraid he has already gone down the path of his studies. If you would simply take the time to understand the power that exists, then you might begin to recognize that what he did was necessary.”

      “How was it necessary?” Imogen asked. She continued to move in Petals on the Wind and glided from side to side, sweeping her arms around her. She needed to keep moving in that pattern, steadying herself, ready for whatever might come.

      “Have you not seen the other dangers in the world?”

      “Dangers you have unleashed?”

      Dheleus smirked. “I have not unleashed them.”

      “Maybe not,” she said. “But you thought to use them.”

      Imogen regarded him for a long moment, her gaze lingering on the spell he was starting to build. She didn’t recognize the pattern, but she could tell it was a pattern. And as she continued to flow through the motions, preparing herself for whatever he might be doing, she could feel energy building from him. If nothing else, she could stop him.

      “You have been around them,” he said, his voice dark and twisted. “I can smell it on you.”

      She snorted. “Benji?”

      “Do not say his name,” he snapped.

      “You fear him,” she said. “That’s why my brother wanted him brought here. Whatever this place is, it somehow allows you control over the Porapeth.”

      “Perhaps it does,” he said, his voice a harsh and horrible whisper. “And the Toral thought to take his next step, but unfortunately, he failed.” He looked over at Timo.

      Imogen lunged, using that moment to sweep her blade toward him. Dheleus flicked his wrist, little more than a brief movement, and a barrier bounced her back, sending her slamming into the stone behind her.

      He glanced at Timo again. “He intended to bring the Porapeth here, and had he succeeded in doing so, he would’ve been granted the gift. But as he has failed with the other aspect of his requirement, the gift will be taken from him.” He turned back to Imogen. “I will take that gift.”

      The way he said it suggested to Imogen that this was Dheleus’s plan all along. “Why do you need Benji?”

      She was determined to say his name as often as she could, to anger the Sul’toral and disrupt him as much as possible.

      “I warned you,” he said.

      “I don’t take warnings very well. At least not from someone like you.”

      He smirked. “Perhaps I will make you serve.”

      He started toward her, and once again, there came a flickering movement. Power built from him, more than what she had seen before. She focused once again.

      Sweep the blade around.

      Follow the sacred patterns.

      Stop the Sul’toral.

      In the confines of the small room, that was going to be difficult to do. The wall behind her continued to push forward.

      Dheleus stood in front of her, the barrier separating them, a dark smile splitting his lips as he watched. “Did you really think one such as you could stop one such as me?”

      She had to think about what she remembered.

      The sacred patterns. The flow.

      There was something within all of it that she knew, something Master Liu had already taught her.

      The knowledge was there. She just had to use it.

      “I recognized what you are doing immediately,” Dheleus said. “It is not the first time I have seen such art, though I am surprised someone your age has mastered it. Typically, it takes decades of study, and even then, the art does not flow.”

      He twisted, and she realized something. The way he was moving his hands, some aspect to how he was letting that power out from him—she had seen it before. There was a steadiness to him, yet there was a fluidness as well. It reminded her of what she’d seen from Master Liu. From Benji.

      Power came from the way he flowed. It was a way of tapping into something greater.

      He grinned at her. “Your brother was right. You could have been useful. With your knowledge, however incomplete, you might have been able to become powerful.” He flicked his gaze over to where Timo continued to lie motionless. “And you might have been able to surpass even him. He has a skilled mind, but he had a rigidity to him.”

      Imogen resisted the urge to respond. There wasn’t anything she thought she could say, but it was hard to stay quiet because she agreed with him. Timo was rigid in his movements, and it was the reason he had never become more.

      Even in the years he’d been away, Timo had never found the flow he needed to become more skillful. Imogen had struggled with it herself, but she had learned to use such precision that she had been able to compensate for her lack of flow.

      “You might be surprised by what I’ve learned,” she said.

      She tried to move into Petals on the Wind, but there wasn’t the room to do so. The wall had pushed her forward, and she was now nearly compressed between it and the barrier. She shifted to Stream through the Trees, and even that required too much space.

      Imogen thought about using Axe Falling, but it wasn’t going to be enough. She switched to Lightning Strikes in a Storm and drove the blade forward. There wasn’t enough room for her to concentrate the power she needed to, and the blade bounced back.

      The Sul’toral stood across from her. “You see?”

      “Yes. I see what you did,” she said, nodding.

      “Your poor understanding will never be sufficient. It cannot be. You have not learned enough, and you have not lived long enough. As I said, perhaps if you had stayed and studied, you might have been able to learn what was necessary for you to become formidable, but against someone like me…” He spread his hands out, and the barrier started to slide with him. “You never stood a chance.”

      The barrier squeezed, and it crackled against her skin, cold and biting, reminding her of the enchantments she had taken from the Toral.

      She was fixed. Immobile. Trapped.

      “Now you will wait. Now you will watch,” he said, sneering. “When the Porapeth comes, you will see me consume his power, and you will watch me ascend.”

      “Ascend?”

      He chuckled. “There are ways to gain power, and there are ways that have been hidden from others. Now that I have access to this Porapeth, I will ascend.”

      The pressure continued to build, and the ground rumbled near her. There was a steady tremble from the wall, which suggested that Benji was coming. She needed to warn him, but even her shouts felt muted. Whatever the Sul’toral was doing and however he was holding that power prevented her from doing or saying anything. There was nothing she could do to counter him, nothing she could do to prevent him from getting to her and using his power on her.

      She was trapped, squeezed. And he was going to torment her by forcing her to watch as Benji was consumed. The Porapeth was magic, and that was what Dheleus wanted.

      Not that Benji had magic but that he was magic—that was the point he had been trying to make to her on their journey. He was exactly what the Sul’toral would want in order to grow even more powerful.

      And to ascend.

      She had no idea what that meant, no idea whether there was anything she could do to stop Dheleus, but she could feel the energy coming from him. Much like she could feel the energy coming from Benji as he attempted to penetrate the wall.

      It wouldn’t be long now.

      She could not move.

      There was only one pattern she could use in such a situation, but it was one she had never mastered. Even when she’d studied, Imogen had never truly understood it. Regardless of how much she had worked, she had not been able to find the answer within herself.

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      That was pattern she needed now. Somehow, Imogen was going to have to understand something she had failed to do when working with Master Liu.

      She closed her eyes. She could feel the way the wall squeezed her, the way the barrier pressed on her, and she ignored the coldness and the hardness of the stone. She ignored everything and focused.

      The Sul’toral was focused on the stone, waiting for Benji, who would be here soon.

      The ground continued to tremble, and she attempted to turn her head, but could not move. She tried something else instead, using Tree Stands in the Forest, mixed with Lightning Strikes in a Storm. It was a combination of the sacred patterns she’d never managed to do before.

      But the stone pushed, and the barrier pressed, crushing her. She had to strike quickly. She had to draw upon her energy, but she couldn’t even breathe. Her heart hammered, and then it began to slow.

      In that moment, an eternity stretched. Everything flashed before her, every pattern Master Liu had attempted to teach her. They all stayed within her mind, mixing with the first one he’d wanted her to see, even if she could not do it. And it was that one, the one where she did not have to move, that seemed to be the key to it.

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      Master Liu had taught her about Tree Stands in the Forest all those years ago. He had taught her this strange pattern first, the simplest and the most complex, one she had never understood. He’d called it foundational. But now, she had to understand something that had eluded her for so many years she had lost count. She had to master the pattern that all who went to the temple failed to do.

      If she didn’t, she would not survive.

      What was a tree but something powerful? What was a tree but something with roots that stretched deep beneath the ground?

      Beneath the ground.

      Could she? It was a strange thought, but she focused, and she pushed her concentration downward.

      She could feel the stone. In that moment, she thought maybe it was her dying mind starting to imagine what she was experiencing, but then it passed, and she pushed underneath.

      She could feel the presence of the Sul’toral.

      Imogen drove upward with Lightning Strikes in a Storm.

      A burst of power exploded. The Sul’toral cried out.

      In that moment, the barrier eased.

      Imogen took a gasping breath, then lunged, completing the pattern with her blade, driving it into the Sul’toral’s chest. She twisted her hands, Petals on the Wind mixing with Axe Falling, and she brought the blade down, cleaving the Sul’toral.

      He was not going to escape the way L’aran had.

      If he had. She didn’t know.

      She sunk to her knees and crumpled onto the floor. Dheleus collapsed next to her, his blood pooling by her hands, darker than it should be. As he fell, the dark energy around everything in the chamber faded. She looked up to see moonlight shining down upon her.

      Imogen lay motionless, scarcely able to breathe.

      So she meditated.

      As she did, her mind began to clear. She was the tree standing in the forest.

      She didn’t know how long she was there, but eventually, she got to her feet and looked behind her.

      Benji had arrived. He had his hands pressed in front of him, and then he swiped them down. The stone that had rippled up and created a wall smoothed back into the outline of the tower.

      “Impressive,” he said, glancing down to the fallen Sul’toral. “It’s about time somebody cut that shit open.”

      “He was powerful.”

      “Most of his kind are. It’s impressive you managed to surprise him.”

      “I used a pattern I did not think I understood.”

      He crouched down and swept his hands over the fallen Sul’toral, and there came a crackle of energy. Dheleus began to dissolve, turning into dust, and then he blew away on a breeze.

      “Just in case,” Benji said.

      Imogen peered at the back of the tower, but Timo was gone. He had escaped, though perhaps she had lost him well before then. Her heart ached at the thought. But maybe there was something she could do.

      She had been wondering what she was supposed to do next. She could serve the Leier, as all who completed their bond quest were expected to do, but before she did that, perhaps she could save her brother. That would help her people as well.

      “It was Timo,” she told Benji. “He wanted to be a Sul’toral. He brought you here.”

      For all she knew, that was the real reason he’d gone after L’aran. Imogen didn’t know how far back his pursuit of power went. Could that have been why he’d taken his chosen bond quest all those years ago?

      She had so many questions. When—not if—she found Timo, she would get her answers.

      Benji frowned. “I was not here because of him.”

      “It was because of the Sul’toral?”

      He looked over to her and shook his head. “And not because of him.”

      “Why, then?”

      “I told you already. Because of you, First of the Blade.”

      “You came even though you knew you might be in danger?”

      He snorted. “Was I in any danger?”

      “From Dheleus.”

      “Only if he managed to capture me. The ones like this fucker like to think that they’re more powerful than they really are. What he doesn’t grasp is that, while he controls magic, I am magic.” He smirked. “But sometimes they get lucky.”

      “So you were in danger.”

      “Perhaps,” he said with a slight shrug.

      “But you came anyway.”

      “I saw that I needed to.”

      She nodded slowly. “You know the patterns. The sacred patterns.”

      “I understand how everything is connected, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Imogen frowned to herself. It wasn’t exactly what she was asking, but perhaps that was what she needed after all. “I’m trying to understand the patterns better.”

      “You don’t think you do now?”

      “Better than I did, but I still have much to learn.”

      “Then I will teach you.”

      She tensed. There had to be something more to his agreement. “Why would you teach me?”

      “Because you had an instructor who once believed you could learn.” He motioned for her to follow, and he headed to a staircase that led down from the tower.

      Imogen caught up to him. “How well did you know Master Liu?”

      He glanced back at her. “I am Benji the Elder. I know him, though he would not know who I am. I know he believed that you had potential, though you left before you had the opportunity.”

      She snorted. All this time, she had thought she’d angered Master Liu. That she had been too stubborn. Too defiant. But that had not been the case at all.

      They stepped outside the tower. Though the night was still black, there was not the same darkness around them as there had been before. Thunder rumbled, and an occasional lightning bolt streaked through the sky, illuminating the landscape. It was almost peaceful, as if trying to convey some message to her.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “As I’ve told you all along, First. It’s time for you to decide.”

      It reminded her of what Gaspar had said. She had to know her path.

      “You will help, then?”

      Benji regarded her for a moment, and she could feel power coming from him as he did. “Maybe for now. Until I can see you clearly again. And then you have to find your own way. But I will work with you a little longer.”

      As they started to walk away from the tower, she watched Benji.

      He was magic, he had said.

      A troubling thought came to her, one she did not have the stomach to ask.

      If Benji was magic, would following him mean she was his Toral?
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        * * *

      

      The First of the Blade continues with: Unseen.
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      Having found the true power of her blade, Imogen must use it to protect her people.

      After preventing her brother from taking the power of the Porapeth and becoming the very thing her people have defended against, Imogen now chases him, believing he can still be saved.

      When a dangerous creature not seen in centuries emerges and begins to hunt those with magic, Imogen fears her brother responsible. Stopping these creatures involves an understanding of the sacred patterns Imogen hasn’t fully mastered, and requires her to protect those the Leier have long warred with.

      They need a true master of the sacred patterns, which means the First of the Blade must become something more.

      She must find a way to lead.
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        * * *

      

      Want to read more in this world? Imogen is a secondary character in The Chain Breaker series. Start with The Risen Shard.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Unbonded. 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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