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      Lightning streaked down toward the ground.

      Imogen had come to recognize the different forms of lightning that came from the renral, given that most of the bolts of electricity that streaked from those massive dark winged creatures seemed to carry with them something that felt not only like power but also like a measure of communication. She found herself looking up toward the steel-gray sky, sweeping her gaze across it as she searched for Zealar, the largest of the renral that she spent time with. She found the enormous creature off in the distance, seeming to instigate the different bursts of energy that radiated outward.

      Strangely enough, Imogen felt connected to Zealar, though she knew that it shouldn’t be a strange thing at all. She was connected to that renral, as she had found a way to use the renral power, to bind to it in a manner that permitted her to gain something beyond what she had otherwise. And it was not just the power of the renral. It was something that connected her to a greater source of energy, much like the sacred patterns connected her to something more.

      Wind gusted past her, whipping at her cloak and her black hair, which had grown too long in the days since they had defeated the Sul’toral. Imogen simply had not taken the time to cut it. She breathed in to try to make sense of what was all around her. There was something here.

      She closed her eyes, to test whether she could detect more in doing so. She unsheathed her sword, the slender blade of the sacred sword master given to her by Master Liu himself, and now held on to it casually, though she did not need the weapon to summon all the power that she had access to. Not any longer. Still, there was something quite comforting in holding the blade, even if that blade was not necessary for what she needed to do.

      She focused on Lightning Strikes in the Storm and burst upward.

      The effect of the pattern, combined with whatever connection she shared with Zealar, was immediate, and it sent her streaking high into the air, where she shot above the circling renral. Imogen shifted from the pattern, but not entirely. She maintained some aspect of Lightning Strikes in the Storm and mixed with it an element of Petals on the Wind, and she used that to float, hovering as she looked down at the ground. The renral were circling for a reason, and Imogen needed to know what they had seen.

      The landscape here was different. She’d grown accustomed to the mountains where they’d been spending their time, in the place that the Leier knew as the Heart, though she knew they wouldn’t be able to linger there indefinitely. Eventually, her people—both the Leier and the Koral—would have to find another place. It was not safe for them to linger, and there simply were not the necessary supplies. More than that, though, was the fact that Imogen knew that she had not yet gathered all her people. There were others who still needed help, and though she had sent her people to gather as many as they could find, finding those others had proven to be slow and difficult work, unfortunately.

      A rolling grassland spread out beneath her. As she floated on Petals on the Wind, she could feel the wind carrying up toward her, mixed with a hint of floral fragrance. The power of the renral streaked from one creature to the next, as if they were a lightning storm themselves, and perhaps they were. At one point, the energy streaked across, and it carried to Imogen, striking her in the same sort of way.

      She did not fight the power, though Imogen was no longer certain if she could fight it. Lightning, when it came from the renral, was a part of the world, and a very different type of power from what she possessed through the sacred patterns. She crackled with that energy and held on to it for a moment before letting it draw her down.

      A dark shape chased her. Imogen didn’t need to look up to know that it was Zealar and that the renral had followed her, or perhaps led her. At this point, Imogen wasn’t sure which it was. As she came into a landing on the grassy ground, the renral did not land. Instead, he circled a dozen or so feet in the air above her, massive wings whipping at the wind, causing it to swirl around her even more. She looked out over the grassland, trying to make sense of why the renral were here.

      “What did you see?” Imogen asked.

      The renral never answered, though she didn’t really expect them to. Still, there was the sense that they carried a power with them that they wanted to share. In that moment, it seemed as if Zealar sent something in particular to her, as if the renral wanted her to be alerted to some different threat.

      She kept waiting for the renral to tell her that they would find others like them, but the Leier and the Koral had scattered. Her people had gathered as many as possible together, bringing them to the Heart, but increasingly, Imogen felt that those they had gathered were all that remained.

      The homeland had been destroyed. Villages, shattered. She kept searching, hoping that she would find some that had survived Aneadaz and the Sul’toral onslaught, but she never did. And she wondered how Timo could have been a part of it.

      Other than the fact that Timo had changed. He was no longer her brother. He could not be, not if he was willing to do that.

      And the Koral had suffered just as much. They had lost everything. In the days following Aneadaz’s defeat, Imogen had gone with the Koral shamans, searching for any of their people who remained, and yet had not found any. Villages had been destroyed, much like in the Leier homeland, and the few larger towns that existed had been abandoned.

      Imogen took a moment to shift her stance, sliding into Tree Stands in the Forest. It was a simple thing for her to do now. As she did, she began to feel the buildup of energy through her, and within that, she noticed a faint trembling against her.

      These days, Tree Stands in the Forest provided her with the ability to detect many things, most notably different powers that existed in the world around her. Imogen did not expect there to be much resistance, and she certainly didn’t expect there to be successful resistance to her power of Tree Stands in the Forest, as she had mastered that ability considerably.

      She found herself pressing imagined roots down into the ground and sending them sliding quickly deep beneath it, connecting her to this place. This was where the renral had guided her, and this had to be something significant, even if Imogen did not know just what it was that Zealar wanted her to know.

      And then she felt it.

      The resistance was faint, but it was distinctly there. And… unpleasant.

      She uprooted herself, separating from the pattern, and using Stream through the Trees, she streaked forward until she reached what she had sensed. There was a distinct energy, and within that energy, she found herself pausing for just a moment, but she did not have an opportunity to pause long at all.

      The ground rippled.

      Imogen suspected that had she been holding Tree Stands in the Forest, she would have felt that rippling in a different way, before it rumbled and rolled toward her, but unfortunately, she had been focusing instead on what she had detected. It looked as if the stone and earth and grass heaved, lunging upward, and Imogen reacted.

      Zealar was there. The energy within the renral began to build, and Imogen called that power through her, through her still-unsheathed blade, and unleashed it. The stone and earth shattered under the bolt of electrical energy coming from the renral.

      Then it re-formed.

      Imogen planted herself for just a moment, using Tree Stands in the Forest, engaging with what was here. She was in no real danger—at least, she believed herself to be in no real danger—though there was the possibility that if she were to linger here for too long, whatever these strange creatures were would surround her and prevent her escape. Still, she found herself curious more than afraid. It was a simple matter for her to use Lightning Strikes in the Storm to shoot upward and out of their grasp.

      Something had drawn these creatures here.

      Timo?

      She didn’t think that it was Aneadaz, as he was gone. She’d seen him disappear and had seen that there was no real danger to him any longer. Timo was still a threat, but given how she had defeated all the other Sul’toral, Imogen believed that Timo would regroup and, unfortunately, would probably try to find a different way to gather the strength that he wanted.

      If nothing else, Imogen continued to believe that the greatest threat to her was Timo. In the time since she had defeated Aneadaz, there had been no sign of Timo, or anybody else that he might have been working with, though Imogen believed that he was still out there and posing a threat. She had come out here because of that possibility and because she feared what her brother might intend to do. That there was no sign of him, initially, seemed reassuring. Unfortunately, she was beginning to feel there was some danger to herself, and she would have to come to terms with it in a way that would remove the threat definitively.

      Imogen streaked forward again, using a burst of Lightning Strikes in the Storm, mixing in some of the renral energy, and the earth exploded. She blasted through it, sweeping her blade around, and saw that the creature would re-form, even before she witnessed it happening in real time. She could anticipate it.

      She shot upward on Lightning Strikes in the Storm and landed atop Zealar, who shrieked. His strange renral voice carried out into the air around them, a shriek of power that exploded throughout the landscape, giving voice to his anger and rage.

      Imogen patted Zealar. “I feel much the same way,” she said, “but there isn’t much that we can do here until we have a better sense of what’s going on and why you were drawn here.” She leaned forward, looking down and trying to make sense of just what was here. “I’m assuming that you and the others were drawn here, even if we don’t know why. I sure wish that you had some way of speaking to tell me what drew you out here, as without that, I’m not sure that I’m going to know just what I’m supposed to do, and whether there is anything worthwhile to fight through these creatures for.”

      Then again, Imogen didn’t like the idea of leaving creatures behind that might cause problems later on. If they were dangerous enough that she had struggled to destroy them initially, then they were dangerous enough that she needed to remove them so that others did not face the same danger, in case they came wandering past here. She doubted there would be many Leier who would come wandering through here, but she simply did not know, as she did not know how many of her people would take that time, especially given that there was very little out here for anybody to find.

      The renral continued circling, and Imogen could feel power within the creature. More than that, she began to feel the way that Zealar was connecting to the other renral—the bursts of lightning that traveled from one to the next, the energy surging between them. It seemed to connect them in a way that rose and built, and yet there was something within it that she could feel swelling around her, a buildup of power that came from the renral.

      And then Zealar unleashed it on the creatures.

      It exploded.

      The creature nearest them shattered into a pile of dirt, grass, and some stone, but not nearly as much as Imogen would have expected. Given what had emerged from the ground, she would have thought that there would be more stone to it, but that didn’t seem to be the case. Most of it seemed to be dirt and grass.

      And the lightning energy coming from the renral was not enough to overwhelm that. She focused on what she could feel, on what Zealar or any other renral was passing through to her, and began to feel power building in a way that she thought she might be able to utilize.

      Imogen added to it.

      Not Lightning Strikes in the Storm. There was no reason to add that, given what the renral were doing, as anything that Imogen might do would only be secondary to the power that the renral possessed. What Imogen had to find was some other aspect of her ability. And given that she had her sacred patterns, and she was a master of them, Imogen had a thought about how she might be able to do it.

      Dirt. Grass. Stone.

      “I need to get back down there,” she said, patting Zealar on the side. “Keep these creatures contained. Don’t let them go anywhere.”

      She wasn’t sure if Zealar would understand, but as she patted the massive renral, she felt a singeing of power that worked through her, and then it faded. She took that as Zealar’s agreement, and so she jumped, landed on the ground, and immediately shifted to Tree Stands in the Forest.

      She waited.

      The creatures surrounded her quickly, seemingly recognizing her as a threat. Rather than trying to fight, using one of the other sacred patterns in order to attack the creatures, she let them circle toward her, and she didn’t move. She stayed frozen in that sacred pattern, the energy and power building up around her, while pushing downward with her root system. As the renral circled, sending streaks of lightning shooting down to the ground, they forced the creatures inward.

      As they approached, Imogen began to feel something odd coming off them, a strange energy that seemed almost…

      Dark.

      These were dark creatures.

      Imogen didn’t have much experience with dark creatures. She had certainly confronted dark sorcerers, along with sorcerers who wanted to use power in dark fashions, but she had rarely faced off against dark creatures themselves. They were often corrupted—natural creatures born of magic and power, but altered through a dark combination of tormented magic—and were meant to destroy. There were stories about how dark creatures were created using the power of pain and death, often with sorcerers pulling power from those who magic as they stole it with pain and pushed it into another. Maybe that was why she could not overwhelm this creature. These creatures, she reminded herself. There was more than one.

      She had been trying destructive energy against these creatures, and that had not worked. She had seen that immediately. The first time that she had sent her own Lightning Strikes in the Storm into the creatures, she had discovered something she had not known creatures had the power to do. They had re-formed.

      She forced her Tree Stands in the Forest farther down into the ground. And the creatures surged toward her.

      Imogen did something that she had rarely tried before. She sent her roots out toward the renral circle around her, and then up, looping them in invisible bands of power that she could see in her mind but that did not form any visible energy in the air, and then she captured the creatures within the root system. With that done, she continued to entangle them in more and more roots and gradually began to draw them down.

      Grass. Dirt. Stone. All things the Tree could feed upon, only she had to hold them. And more than that, she needed to find something that wasn’t destructive. That hadn’t worked against these creatures. She needed to find something that would be constructive, a way of building power, and a way of overwhelming what they were attempting.

      That energy continued to rise. It struggled against her, but Imogen was the First of her kind, no longer the First of the Blade, and more than the General of the Leier. She was a sacred sword master, and she had Porapeth gifts.

      And so she pushed that energy up.

      Then pulled it down.

      The ground fought against her with a resistance that she did not usually experience while using Tree Stands in the Forest. She had to strain more than she usually did. It became almost painful.

      And within that painfulness, Imogen began to recognize some other aspect of power that she could not fight the way that she had attempted to before. But she didn’t have to fight it. She had only to draw it down and hold on to it.

      The Tree Stands in the Forest held. Imogen held. And gradually she felt the earth, the grass, the stone, all beginning to settle.

      When it did, she felt some influence here. It was strange. A series of images flashed in her mind, and she didn’t know if they came from Benji, but the images showed her what she needed to do to overpower what she experienced. She pushed even harder, straining against the power as much as she could. A darkness was there.

      It was at the core of these creatures.

      Worse, it was familiar.

      Dark creatures had to feed on something to become dark. They had to feed on pain and suffering in order to gain the strength they needed to turn dark. Many dark creatures were magically created, but not all. Some creatures were naturally occurring, and they simply became dark over time. It was why Imogen had believed that the renral were dark creatures, though time had taught her that was not the case at all.

      And now…

      She had no idea what these creatures were. Something that was comprised of earth, perhaps mixed with stone, but as she held on to Tree Stands in the Forest, she felt the influence around her, and she felt the way that these creatures were here, along with the energy that they possessed, even though she had never seen or experienced anything quite like it before. They were powerful.

      What was more, the darkness she felt at their core was the first person who had taught her about power.

      Master Liu.
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      Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest and could feel the energy in the ground, the part of the dark creatures that had formed around some aspect of Master Liu. She wove with the roots a pattern to confine that strange entity while contemplating what she needed to do. When she paused, faltering, an image flashed in her mind, and she knew that Benji was there, guiding her the way that Benji often did when she became confused.

      Most of the time, Imogen grew frustrated with Benji’s lack of willingness to provide any sort of answer, but in this case, not only did he seem to be providing something, but there also seemed an urgency to what he showed her. Then again, Benji had known Master Liu as well. Benji wanted her to use the roots and weave them in a layer that would mingle the fragments of Master Liu back together.

      Imogen focused. She let control slip away from her, and that control went over to Benji, she assumed, as the roots began to weave an ever more complicated pattern in such a way that Imogen could scarcely even follow what was happening. They began to pull into a tight ball, constricting the power and forcing it through the ground, unifying the fragments that were Master Liu.

      They fused.

      Overhead, there was a shriek of agony, something that came from the renral, and Imogen opened her eyes to look up, but it wasn’t agony. The renral were circling over her head, and the lightning coursed from one to the next. The energy bounced from creature to creature, slowly building to the point where she could feel it even without a connection to Zealar.

      As Imogen continued to compress the power inward, she felt something strange.

      She had known that Master Liu had a connection to the Porapeth ability. And what she felt here was similar to that, only something felt off. She wasn’t quite sure why, or what it was, only that what she detected here was considerable.

      The power surged through the ground, and then it seemed to hover.

      Imogen opened her eyes. A translucent, silvery figure stood across from her.

      “Master Liu,” Imogen said.

      He seemed less real than Benji ever had after he had died, turning into the magical portion of himself. Knowing what she did of Master Liu, and how he was connected to the Porapeth ability but not nearly as deeply as Benji or Abigail, Imogen wondered if perhaps he truly was less there.

      “What happened to you?”

      “Imogen?” His voice was wispy and seemed hollow, as if he was lost. “What happened?”

      “I’m afraid you died,” she said.

      “What?” The figure turned in place, and tendrils of the silver energy began to swirl across the ground.

      A part of Imogen realized what she needed to do. She used Tree Stands in the Forest, and she pulled tendrils back together, guiding them into the figure once again.

      “How did I die?”

      “A dangerous Sul’toral named Aneadaz. I think he wanted you, and the others, in order to gather the Porapeth aspect of you.”

      “Why am I here?” He turned again, and those tendrils started to drift out from him once more.

      Again Imogen had to gather the tendrils back together in a way that would keep him intact. She held him in place, constricting the tendrils together to keep him from floating off into nothingness. She didn’t think that he would, but she wanted to be sure that she didn’t lose him.

      “The only reason you’re here, as far as I can tell, is that some creatures were using your power. I don’t know what happened,” she said, though several different possibilities came to mind. That included how Aneadaz might have thought that he could abuse Master Liu’s power and force it to serve him in this way, along with the possibility that Master Liu had escaped, and this was the outcome. Regardless, Imogen felt there had to be something more she could do to help Master Liu now, only… she wasn’t sure what. “Benji taught me that beings of magic never die. The magic just changes. I think that’s what has happened with you.”

      “Is this all that I am? Is this what I will be?”

      Imogen realized that there was something wrong with him, though she wasn’t sure quite what it was. Perhaps it was how incomplete he was.

      “He’s a fragment,” Benji’s voice said inside Imogen’s mind. “Not all of him. That is why he doesn’t remember what happened.”

      “Can you help?” she asked Benji.

      “I don’t know,” Benji said. “I don’t have memories of such things.”

      “You have memories of certain things, and given that you gave me a fragment…” Imogen realized that must have been what Benji had done, as he had not given her all his power. If he had, Benji wouldn’t exist in the part of him that still existed. Then again, Imogen didn’t want anything more than a fragment. There were times when she didn’t even want that fragment. But having Benji in her ear—in her mind, even—was still a benefit, and far greater than what she had considered before. “There has to be some way you can help him.”

      For a moment, there was nothing. Master Liu continued to try to move away from her, and his energy started to disperse, aspects of him starting to float away, becoming little more than tendrils of power. It was nothing like what had happened with Benji.

      What she needed was to send him to the sky, to become one with the night, to watch over their people as they had once believed, and as Imogen had seen Benji doing. She didn’t know how she could help with that. The only thing she knew was that she could feel this power and energy, and she could feel something out there, and… there was something strange about it.

      “I cannot,” Benji said.

      “You have to be able to help him,” Imogen said.

      Master Liu continued to swirl, flowing away from her. Imogen tried to gather him back, and she realized that with Tree Stands in the Forest, she could hold him, but she worried about what would happen if she tried to hold him in place.

      Would some part of him change?

      “He’s a fragment,” Benji said again.

      And Imogen realized something. “You don’t know what that means, do you?”

      “I can feel it,” Benji said after a moment, as if trying to decide how much he truly understood of what was happening here.

      At this point, Imogen didn’t know whether he knew anything, or whether he was able to help with anything. She might need to be the one to save him, if there was some way for her to do so. Even as she focused on what was out there, she found herself questioning whether she could draw upon that.

      “But feeling it and using it are vastly different, as you likely know, First.”

      There was no mirth to the way that he said this, not as there often was when he taunted her with her title. In this case, it seemed there was more of a question, and confusion, than anything else.

      “We can’t leave him like this,” Imogen said.

      “You cannot,” Benji agreed.

      As he spoke, a flash of different possibilities came to Imogen. In far too many of them, she saw Master Liu, and this fragment, as an enemy. In far too many of them, his power dispersed back out into the world, and it became corrupted, as it had here, infecting creatures that would turn dark because of its influence.

      What had Master Liu been through to have made dark creatures like that?

      It must have been painful. It must have been torture. That was the only thing Imogen could think of that would have corrupted him in such a way.

      She had to gather him back again, and use Tree Stands in the Forest to do so. It was a strange thing for her to gather him up, all while he seemed to be trying to drift away from her, scooting through the tall grass, wandering away from her as if he were some child that she needed to chase.

      “Can you guide him to the sky?” Imogen asked Benji.

      There was a moment of silence, and as she listened in that moment, she tried to make sense of what was there, and whether there was anything that Benji might be able to offer, but the silence persisted.

      She had to chase after Master Liu, and she reached a small rise that led down toward a silvery lake in the distance. At first Imogen thought that maybe he was heading in that direction, that maybe this would be some place of Abigail’s, but this wasn’t a place Abigail had spent any time in, so that wasn’t going to be the case. The lake was lovely, with flowers circling it, rocks leading down into the reflective pool that showed the steel-gray clouds. But then Master Liu stopped, as if he was no longer certain if this was where he wanted to go.

      Imogen caught up to him, gathered him back together, and used Tree Stands in the Forest in order to hold him in place so that he wouldn’t wander too far.

      “I cannot,” Benji finally said. “He is a fragment.”

      “So he needs to be complete?”

      “I can’t answer that,” he said.

      “Is there a way of holding him here? Maybe inside of something that will keep him safe?”

      Master Liu was her first instructor, and the person who had helped guide her along the path to becoming the sacred sword master that she was. If nothing else, Imogen wanted to provide him with whatever afterlife she could, to honor him the way that he deserved. He was power and magic, and she felt it deeply within her that he needed to be freed in this way, freed to be saved.

      “You have seen what would happen if he were held,” Benji said.

      “So there’s no way of saving him?”

      “Not like that,” he said.

      “What way is there?”

      “I do not know.”

      “You know something,” she said.

      “I feel as if I do, but those memories are faint and faded, and they drift away from me. As I ponder them, I’m left with more questions without answers, but I also feel as if all I need to do is dig in order to find them. Yet anytime I think of it, I cannot find what I know to be there.”

      “Because you’re a fragment as well, aren’t you?”

      “Not in the same way,” Benji said.

      He fell silent again, and she looked over at the figure of Master Liu. The one thing that Imogen believed was that he had to be contained. At least, his power had to be contained, in some way. She could feel his power, even if she wasn’t sure what it was, but she was sure that there was some aspect of Master Liu within this figure. It was much like there was some aspect of Benji in the magic that spoke to her.

      And as she looked at him, an idea came, but it was dangerous to her.

      “Can I hold on to him? Not indefinitely,” she said, trying to get her thoughts out before Benji grew angry at the idea that she would try to assume more power. She wasn’t trying to become a Sul’toral. Still, despite not trying to become one, she had gathered power to her in ways that the Sul’toral had. And as she looked over at Master Liu, a different concern came to her that she had not considered before, as she still didn’t know what happened to the power of the Sul’toral when they passed. “But could I hold on to him long enough to place him into something that can’t be altered?” she said. “Perhaps an enchantment made by one of the Koral shamans. Then I could find the other fragments, if there are other fragments of Master Liu, and unite him enough that we might be able to bring him together.”

      “I suppose it’s possible,” Benji said. “But you will need to exert a part of yourself in order to hold on to him.”

      “Tree Stands in the Forest could work,” she said.

      “It should,” Benji said.

      “And since there is a part of you in me,” she went on, glancing up at the sky, though there was no sign of Benji up there, as there often was, “I figure that you should be able to help hold on to him. Perhaps you can keep him busy while I come up with answers.”

      “You want me to be some sort of sitter for him?”

      “Consider it offering him guidance. No differently than how you offer me guidance. You can show him what it’s like to be in this state, and maybe even help him find meaning.”

      There was a moment when Imogen felt and heard laughter coming from Benji, as if he was all too amused by this concept.

      “I might not be available to help you as much,” Benji said.

      “Or maybe between the two of you, you might be able to help me more.”

      Benji seemed to approve, and Imogen turned to Master Liu. “I’m going to have to do something now,” she said, wondering if explaining it to him even mattered. He was confused—this fragment that was shifted and broken and in some way not Master Liu—but at the same time, she believed that it was still a part of him. “You will have to remain with me.”

      Master Liu turned to her. “With you?”

      “It won’t hurt,” she said.

      Imogen began to pull on power again, drawing on Tree Stands in the Forest, wrapping it around Master Liu. As she did, she balled him up inside and felt the fragment beginning to struggle, as if it was attempting to break free.

      Had this been all of Master Liu, it was possible that he might have been able to break free. Then again, maybe even then he wouldn’t have been able to. Imogen was stronger than him. She had proven that. But in this state, and as this fragment, he did not pose much of a danger to her, and she constricted him down, tightening her hold, but found she couldn’t hold him externally. Instead, she had to draw him into her. That felt strange, but stranger still was that once she had, there was a feeling of unease that came from the fragment, along with a sense of unease that came from her distant awareness of Benji.

      She could hold it now. She was some sort of container. And she sealed him into her.

      The fighting began to fade, enough that she no longer had to struggle quite as much to hold on to him. And then it settled completely. Master Liu relaxed, as did Benji, and finally there was nothing but a sense of peace inside her.

      Overhead, the renral shrieked, and the ground around her trembled, as if something dangerous had just occurred, and Imogen couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps it had. Despite everything that she had wanted to do with magic, she had found herself increasingly drawn into it, and now she was drawn into it in such a way that she felt as if she was walking down the path toward making herself a Sul’toral.

      But then, she had started down that path long before.
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      Imogen took her time waiting to ensure that there was no further sense of Master Liu pushing against her, as she wasn’t entirely sure that he had fully recovered from what she had done. She did not know if he would remain trapped inside her Tree Stands in the Forest, especially as she did not have a full measure of control over this aspect of power, despite every attempt to hold on to it as strongly as she could. She felt there may be some other part to it that she needed to master but could not. At least, she could not easily.

      She anticipated that Benji would respond to her, and kept thinking that at some point he might share with her more information about what he thought she needed to do, but Benji had gone silent. Imogen started to wonder if Benji had gone silent because she had asked him to help her hold on to the power that was Master Liu, and he had been required to exert far more control in order to do that. His silence, however troubling, was not uncommon, though. There were times when Benji would go quiet, and times when she wanted nothing more than to reach him, to have an opportunity to speak to him, but found nothing more than the ongoing quiet.

      She’d been gone for a while, and though she knew that it was time to return, Imogen wasn’t sure that she wanted to quite yet. Zealar continued to circle overhead, and every so often, she would hear him shriek, his powerful cry echoing out and around, swelling in such a way that she could do nothing but listen. Then it would fade again, disappearing.

      She made her way down to the water, and once at the edge, she took a moment, letting herself enjoy the serenity. There were not many times when she permitted herself such quiet and solitude, though perhaps now wasn’t the best time to do so. She had chased power, stripped darkness from creatures that should not have been corrupted, and now had a part of Master Liu trapped inside her.

      Strangely, she found it not all that difficult to hold on to what she detected of him. He was there, present in her mind, but not unpleasantly so, if such a thing could even be said. It was as if he had retreated, settled in, and perhaps he was even just observing. More than anything, Imogen suspected that Master Liu was trying to make sense of what had happened—though given what he had become, the fragments of power that he now was—it might not be possible for him to know anything more.

      When Zealar shrieked again, Imogen looked up at the sky. He was circling, and she noticed several of the other renral circling off in the distance. And they were agitated.

      Oftentimes the renral would circle before leaving to go off hunting, or whatever the massive birds did. Zealar rarely went off with the rest of the flock, though there were times when Imogen had a sense that he wanted to, such as now.

      She flicked her gaze up. “Go. Hunt. I can return with my own power.”

      Zealar let out another shriek, and his electrical power coursed down from him, hitting the ground not far from Imogen, as if he used that as an answer, which left Imogen laughing.

      With that, the massive renral streaked away. He was no longer as terrifying as he once had been. Seeing the renral now left her with relief, not terror.

      Imogen walked along the water’s edge. This place was similar to where Abigail had once spent time, and near enough that Imogen wondered if it was intentional. Maybe this was another place like Abigail’s valley, and the small pool she’d occupied, but Imogen didn’t detect any Porapeth power, though she wondered if she even would.

      She closed her eyes for a moment and focused on the various possibilities, and she found them cloudy and confused.

      That wasn’t entirely surprising. There were often times when Imogen found the possibilities confounding, making it difficult for her to know what she could do, but it was rarely as cloudy as this, especially when there was nothing taking place around her.

      That was odd—odd enough that Imogen suspected that the reason for it was tied to what she had done with Master Liu. Had helping him, and trapping his fragment, somehow changed her ability to latch on to the possibilities that the Porapeth power presented?

      If so, would it be a danger for her to hold on to it?

      Imogen wasn’t sure that she could linger here, nor was she sure that she needed to linger here. She focused on Lightning Strikes in the Storm, the sacred pattern that permitted her the ability to shoot up into the air. As she did, she began to notice something else.

      The sacred pattern was more difficult than she had anticipated.

      Not impossible, just complicated. Her connection to the power holding Master Liu corrupted things somewhat, at least enough that she struggled to hold on to that power.

      It would require her to find a way to split her focus, something that Imogen had not done that often, and she did not know if she could hold the same strength that she would need in order to use Lightning Strikes in the Storm to return home. Perhaps she should have asked Zealar to remain with her, but he was little more than a black speck in the sky now.

      She focused. This wasn’t beyond her. She could hold on to Tree Stands in the Forest the way she was now, holding that power inwardly so that she could trap the fragment of Master Liu inside herself, and she could also hold on to Lightning Strikes in the Storm. They were similar patterns, both sacred patterns.

      She let some of her control over Tree Stands in the Forest slip just the barest amount, only enough that it permitted her to summon Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and she streaked upward. Imogen held on to that power, and it shot her high into the sky. She found herself needing to adjust as she traveled, focusing periodically on Lightning Strikes in the Storm before shifting immediately back to Trees Stands in the Forest. Back and forth she went, alternating her focus and her attention, until she managed to blend them.

      This is new.

      She’d managed to attack in the past by combining different sacred patterns, but this was something beyond just attacking. This was a matter of holding the sacred patterns at the same time and doing so with consistent control. It was challenging, but she did not think that it was beyond her ability.

      She then shifted.

      Petals on the Wind.

      It required a mixture of three of the sacred patterns, and not just drawing upon them at the same time but compelling those sacred patterns to hold together and grant her the strength that she needed in order to maintain the power consistently.

      For a moment, she fluttered, faltering. This was not all that dissimilar to sorcerers creating different spells. Imogen had once believed that her power was not the same, but time had proven her wrong.

      She drifted, shifting, and managed to stabilize herself.

      By the time she reached the Heart, she was tired in a way that she had not been while working with the sacred patterns in quite some time. But, and perhaps more importantly, it did open up possibilities that Imogen had not considered before. She could practice and hold on to multiple sacred patterns to exert multiple effects. It was something more to meditate on.

      As she came to land atop the mountain of the Heart, she did so near the edge and paused for a moment to look out, feeling a strangeness all around her. Some of that strangeness came from the fact that she was holding on to the different sacred patterns, and it forced her to release her connection and control so that she would no longer struggle.

      The Heart of the Leier was a strange plateau in the middle of the Leier homeland, surrounded by mountains, where five peaks had once held the sacred temples. Hidden for generations, it had once been a place of her people long ago but had been abandoned. Now she had brought the Leier back. It was safe here, at least for now. Imogen didn’t know how long it would remain that way.

      During the time since they’d returned, her people had set to work restoring and repairing some of the ancient structures that they’d found here, and constructing new buildings to house the ever-growing population of refugees that came to the Heart. Much had changed, giving it a bustling, city-like feel, something the Leier had never known. Her people had always lived in villages scattered around the mountains.

      “You’ve been gone for a while,” a voice said from behind her.

      Imogen paused, holding on to the connection that she felt, and then turned to see Jorend. She was not surprised that it was him. “I was following power,” Imogen said. “I wasn’t sure what I was going to find, but…” She looked around before she turned to him. He needed to know. “I found something unsettling. It was far from here, and I took Zealar to help me follow it.”

      “Timo?”

      Of all the people within the Leier camp, Jorend understood her desire to find her brother the most. And he never questioned the lengths that Imogen was willing to go to in order to find him. She had not tracked Timo at all and had not been able to find any evidence of him, though she knew that there had to be something out there to help her find where her brother had gone. Timo had never managed to mask his passing all that well, though he’d continued to move, while searching for different power to steal more energy.

      “Not Timo. This was Master Liu.”

      “He’s… alive?”

      The hope in his voice left Imogen saddened, mostly because she knew there was nothing that she could do to help, and also because she had felt something similar about what she had come to feel for Master Liu when she had come across him, and his fragments.

      “Not exactly. I found dark magic that had been corrupted by him.” She explained what had happened, and what she had felt, and the way that the creatures—and Imogen had come to believe that they were actually creatures and not simply enchantments—had been turned by some dark power, which left her thinking that Aneadaz, or somebody who was working with him, had used the remnant power of Master Liu in order to turn the creatures dark. “I’ve held on to his fragment. I’m hopeful that with enough time, we can help him.”

      “You would restore him? What will that do?”

      Imogen looked up at the sky. “It’s not surprising somebody like Master Liu would leave power like this in the world. It’s not that different from what Benji did.”

      “But Benji was Porapeth,” he said.

      “He was Porapeth, but Master Liu was part Porapeth.” Imogen figured that mattered. There was a part of the Porapeth energy that Master Liu possessed, and it was that part that he had left behind. Maybe finding other fragments would make a difference, especially as Master Liu was not the same type of Porapeth as Benji. “I hadn’t even considered it before, but there are other powers like that,” she said, looking over at Jorend. “Others that have left that reflected magic.”

      “The Sul’toral,” he said.

      “Well, the Sul’toral are part of it,” Imogen agreed, “and when we were dealing with Aneadaz, we learned that the Sul’toral grew stronger as each one was defeated, making them an ever more powerful opponent.” It was part of the reason that her defeating Aneadaz had only slowed the danger and had not removed it altogether. She had removed the other Sul’toral, but there were still some that remained. “I hadn’t considered the possibility of them leaving some fragment of power out in the world in the same way Benji did. I should have. It was a lack of thought on my part.”

      Jorend regarded her for a moment. “I’m sure your Porapeth friend would have something to say about that.”

      “Oh, I’m almost certain that Benji would have something to say about it. He’d probably tell me that I was foolish, ridiculous, and he might even swear at me a bit,” Imogen said, smiling to herself. “And he was there with me when we found Master Liu’s fragment. He doesn’t know whether we can help him. He doesn’t know if there is a way to help Master Liu join the other ancients.”

      Jorend turned and looked up, staring at the sky, and he started to frown. “Will that be what it’s like for all of us?” he asked, his voice soft.

      “Will what be?” Imogen asked.

      “The fragment. Being used. Is that what we are going to become?” He didn’t look at her. “When I was younger, I used to think that if I fought bravely enough, and fought on behalf of my people, eventually I would join with my ancestors in the afterlife.” He continued to look up at the sky, staring off into the distance. “But if you’re saying that those with power are different—”

      “We are different,” Imogen said.

      “Then what happens to us?”

      “I don’t know,” Imogen said.

      “What if we’re forced to haunt those we’ve left behind?”

      “I suppose if you leave a fragment behind, it’s possible you will haunt others,” Imogen said, feeling ridiculous about having this conversation. But should she? Jorend was asking a valid question. With as much power as Imogen had begun to draw upon, it wasn’t much of a stretch to think that if she were to perish in a battle, she might leave some part of herself behind, power much like Benji had gifted to her, which could then be used against her people.

      “I’d like to see if the shamans have a way of holding on to his power,” Imogen said.

      “Why?”

      “Holding on to Master Liu requires me to trap some aspect of him inside of myself, and it requires constant focus.”

      “Well, you are Imogen Inaratha, First of the Leier,” he said, smiling at her.

      “It drains me,” she admitted.

      “Then perhaps you should find out. What happens if it doesn’t work, though? Would we lose Master Liu?”

      “I think what would happen would be that some part of him would drift, and I could hold him again and might be forced to keep him inside.”

      “And let’s say you trap him in some sort of an enchantment,” he said. “What would happen if you can’t break that enchantment?”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Imogen said.

      Jorend looked as if he wanted to argue with her, but he didn’t say anything.

      Off in the distance, a soft shriek echoed, bouncing off the rock of the mountains, and slowly drifted its way toward them.

      Jorend cupped a hand over his brow as he stared off into the distance. “The renral are angry,” he said. “I wonder what they’ve been hunting.”

      “Something has them upset,” Imogen said, frowning. “When I was out searching, Zealar seemed off as well.”

      “That one often seems… off, I suppose I would say,” Jorend said. He looked over at her, offering a hint of a smile. “He’s too powerful.”

      “Like I’m too powerful?”

      “Of course not, but you are the First,” he said.

      “Maybe he is the First of his kind.”

      Jorend laughed, and he turned to look up. “Perhaps he is.” He breathed out, and he turned toward her. “I wanted to talk to you about some of the preparations that we’ve been making. Our people have been gathering, and the shamans have been making their enchantments, using as many as they can to scout the surrounding mountainsides.”

      Between the enchantments and the renral, they had other ways of searching than going by ground, and it was that which had provided them with the ability to find as many of the Leier as they could, in order to save as many as they could.

      “We’ve come across several other villages, but they’re far from here,” he said. “Getting to them has been difficult. Not because of any danger,” he added quickly, to reassure Imogen, “but distance. Climate. Returning them has proven a challenge.”

      “We will bring our people together,” she said.

      “We have been,” Jorend said. “But at some point, I wonder what will happen if we can no longer find any more of our people.”

      They both turned and looked toward the city atop the Heart. It had changed in the time that they had been here. Before, it had been crumbling remains, little more than a memory of what the Leier had once occupied, though it had truly been more than just the Leier. It had been a place of both their peoples. Koral and Leier. Bringing them both back here had bridged the gap between the two peoples in a way that Imogen had been trying to ever since she had begun journeying with them. And doing so gave her a chance to unite them and show them a common heritage.

      “At some point, we are going to have to decide where else we will go,” Jorend said.

      “You don’t think that we should stay?” she asked, though Imogen knew the answer to that. She had felt the answer herself, which was part of the reason that she had been traveling with the renral as often as she had, looking for anything to help her understand if there was more for them to do. They needed to find safety.

      Not only that, but they needed to find a way to thrive.

      As difficult as it was for many of their people to acknowledge, they had not thrived where they had been before. They had survived. Everyone had come to know the cold and the snow and the winds and the harshness of the mountains, but that wasn’t how life had to be, and that was what Imogen felt increasingly certain she needed to reveal.

      “I feel like we should stay for a while,” Jorend replied, “at least until we gather more of our people together. Eventually, we will need to decide if this can be the home of our people again.”

      Imogen understood. The Heart may once have been the home of their people, but that had been so long ago that none remembered it. Master Liu might, and perhaps even Benji knew something, if she had an opportunity to speak to him about it. But no one living remembered what it was like to be a part of the Heart.

      “The renral are not getting any closer,” Jorend said.

      “No,” she said.

      “I was just concerned,” he said. “Perhaps unnecessarily.”

      She looked over. “We have stopped the Sul’toral.”

      “We have,” Jorend agreed, “but we haven’t stopped your brother, and we don’t know what he might attempt.”

      “Then we remain vigilant,” she said. “Eventually, we will deal with Timo. Well, I will deal with Timo.”

      For a moment, Imogen thought that Jorend might argue, but he did not. Instead, he nodded and turned his attention to the sky, to where the renral were circling as they continued their hunt for more of her people. When they discovered bands of Leier—or Koral, though they were rarer—they alerted Imogen and the others, who went and brought them to the Heart.

      Lately, there had been only a few. Small groups, some only one or two people at a time, making their way toward rumored safety. And Imogen provided it.

      But there were so few.

      Her people had nearly been destroyed, much like the Koral had nearly been destroyed. And Imogen hoped to provide safety, but she didn’t know if there was any to be had long term, even in the Heart.

      If not here, then where?
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      The renral shriek caught Imogen’s attention. It was dark, late enough that hearing that cry brought back painful memories to her of the time when she had needed to protect her people from the renral. When she heard it now, she suddenly sat upright in her small home and looked out of the window. Wind gusted in, carrying with it some of the cool of the night, along with the smell of smoke from the many cookfires scattered throughout the Heart, but not much more than that. Still, there was something on the air that had changed, and Imogen tried to make sense of it, to understand just what she felt, but could not come up with anything.

      When the renral shrieked again, Imogen headed out of her home. It was a small building that she’d claimed in the center of the city, one built entirely from stone that others had cleaned out for her, removing debris and providing a place for the First. She had not objected. Most of the homes were small, and with the size of the Heart, almost all could have a home to themselves.

      Imogen looked up at the sky. There was something out there. Something that disrupted the renral. They seemed bothered in a way that left Imogen thinking that they had found something.

      She had tried to rest. She’d been tired, as she had told Jorend, and yet rest had been difficult for her. Imogen had been having fitful dreams that she knew were not entirely her own. That wasn’t uncommon for her. Ever since Benji had given her his gift, and she had gained some connection to the Porapeth, Imogen had found that she often recalled memories that were not her own. Snippets of power came to her, and they carried with them aspects of the Porapeth’s knowledge and memories and experience. She had tried to make sense of the images but had never managed to do so as effectively as she wished. There was an aspect of control that Imogen still did not have when it came to those memories.

      And now what she felt was a strangeness that she suspected came not only from the Porapeth memories but from Master Liu trying to settle in and provide her with some additional input.

      “Listen, First,” Benji said, “I think you need to be—”

      “I don’t need your advice,” Imogen interrupted. “Only your silence.”

      “I am sorry, Imogen,” Master Liu said, his voice thin and thready. “I am… aware.”

      “I know you are,” she said, realizing some of the issue between Benji and Master Liu stemmed from what she’d asked Benji to do—and his inability to know if he could. “Let me rest for a while.”

      She laid quietly as the two of them discussed the situation, though it was little more than a faint murmuring in her mind that Imogen struggled to find a way to sleep through. She had not managed to do so.

      Rebecca strode over to her, wearing a heavy gray wool robe. Her black hair was tucked back underneath it, and her eyes were dark. One of the enchantments that she had made prowled alongside her, the detail in the strange foxlike creature exquisite, and it was more controlled than she had once been able to make. It had taken time for Rebecca to develop her enchantments, but in that time, she had mastered them beyond what Imogen had even seen was possible among the enchanters in Yoran.

      “I’ve been trying to make sense of what they’ve detected,” Rebecca said, her voice soft. She was not the shaman who led, but she was well respected. There were enough shamans who valued what she knew how to do, and how she had taught them various enchanting techniques, that she was listened to. But it was more than that. What Rebecca could see with her enchantments was unrivaled.

      “The renral were hunting earlier,” Imogen said. “I don’t know what they detected, but they were active.”

      “More displaced people?” she asked.

      Displaced was one way of putting it. With all that Timo had done, the Leier homeland had been destroyed. Villages torn asunder. Families destroyed. So little of what had made her people remained.

      But the people live. The Leier live. The Koral live.

      That mattered, regardless of where they found themselves.

      “I hope that’s all it is,” Imogen replied.

      “What else would it be?”

      “I can think of many possibilities.” Not Timo. At least, she didn’t think so. He was still out there, though. Chasing power. And he’d have to be dealt with soon. “Our flock of renral is not the only one.”

      Rebecca looked over. “You don’t think that we will have to fight them again.”

      Imogen shook her head. She had not thought that, and yet there was no real certainty to what they might have to do when it came to the renral. She believed that her people had a measure of connection to those massive creatures and that Zealar and the rest of his flock would ensure that they would not have to battle other renral, especially as the flock had swollen over time. But Imogen knew that there were others.

      Her people had once dealt with them, then survived them, and now needed to thrive with them. The renral were important to their future.

      “Let’s go see if that’s what it is,” she said.

      “Do you have some way of communicating with Zealar?”

      “Only when he’s close,” Imogen said.

      “Then I will search as well. Don’t do anything foolish,” Rebecca said, grinning at Imogen.

      “Why do I have so many people telling me that?”

      “Oh, only because we know you have a willingness to sacrifice yourself,” she said.

      Imogen reached into the leather satchel that she had taken to carrying with her, and she pulled out one of her carvings that was shaped like a renral. From Imogen’s experience, she knew that Rebecca’s enchantments, especially the renral, were incredibly powerful and provided her with the ability to search in ways that she wouldn’t be able to otherwise. Rebecca and her enchantments were far more potent than most of the other shamans. Perhaps if Lilah were with them, it wouldn’t have to be only Rebecca, but Imogen had not wanted to take her away from her time training with Abigail.

      She headed out of the main part of the city. Imogen had been put up in the center of it, with most of her people wanting her to be protected, which she found both amusing and somewhat ironic, given that she had been the one to protect so many of them. But she understood. There was value in having her located where she could be protected by the other Leier swordsmen, primarily so that she could continue to lead the people. It was a constant challenge that Imogen faced, knowing that she was necessary to lead her people, and that they needed the reassurance of Imogen’s existence to thrive, while also knowing that her existence was the reason that they had managed to survive.

      All around her, others had begun to wake up, and there was a general unease scattered throughout the Heart. There was a mixture of Leier and Koral, and they started to filter out into the street. The energy was palpable.

      At the edge of the city, Imogen looked up. She saw the distant shapes of the renral, though they were not near them yet. It was as if the renral were giving them space. Imogen wondered why that should be, and whether there was anything out there that she should be concerned about.

      “How many?”

      Imogen looked around to see Jorend striding over to her, fully dressed, sword strapped to his side, and leading three other Leier with him. Each of them was highly trained and far better with the sacred patterns than Imogen had been when she had first traveled with Benji. They had progressed so rapidly. She still marveled at that from time to time, but usually there was not much time for her to think of such things.

      “We don’t know that there’s anything out there,” Imogen said. “All we know is that the renral have been active.”

      “Active renral suggests two possibilities,” he said, keeping his voice pitched so that the others with him could hear.

      Always training.

      That was what made Jorend such a capable leader.

      Imogen had worked with her people and had helped them gain skill with the sacred patterns, but she was not quite the same teacher that Jorend had proven to be. That still surprised her somewhat, given the Jorend she had known in the sacred temple.

      “The first is that the renral have spotted something,” Frisin said. He was a younger Leier and had been barely a First when they had started their journey, but he had progressed faster than anyone save Jorend. And Jorend had studied at the sacred temple, which Frisin had not.

      “And the second?” Jorend asked.

      “The second is that they are warning us of their return,” Grista said.

      “The renral do not warn of a return,” Jorend said. He looked over at Imogen, frowning for a moment, and she nodded back at him. “The other possibility is another flock of renral.”

      Or an attack, she didn’t say.

      That was the real concern.

      With the energy in the air, she wondered what it was. The renral wouldn’t act like this simply because of refugees needing help, unless it was a massive group. But an attack…

      “I think it’s time I learned which it is,” Imogen said. She handed the enchantment that Rebecca had provided her with to Jorend. “Whoever wants to travel with us can, but I will be going.”

      With that, she focused, using Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and streaked into the air. As before, it was difficult for her to hold on to the combination of sacred patterns, but she managed to do so. She found herself thinking about whether there was anything within the power of the sacred patterns that she could lock away to hold on to Master Liu, while also still trying to trap additional power.

      Jorend streaked up behind her, not moving as quickly as Imogen was.

      She shifted to Petals on the Wind and forced the concentration, trying to keep that connection so that she could use all that she could in order to reach the renral. If it was her renral, and if it was Zealar, then she wanted to get there to see what they had uncovered. If it was opposing renral, then Imogen had to be prepared to fight.

      In the distance, she caught sight of a dark shape, and there was a familiarity to it. Not only that, but she felt something.

      Zealar.

      Power crackled through the renral. As Zealar flew, that electrical power, the lightning energy, passed from one renral to the next, streaking through the sky, a circuit of power and an energy that seemed designed to build power all around.

      A burst of that power came streaking toward her.

      Imogen braced, unsheathing her blade to capture some of the power, and hovered. For the first time since she had trapped some aspect of Master Liu, she didn’t feel him attempting to escape, and it seemed he had retreated somewhere distant in her mind, giving her an opportunity to use the renral power to summon as much energy as she could. It caught her blade, and she crackled with it.

      She streaked toward the other renral.

      The force of it carried her over—and up.

      She had never felt anything quite like this. Zealar had never drawn her in this way before, which meant that whatever he detected needed her focus.

      As she was drawn forward, she realized there was movement down below her. It was dark and shadowed, and she couldn’t see much, but Imogen could feel something down below. It gave off the distinct sense of magic. She wasn’t sure if it was sorcery or if this was something akin to the kind of power that she had chased earlier in the day. Perhaps it was another corrupted fragment of Master Liu, which she would need to capture, hold on to, and try to combine with the other. If that were the case, then she would understand why Zealar had summoned her.

      When she joined the rest of the renral, she had barely managed to arrive before feeling the dark creatures circling around her, their energy swirling. Then that electrical power streaked out from the renral and toward the ground.

      When it struck, it illuminated everything.

      Dark shadows out of a nightmare undulated across the ground, all streaking toward the Heart. Imogen couldn’t make out much of the shapes, only that there seemed to be hundreds upon hundreds of them, and all of different sizes. And power. Unfortunately, she could feel power from them.

      She had to go down.

      The renral circling her shrieked again. It felt as if the renral themselves were causing some storm to build around them. Imogen wanted to harness the power of that storm energy. They needed that power, she suspected, so she used her own sacred pattern to drop.

      When she landed, she did so among the monstrous creatures. In the darkness, Imogen could not make out what the creatures were or what they were doing, yet she felt something from them, and she was aware of the way that the creatures were swarming.

      With a drawing of power from the renral, she unleashed some power toward the creatures, thinking that she should be able to overwhelm them. A burst of lightning coursed from her, and it slashed outward before it crashed into some of the nearest creatures.

      That burst of energy illuminated everything around her.

      They swarmed again.

      Imogen did the only thing she could think of, holding on to the barrier formed by Tree Stands in the Forest. She braced herself while feeling the power of the renral, through Zealar, starting to work toward her.

      The renral power flowed through her Tree Stands in the Forest and worked outward, through the roots, and up through the imagined branches that Imogen had formed. Through it all, she could feel the effort that she held while trying to maintain her grasp on Master Liu.

      The creatures swarmed, up and over the branches, unmindful of the strange renral energy she had coursing through her. She pushed the power out, blasting into the creatures along her branches, holding on to her Tree pattern internally to not lose her hold over Master Liu.

      Then there was a shriek.

      It was a strange, painful sound, but it echoed all around her. A blast of light burst near her, and Imogen realized that the renral were attacking.

      Zealar was there.

      She could feel him, as if he wanted to warn her, the connection that had been forged between the two of them guiding her so that she knew she was not going to have to fight alone. Imogen held on to Tree Stands in the Forest, connecting to the renral, wanting power so that she could blast these creatures.

      She wouldn’t be able to do this alone. Not for long.

      Power began to build nearby. It reflected her own power.

      Other roots from Tree Stands in the Forest.

      The Leier.

      They had come.

      She felt the joining of Jorend. She felt others near her as well.

      And so she blasted.

      Imogen released all the power that she could from the renral, using the connection that she had with Zealar. It coursed through the roots, through the other connections that she had formed with the Leier, and up through the branches, striking the creatures. Zealar and the other renral shrieked, and their voices carried. Imogen released the power she was holding on to so that she would not feel strange energy scrambling over her.

      Gradually everything began to withdraw, giving her an opportunity to look around.

      She couldn’t see much. It was dark, and the sky was a mask of clouds, hiding the moon and starlight. The renral circled, and the lightning that coursed from one to the next began to build, crackling, and it created a flash of illumination.

      There were still creatures out there. Hundreds upon hundreds of them—thousands of them, even. But they stayed away from Imogen and the other Leier, still making their way toward the Heart.

      “What is this?” Jorend asked, looking over at Imogen.

      “I’m not exactly sure. I’ve never felt anything quite like it before. Maybe Sul’toral,” she said. “And I don’t know if it’s Timo or if it is one of the Sul’toral we overlooked.”

      Imogen had thought that when she had hunted down Aneadaz, the other Sul’toral had been destroyed, but maybe she had missed some.

      Timo couldn’t be the only one chasing power, could he?

      She had to believe that there were others who had been looking for power, others who would have known about the Sul’toral magic, and others who wanted to chase that kind of power so that they would be able to do the same things the Sul’toral did, and who might even have learned about Sarenoth. Then again, what she had learned about Sarenoth, the power that they were chasing, was not what she had believed when she was younger, so it was possible that others had not discovered the same.

      “It feels different,” Jorend said.

      “I feel it as well,” Frisin said.

      Imogen looked over the other Leier with her. If others were feeling it, it was real.

      “We need to create barricades to keep whatever these creatures are from reaching the camp, but we will need to attack as well.”

      “I have already sent word,” Jorend said, looking over at Imogen. “You provided us with enchantments, and I took that as an opportunity to make sure that the rest of our people knew what we were dealing with so that they could be prepared for it. If I overstepped—”

      “You did well,” Imogen said.

      She was focused on trying to hold the power and had not thought about what else she might need to do, but thankfully, Jorend had.

      “What do you propose?” Jorend asked.

      “Well,” Imogen began, and she looked around, still seeing the swarm of creatures moving past them. In the darkness, they were little more than shadows. She could see them, could feel them, but couldn’t tell much else. The creatures weren’t pushing toward them, though, but were leaving them alone. She couldn’t tell whether this was tied to the fact that they were holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest, creating a barrier, or whether it was the renral that circled overhead, using their electrical magic to shield them, or whether there was something more insidious, the possibility that the creatures were directed and had been advised to steer clear of them. “We cannot leave this to reach our people.”

      “None of the attacks have been effective,” Grista said.

      “None of them so far,” Imogen said. “But we are sacred sword masters, and we will find a way.”

      She started forward, shifting her Tree Stands in the Forest while making her way toward the creatures. As she did, she began to feel some other power out there, and it seemed to reflect upon her in a way that left Imogen almost trembling with it.

      It had to be Sul’toral.

      “I wonder if this is Timo,” Imogen said.

      “How would Timo have found us?”

      “He would’ve known what Aneadaz was doing, and he would’ve known that we were trying to get to the Heart, and that we were trying to protect our people. Beyond that…”

      The only other thing that she thought made sense was that Aneadaz had planned for all of this.

      “When the others come, we can…”

      Imogen lost focus while Jorend was talking when she felt a sudden surge of panic in the back of her mind. It took her a moment to realize that it came from Master Liu.

      She wasn’t sure why that should suddenly build up inside her, nor was she sure what bothered Master Liu so much, only that the suddenness of it startled her. She nearly lost her hold over the Tree Stands in the Forest that was holding him in place, and she could feel him starting to slither out.

      Jorend looked over. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “But whatever it is has Master Liu’s fragment scared.”
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      Imogen had a difficult time holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest internally the way that she had been, as it was a strange sensation for her. It was also difficult in that Master Liu continued to work against her, leaving her with the question of how long she could hold him if she had to constantly battle him.


      “Is there anything I can help you with, First?” Jorend asked.


      “Hold your protections,” she said, but Imogen found it difficult to focus as she held hers. Why would Master Liu fight her like this?


      Jorend darted forward. He leaped away from her, his blade a blur. The other Leier were there, creating a ring around Imogen.


      And distantly Imogen realized that other Leier had joined. One after another, they started to arrive, enchantments carrying them here. She lost count when she got to fifteen. Jorend must have sent a signal to them, as they all circled around Imogen, taking positions to offer her a measure of protection. She wanted to object, but at the same time, she needed this shielding to be safe.


      The Leier were battling. The fight was violent. Imogen had no idea what they were fighting, only that there was a distinct sense of dark creatures and dark power, and it was dark enough and powerful enough that it reminded her of what she had encountered when she had found Master Liu’s fragment.


      Maybe there was another fragment here. That might explain the surge of power.


      Was that why Master Liu had reacted this way?


      Imogen decided to try something different. Instead of trying to push away Master Liu, and holding him at bay, she began to hold him more tightly.


      Imogen could feel panic within him, even if she wasn’t sure why he would feel so panicked by what was happening around them. She was in control, and she would offer the protections of a sacred sword master.


      “You need to relax,” Imogen whispered to herself, and she wondered if there was any way that she might be able to communicate with the fragment. “Benji, if you’re there, I’m going to need you to help with him. Keep him in check.”


      There was no response for a few moments, and then Benji’s voice drifted up from some distant place. “I’m doing what I can, First. He’s uncontrollable.”


      “Do you know why?”


      “The fighting, maybe?”


      That didn’t seem right. Master Liu wasn’t afraid of a fight. She had seen him protecting the sacred temple, and he had been in thousands of battles over his lifetime and had trained countless students, so she doubted that a fight would scare someone like Master Liu.


      “Do you detect any other fragments here?” Imogen asked.


      “Do you?”


      “I don’t have that ability,” Imogen said.


      “What can you see, First?”


      Benji’s voice was becoming more distant and faint, and she wondered just how much it strained him to help her in this way, but then he would never tell her if it did. He was too stubborn, but it was more than just that stubbornness. It was also because he wanted to protect her.


      But what did she see?


      Imogen didn’t have a good answer. Not with Master Liu struggling against her. It made it difficult for her to concentrate as much as she wanted to on seeing the various possibilities.


      “I need you to hold on to him,” Imogen said with a bit more urgency, and she could feel the way that Benji reacted, trying to grasp for Master Liu and wanting to contain him, though the effort of it would tax Benji, or whatever remnant of him remained. “Or I won’t be able to see anything.”


      And with her focus on Master Liu, along with Benji, Imogen wasn’t even aware of the battle around her. She could hear it. Distantly she heard the occasional shout, the grunting of her Leier, and the barked orders coming from Jorend, and the only other thing she could hear was the crackling of the renral power as it streaked from the air.


      She had to master her Master Liu fragment. Otherwise, she was going to lose it, and then…


      Panic from the fragment seemed to be building.


      “Exert some control,” she said to Benji.


      “I was thinking the same thing about you,” he said. His voice was soft, wispy, and fading.


      But the panic within Master Liu began to ease, and he settled.


      Imogen used the opportunity, and she focused on the gift that Benji had given her, using it to tap into the Porapeth aspect of her power. Within that, she focused, feeling the possibilities, and traced them. She sent her Tree Stands in the Forest out through the ground and up through the air and began to weave the branches, forming patterns and possibilities, and she started to recognize the danger that was here.


      These were corrupted creatures.


      Some of them were like branox, black shadows that had been tainted by some power, whereas others were enchanted creatures, created with magic and not naturally occurring—at least, not that Imogen knew of. Others reminded her of lizards, and still others massive squirrels or foxes, but all of them were tortured and tormented, carrying with them a hint of darkness.


      Was that would Master Liu had been afraid of?


      If so, Imogen understood, as the kind of power that was out there, and flowing through these creatures, would have reminded him of what had attacked him when they had dealt with the other creatures before. And he might have remembered what he had been through, and what he had felt, when those creatures had attacked him, swarming him, holding on to him.


      The one thing she thought that she might be able to do was strip some of the darkness from these creatures. It might save the creatures, but more than that, it might end the fighting.


      What would she do with these fragments if she were successful?


      She put those thoughts out of her mind.


      Imogen strained, pushing as much of her power outward as she could.


      But maybe it wouldn’t be possible here.


      She uprooted herself, and she made her way forward until she reached Jorend. Her focus inward meant she could not feel everything quite as well as she wanted. She was aware of Jorend, but in a way that was unusual, in that she could feel him through her connection to Tree Stands in the Forest, but she could not see him as anything more than just a presence to her newfound magical senses. Silvery lines swirled around him, different possibilities, and thankfully, all of them led toward possible successes, though there were darker branches. Imogen had to avoid anything that would lead them down those pathways.


      “I need to get through here,” she said, her voice monotone as she pushed ahead.


      “Something’s wrong with you, First. We can see that. We will protect you.”


      “I can cleanse them,” she said.


      She had the distinct sense that Jorend turned to her, and when he did, the silvery lines shifted, and more of the darker branches began to form around him.


      “Focus,” Imogen said.


      Jorend planted himself again, and then the silvery lines around him solidified, becoming brighter and bolder. The creatures at work moving past, attacking his protections, were pushed away.


      “What’s going on?” he asked.


      “They’re corrupted. I think I might be able to help them, but I’m going to need to get closer to them to do it.”


      “Are you sure that’s the right thing to do?”


      Imogen hesitated and tried to make sense of what she was feeling, but she remembered what she had done with Master Liu, and how she’d stripped away that danger, and she thought that was what she needed to do now.


      “I think that’s the only thing I should be doing,” she said.


      Jorend relaxed, but she realized that even if he hadn’t, she could have slid through his Tree.


      He gave her a look of irritation, but she ignored it as she moved beyond him, using her sacred pattern to sweep nearly a dozen of the creatures together, twisting the roots and branches while mixing a band of power from the renral to blast through the connection. There was a shriek of power and a horrible cry from the creatures. They resisted, but then that resistance was gone.


      The energy that she’d freed felt… familiar.


      Why would that be the case?


      Imogen released the power but still held on to her protections. The dozen or so creatures no longer posed a danger.


      “What did you do?” Jorend asked, standing rooted next to her, and she could feel him attempting to strain and do the same sort of thing.


      “They were all tainted,” she said.


      “What happens when you free them?”


      “I’m not exactly sure,” Imogen said. Some of the silver had faded from him, and she wasn’t sure if it was his uncertainty or if it was something that she had done that had put him into greater danger. She was going to have to think on that more. Later.


      More than that, she had to come up with how these creatures had been tainted.


      “It might be easier just to cut through them,” he said.


      “There are so many,” Imogen said.


      They could use the sacred patterns, but so far, when they had done so, they hadn’t gotten close enough to overwhelm these creatures. They could kill them one or two at a time, but cutting through all of them would be difficult. A barricade might hold them back, but even that might not be enough.


      “Try this,” Imogen said, and she strained outward, using the same connection that she had before, stretching her branches and roots out toward another grouping of the creatures.


      She tried to sweep up as many as she could, and realized that she had latched on to nearly a hundred of them. Without hesitating, she sent a burst of the renral power through them and twisted that power using the sacred pattern she held, and she swept what she felt of the darkness away. It resisted her, but she blasted it until it faded. As before, there was a familiarity to the power, which faded away. Not Master Liu, but she didn’t know what it was.


      Master Liu’s fragment didn’t struggle quite as much as he had before.


      She released the creatures, and they drifted away.


      “What happens to the fragment of power?” Jorend asked.


      “I can’t tell,” Imogen said.


      “There’s nothing like Master Liu?”


      “Not… not that I can tell,” Imogen said, and she focused on it, trying to determine whether there was anything within what she had been holding on to that might help her. Unfortunately, as she attempted to hold that power, to draw through it, she did not feel anything similar to a fragment of power. Whether that meant that some part of Master Liu, or whoever had granted this darkness to these creatures, was gone…


      “I’m concerned that whatever did this is too dispersed to be of much use,” Imogen said, looking over at Jorend.


      “So this is what they could do to us?”


      “I don’t know.”


      He raised his blade, and she felt him pushing downward with his connection to Tree Stands in the Forest, and it began to radiate outward. He pushed the energy beyond him to the point where it flowed toward another grouping of creatures.


      Imogen moved away from Jorend. She demonstrated the same technique to the others, so that all of the twenty Leier that were now with her would have an opportunity to attempt something similar, even if they didn’t have the same knowledge and skill as Imogen or Jorend. With the sacred sword masters fighting alongside her, they could hold the creatures so that Imogen no longer had to be the one to trap them. She could focus on merely withdrawing the tainted power.


      She moved quickly, clearing the darkness from the creatures and not destroying them. As she worked, she wondered if this was Timo, but if so, what was he after? Destruction?


      She wouldn’t be surprised to learn that Timo wanted to destroy his people, as he had abandoned everything that they had known when they were younger. Timo had become something different. No longer one of the Leier. Not quite Sul’toral, she didn’t think, but something else. Something worse.


      Regardless of what it was, she would have to remove Timo eventually, as much as it might pain her. Timo had become an enemy to her people, and to her. If she could not move past the connection she shared with him, he was going to use that against her, and against the people, to the point where others would suffer because of him, and because of what he wanted as he chased power.


      Imogen shot up into the air, drawing upon Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and used the viewpoint to sweep her gaze around and see the other Leier creating a circle around where she had been standing. Each of the Leier pushed the effect of their Tree Stands in the Forest outward, creating a larger Forest, in effect, and pushing that out upon the creatures so that Imogen could help.


      As she was watching, she realized that she didn’t even need to help, as the renral seemed to recognize what she had been doing, and they began to add their own influence and blast of power to each Tree Stands in the Forest. They were doing whatever they needed in order to destroy the corruption and the taint.


      Imogen pushed higher, floating on Petals on the Wind, and realized as she did that the creatures had slowed their swarm, no longer pushing with the same frenzy. And as her Leier began to push outward, the remaining creatures turned toward them, focusing their attack.


      Imogen didn’t know if she could handle all these dark creatures on her own, but she no longer feared for the safety of the Heart. She feared for Timo.


      What had he done?


      Gathering power like this required pain and suffering, for power to be freed upon the world. This extent was horrifying to consider—it was even worse knowing that her brother may have been tied to it.


      As she no longer had to help, she stayed floating while watching the action beneath her. She drifted farther from her people, expecting to come across Timo, intending to end all of this. It was time to deal with him and remove him as a threat, regardless of how hard that might be for her.


      She found power not far from the creatures, and when she reached it, she slowed. Everything around her was dark, but not so dark that she couldn’t see what was down below.


      Three figures waited. Watching.


      From here, she wasn’t sure about two of them, as the darkness engulfed them, making it difficult for her to see much at all, but she could see one of the figures. Timo, as she had thought.


      She readied to drop. She could handle Timo, and whoever else he was leading.


      But before she did so, she realized that Timo wasn’t in the lead.


      There was another. And that other turned to look up at her. She sent a bolt of power crackling to the ground, drawing upon the renral energy, and it streaked toward the primary figure.


      Who caught it.


      As they did, Imogen caught sight of a face.


      And the sense of Master Liu began to panic once again.


      Aneadaz.


    


  








            Chapter Six

          

          

      

    

    







INTERLUDE

        

      

    

    
      The campfire smoke drifted up into her nostrils, and Imogen leaned forward to clear it. She was tired. They’d been traveling for most of the day and had run into several different bandits who had tried to rob them, which had forced her to use only a fraction of her ability with the blade. She had managed to disarm them quickly and easily, leaving them lying off to the side of the road, injured enough that they could not easily harm someone else, but not permanently maimed.

      Gaspar sat by the fire, rubbing a towel across his face. He’d dipped it in water and was attempting to clean off the dirt from the road. She found that amusing. She still hadn’t learned how old he was. From the wrinkles around his eyes and the deep tan to his face, she had a sense that he looked older than he actually was, though maybe that was a simple world-weariness.

      “I’m getting tired,” Imogen said.

      Gaspar grunted. “I didn’t think it was going to be so difficult for us to find our way along the road,” he said. “It is not usually this problematic.”

      She snorted, checking her blade. She had lately been comfortable enough that it remained sheathed at her side. Then she took the offered strips of meat, taking a bite and chewing slowly. “Your world is strange.”

      Gaspar smiled at her and then took a swig of water from his waterskin. He leaned back against the boulder that they had built their campfire near, glancing up at the darkened sky. “My world? You keep calling it that, but I don’t know that it’s so much mine or yours as it is ours.”

      “I don’t feel like I fit into it,” she said.

      Imogen had told him about her bond quest and how she had completed it, and how she had planned on returning to the homeland, but every step of the journey seemed to direct her elsewhere, as if fate were trying to force her into taking a different path. There were times when she didn’t have any issue with that, mostly because she no longer knew what she wanted to do and didn’t really know where she fit.

      But partly it was because Gaspar didn’t seem to care. She hadn’t learned much about him or what he was doing out here on the road, but she had come to know that he was hiding from something. At least, that was the sense she had. Maybe he was not, and she merely permitted herself to believe that.

      “There are times when I don’t feel like I fit in much, either,” Gaspar said. “I think that’s natural. We each have our own place in the world, and sometimes it’s not where we think it’s going to be.”

      That wasn’t all that dissimilar to what Master Liu had told Imogen when he had sent her away from the sacred temple, that she needed to go off and find her place.

      “I thought that I was finding my way,” Imogen said. “I thought that I knew who and what I was supposed to be, and…” She shook her head. “Now I don’t know any longer. I’m beginning to question.”

      “A mark of maturity. At least, that’s what I’ve been told.” Gaspar grinned at her. “Then again, I’ve never been one for much maturity. Oh, I know you probably think that I look old.”

      She said nothing but did smile at him.

      “I’ve been that way since I was young, though. Looked like I was in my thirties when I was in my late teens. A curse. Maybe a blessing.” He shrugged. “Can’t say that I really know. Regardless of what it is, I’ve used it to my advantage.”

      “Tell me about yourself, Gaspar.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “We’ve been traveling together for the better part of a week, and I don’t know that much about you. What brought you out of the city?”

      The problem for Imogen was that she wasn’t even sure which city he was from, nor was she sure why he was out of it. But she didn’t think that it mattered. She would let Gaspar tell her in his own time, and when he did, she would be happy to hear, mostly because she’d enjoyed his company.

      “I came on a job.” He picked his words carefully, and he sat somewhat rigidly, far more rigidly than he had in the time that they had been traveling together. “And I finished it, so now…”

      “What kind of a job?” Imogen wasn’t so naive as to have no idea what he was going on about, and thought that she understood what he alluded to, but she wanted Gaspar to reveal that truth to her, rather than make assumptions.

      “When I left my home, I did so because I thought I needed to. I believed it was the only way I was going to find what I needed. Peace.” He shook his head. “I ended up falling in with a different crowd and learned a new trade.”

      “You’re a thief.”

      He shifted, and his hands went to his sides, where he kept his knives. Imogen had seen him working with those knives, and she knew he was quick with them, but she also knew that he wasn’t going to use them against her. Even if he were to draw his blades in attack, she doubted that he could do so before she had unsheathed her sword and slipped it into his belly.

      “A thief of a sort,” he said.

      She snorted. “Either you’re a thief, or you’re not. There is no real middle ground.”

      “It depends upon what you’re stealing. When you steal from those less fortunate than you, it makes you the wrong kind of thief, at least in my eyes. When you steal from those who have more, some would even call you charitable. And when you steal from those who would abuse others, well, I say they have it coming for them.”

      “And which are you?”

      “Never the first, sometimes the second, and usually the last. At least, I always was.” He fell quiet, glancing over at the fire. “I’ve been away from home for a long time. Someone like you,” he said, looking over at Imogen briefly. “And I know it’s time for me to get back, but it’s difficult. I don’t suppose you understand.”

      “Oh, I understand,” she said. “I finished my bond quest and should be on my way back.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “In a roundabout way,” she said.

      “Taking the other direction would be nearly impossible at this time of the year, so no one would accuse you of taking more time than is appropriate to do what you need to do.”

      “I could have gone back the way I came. I did not.”

      “You could have, but just because you didn’t doesn’t mean—”

      “It means that I’m not returning. Yet.”

      “Are you afraid of returning?”

      “I don’t think so,” she started, but frowned. “At least, I never thought so. But then again, I also left in a way that makes me feel I was supposed to leave. My mentor…” She was careful not to mention Master Liu, as she wasn’t sure how much she could trust Gaspar yet, even though she had a sense of the man and believed that he would not betray her. He was not Leier, and therefore should not know about the sacred temples, or Master Liu, even though she had been willing to speak about the bond quest. “He made it clear that I was not ready to continue along my path with my people. So I left. And I don’t know what more I need to do before I return, but I’m not even sure if I’m ready. I thought I was. It was part of the reason that I left the last city I was in, but the longer I’m away, the more I start to question what it’s going to take for me to know when I can and should return.”

      “Well,” he said, “I guess I’ve felt something similar.”

      “Why?”

      He snorted, shaking his head. “Well, there are times when I feel like I know what I’m supposed to do, and times when I feel like I have no idea whatsoever. I’ve been away from home for so long, out on the road, taking jobs,” he went on, glancing in her direction, “that I really don’t know what I should be doing. That’s not exactly true. I do know what I should be doing. It’s just that I’m not sure I want to be doing it.” The fire crackled, and he leaned forward, breathing out slowly.

      A shuffling sound caught Imogen’s attention, and she jumped to her feet, blade unsheathed. She darted forward, sliding into several traditional patterns, moving toward the sound that had caught her attention.

      She’d been sitting too close to the fire, and her eyesight was not as good as it would otherwise have been in the darkness. She lingered for a moment, listening to the sounds around her, letting her eyes adjust once again to the darkness. She saw nothing. That didn’t mean there was nothing there, though.

      She knew otherwise. There was something out here. She just had to find it.

      As her eyesight started to improve, she slipped forward, holding on to her blade, everything within her tense. They’d dealt with bandits along the road, and that was most likely what it was, but she had a faint irritation along her skin that suggested this might be more than bandits. It might even be more than just enchantments.

      But why would there be a sorcerer out here?

      Imogen moved carefully into the trees, sweeping her gaze around her as she did, while also trying to make sure she didn’t leave Gaspar unattended. He could take care of himself—he had proven that he was competent enough for that—but she felt she had made a commitment in traveling with him that left her thinking that she needed to provide him a measure of protection, even if she wasn’t entirely sure that he needed it.

      There was no further sense of power. That surprised her, as she had fully anticipated that she would detect something near her, some sense of sorcery, as she had been feeling a building of energy working its way around her.

      Another sound of footsteps came from behind her, and Imogen spun around, only to see Gaspar approaching. He had slipped on a bracelet, and she felt a distinct sense of energy coming off that bracelet.

      She frowned at him.

      “What is it?” Gaspar whispered.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I saw you coming out here. I figured I’d join you if there was any danger.”

      “I felt something,” Imogen said, still regarding the bracelet on Gaspar’s wrist with suspicion. She could not mask her concern at seeing him wearing it, though she tried.

      An enchantment.

      She hadn’t realized he’d been carrying one with him. In the time that she’d been traveling with him, she had not seen any sign of magic from Gaspar and was still surprised that he would be so willing to openly carry it.

      But why?

      Because of her, she suspected.

      She didn’t have any way of knowing what else might be out here, but she was certain of what she had felt. Imogen knew that sensation, especially after her time in the city, which had shown her everything that she needed to know about this kind of power and what it meant, and she was fully prepared to take down a sorcerer. She had done it once—well, she had done it more than once—and she was fully willing and able to do it again.

      “You felt something?” Gaspar asked, sliding up next to her, a pair of knives in hand. She forced herself to ignore the energy coming off the bracelet, to ignore the power that he had access to. She did not want to pay any attention to it, thinking that if nothing else, she needed to stay focused on the task at hand.

      “I heard something first,” she said. “Afterward, I began to feel something.”

      “I see. And what did it tell you?”

      Imogen shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      She swept her gaze around the forest, scanning the trees. Now that her vision had adjusted to the darkness, it was easier for her to do so, but she didn’t see anything there. She didn’t feel anything, either. The only thing that she had any awareness of was the bracelet Gaspar was wearing.

      “How many enchantments do you have on you?”

      He blinked, turning to look at her slowly. “What?”

      “You have on an enchantment, correct?”

      Gaspar looked down at his wrist for a moment. “I suppose I do. There are different benefits to them. Out on the road, with unknown assailants around us, I’ve been careful to make sure that I have the necessary supplies to ensure that I don’t get surprised by anyone.”

      “Why would you be surprised?”

      “You’ve seen the kinds of beasts and people that we’ve had to deal with,” he said.

      It had mostly been people. Bandits. But he wasn’t wrong. They had dealt with other beasts as well. And they might have been the most dangerous and worrisome, the different creatures that they had encountered.

      For the most part, Imogen had worked with Gaspar, and they had dispatched them fairly easily, though they had needed to battle together, fighting off the entities in order to keep themselves safe. Wolves, foxes, lizard-like creatures Imogen had never seen before, and even a few flying beasts. Often they seemed touched by magic—which should have been impossible.

      “Did you want one?” Gaspar asked. “I have a few, but not nearly as many as I would like, given how long I have been away from places that sell these.” He shook his head. “Even in my homeland, things like this are hard to come by. At least, they are now. They weren’t always.”

      She shook her head quickly. “No. I do not want any of them.”

      “That’s just as well. I don’t think you need them, as I’ll be honest—I don’t know that I’ve ever seen anybody quite as skilled with the blade as you, and I doubt that you really would benefit from anything like this. But if you told me that you wanted them to help protect you, as most of them are simply protective enchantments, I wouldn’t say no.” He flicked his knives in a flourish and then slipped them back into a sheath hidden beneath his cloak. He turned to look through the trees. “I don’t know what caught your attention, but I don’t see or hear or feel anything, so we should get back to the fire. If there is anything—”

      “I will patrol around here,” she said. “I want to see if I can find anything.”

      Gaspar glanced behind him. “I don’t want you to do this on your own. You don’t need to risk yourself and get into any sort of danger just because you think you need to protect me.”

      “I’m protecting myself.”

      Gaspar fell silent, and then he laughed softly. It was a rich sound, and genuine. “Of course you are. I shouldn’t have assumed otherwise. Anyway, if there’s anything more I might be able to offer you, I will certainly do so. You can borrow my blades, if you think that will be helpful. Otherwise, I will wait by the fire.”

      He twisted his enchantment and hurriedly slipped out one of his knives before making his way back toward the fire, where he paused as he disappeared into the shadows.

      Imogen lingered for a moment. She didn’t hear or feel or see anything, but there had been something out here. Imogen was certain of it. And until she had a way of figuring out what that was, she wasn’t going to let it rest. She was not going to run the risk of somebody springing upon them unawares. She would scout, and she would patrol, and she would find anything that was here.

      Imogen made a circuit through the trees. As she did, she paused every so often, leaning against the trunk of a tree and waiting. She didn’t see any sign of movement, not even a flicker of shadow, nothing to suggest that anybody was there or making their way toward them. The only thing that she saw and felt was the distinct quiet of the forest around her.

      Some of that struck her as energy, and given her experience with sorcery, and the power sorcerers possessed, she wouldn’t be terribly surprised to know that there were sorcerers out here, chasing her. They were angry at what she had done, she knew. Imogen had gained a reputation in the city, and she knew they would likely pursue her to get vengeance for how many of their people she’d taken out.

      She wandered around the trees, testing for any signs of movement, anything that might suggest magic or anything else, and felt nothing.

      That was until she got close to the road they were taking. Once there, Imogen swore she felt another distinctive sense of power. She whipped her blade forward, starting toward the road, swirling in some of her patterns as she tried to see if there was any sign of something out there that she might need to find.

      There was nothing.

      But she was certain of what she had detected.

      Unless she was wrong.

      There was the possibility that there had not been anything at all. There was the possibility that what she had detected had come from the enchantments Gaspar had on him and was not at all related to any real power that was out in the darkness of the night. If that were the case, then Imogen had overreacted. It wouldn’t be the first time, and if she stayed traveling with Gaspar and his enchantments, there was a possibility she would overreact some more.

      She stood in the road for a long time, looking off into the distance, looking off into the darkness, and focusing on the night. When she felt another sense of power, she turned toward it. It was farther away than last time. Moving away from her.

      But she was certain of what she detected.

      Sorcery.

      They’d come close to them but then had veered away.

      The real question Imogen had was why.
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      A blast of electrical power that reminded her of the renral energy came shooting toward her. Though Imogen thought that she could brace for it, she didn’t want to run the risk of taking on the power until she knew more about what was taking place and who was in control of that power. Instead, she pushed off, sending herself back toward the Leier, back toward the creatures. She began to push against everything she had felt, knowing that there was nothing else that she could do other than fight and resist and try to make sense of what she had just seen.

      Aneadaz is dead.

      Wasn’t he?

      And yet she was certain that she had seen him, and more than that, she was certain that she had felt his kind of power, but she did not know whether she could trust what she had seen. Still, there was Master Liu’s fragment’s reaction, one that would only make sense if he was truly afraid of what they had seen, experienced, and observed. There had to be something to it, but what?

      Imogen did not dare linger any longer.

      By the time she reached the battling, the clearing of the creatures had grown much larger. The renral were circling, with Zealar seeming to lead them, so Imogen dropped, landing on his back.

      Zealar shrieked, sending a burst of power outward, which connected to Imogen, and she then held on to it, the power coursing through her. She felt Master Liu calm once again. There was a distant sense of Benji inside her, his fragment lingering.

      Fragments.

      The idea that fragments of power stayed around left her with an uncertainty. But if that was the case, that meant that there was some sort of explanation as to what she had seen. Maybe that wasn’t Aneadaz in full. Or maybe it was, and though she had killed him—or thought she had—the power he possessed had not been withdrawn from him. Imogen certainly hadn’t done anything to take away his power. She had simply tried to destroy him, wanting nothing more than to remove him as a threat, in order to protect her people.

      She dropped, guiding Zealar down to the ground, and circled above the other creatures. Pulses of power radiated off the renral, shooting to the others nearby. He circled in a pattern around the creatures, cleansing them of the dark influence until nothing of it remained.

      When it was done, she came to land next to the others and climbed off Zealar’s back. The air crackled with the renral energy, which surged from the others that circled around them. Imogen felt the power coursing through her and turned to Jorend.

      “Did we do it?” Jorend asked.

      “It seems so,” Imogen said, and she focused on Tree Stands in the Forest for a moment, letting the connection that she had to that sacred pattern flow from her, down into the ground and outward. As she did, she began to feel something more, but it was distant. Back the way that she had come when she had seen Timo and the others.

      “What happened here?” Jorend looked all around.

      With the crackling energy still coming off the renral, there was a feeling of power, but Imogen didn’t know if that power was meant for the Leier to borrow at this point, or if the renral were simply shooting energy out in order to detect everything that was spread around them.

      “I’ve never experienced anything quite like this before,” Jorend continued.

      “These are dark creatures,” Imogen said. “Or they were. I’ve encountered dark creatures before. They are corrupted by dangerous and violent magic, which changes something about them. I didn’t realize that they could be salvaged.”

      “These are not enchantments?”

      “Not enchantments, and not dangerous on their own.”

      Which was unusual, as they had encountered plenty of other creatures that had posed a challenge to them. Most of the time, those creatures were violent and dangerous and put them at risk, but they were simply violent and dangerous because they were wild animals, and many of them had a connection to power as well, like the renral and other creatures that they had encountered.

      “We need to return. We need to protect the Heart. And then we can decide what to do.”

      “Are you afraid more will return?” Jorend asked.

      “Not right now, but this is not over. I saw Timo. And I saw…” Telling him that she had seen Timo had to be enough. She had seen him, and yet it wasn’t just Timo that was the problem. It was also whether there was anything real to Aneadaz. “Let’s return to the Heart, and we can talk.”

      She strode over to Zealar. Imogen was tired enough that she wanted the ride back. The other renral gradually descended, and the Leier climbed onto them, which suggested to Imogen that everybody else was tired as well. Given how hard they had fought, and all the violence they had gone through, that wasn’t terribly surprising.

      “Can you get me back quickly?” she asked Zealar, patting him on the side.

      The renral lowered his head, and Imogen climbed onto his back, and then he took to the air. As always, he flew the way that any normal bird would fly, but there was also a sense of the lightning coursing through him, as if he was using that to propel himself upward.

      Zealar carried her back to the Heart. As they flew, Imogen stared straight ahead, focusing on whether there was anything that she might be able to feel. She had the internal sense of Master Liu, along with the internal sense of everything that Benji had done, though together they had fallen silent, as if there was a greater danger nearby.

      Zealar landed at the edge of the rocky plateau forming the Heart. Imogen scrambled down. Zealar lowered his head to look at her, holding her gaze. There was something quite intimidating about this, but she had long learned to overlook it, as she knew that Zealar would not harm her.

      “I hope you are uninjured,” she said, keeping her voice soft. “I hope that whatever you’ve been through will not torment you any longer.”

      The renral chirped at her and seemed to push power out to her.

      The other renral were circling back, and before long, they would land, and Imogen would need to begin making preparations. She closed her eyes, focusing for a moment, thinking that if nothing else, she needed to have that concentration and focus so that she could maintain it in a way that would help her.

      She meditated as she stayed in place, her mind working through everything that she had been through, trying to come up with a way of finding peace, and the way of coming to terms with everything else that she had been through. While standing in place, she felt Zealar pressed up against her, nudging her, and she smiled at the contact.

      “Hunt. Rest. Do what you need,” she said. “I suspect I will need you soon enough.”

      With a burst of energy, Zealar streaked upward, quickly gaining altitude. As he disappeared, she could feel the connection with him and wondered how much of that was because of her holding one of the sacred patterns, or whether Zealar had gifted her some of that connection.

      She wandered toward the city but didn’t have to go very far before the Koral approached. Eleanor was in the lead, but it was not just Eleanor. There were others along with her, including Rebecca.

      Eleanor’s gaze darted out toward the darkness. “We detected a disturbance. Rebecca said that you fought something. Not the renral, as you returned with them, so obviously they were not the danger.”

      “Not the renral,” Imogen said. “At least, not this time. Unfortunately, there remains the possibility that we will have to deal with the renral—other renral,” she clarified, “before too long. We might need to increase the size of our flock.” She hadn’t considered that, but maybe she could talk to Zealar about it. She didn’t have any idea how much he understood, but it did seem to her that he understood some of what she told him. “The bigger issue, at least right now, is that we need to be prepared for an attack. I don’t know what Timo is doing, but he is coming, and the creatures that we just dealt with were tied to him.”

      Eleanor sighed. “When will we be done with all of this?”

      Imogen understood the frustration, and the concern. It was something that she shared. They had struggled with Timo, the Sul’toral, and they had been on the run ever since Imogen had joined them. Longer, even. They had been on the run since before she had come.

      “I’m not asking you to fight,” she said.

      Eleanor straightened, and she wiped her hands on her dress, looking at Imogen with an expression of agitation. “You do not tell me how to protect my people, First.”

      Imogen smiled inwardly. “Of course not. I’m just saying that I don’t need anyone to be harmed by this. We are simply trying to ensure that we are protected as well as we can be. That’s what you want, after all, isn’t it?”

      Eleanor tsked softly, and she looked over at the others with her. “We have Sul’toral coming. We must make sure that the Heart is protected. Get all of the shamans possible awake and preparing enchantments. We will create the shield,” she said, looking back at Imogen, arching a brow slightly as she made reference to the shield, and Imogen nodded. “And we will ensure that the Leier can offer whatever measure of protection they are able to.”

      “I need to speak with Rebecca,” Imogen said before Rebecca turned away.

      Eleanor pressed her lips together in a tight frown, watching Rebecca. “She is one of our most skilled,” she said.

      “I understand, and I’m not asking to take her from your people. Our people. I’m just saying that I need her help.”

      “Very well,” she said. “Is there anything I can do?”

      Imogen didn’t know if there was. “You can stay, but I don’t know if this is going to be something that you can help with.”

      “You diminish my usefulness?”

      “No,” Imogen said hurriedly, and forced another tight smile. “I would never diminish what you do and what you offer. It’s just that what I need is complicated.”

      She turned when she felt the other Leier arriving. She locked eyes with Jorend. “Ensure the Heart is protected. I don’t know what defenses we are going to need if Timo begins an attack, or if more of these creatures come. We need to be ready. The Koral shamans are offering measures of protection as well, so please add whatever our people can.”

      Jorend nodded and started calling out to the others around him. Then he lingered behind Imogen.

      “What I have to tell you is a bit complicated,” she said. “And unfortunately, I’m not sure quite what it means, only that what I detected was there.”

      “And what did you detect?” Eleanor asked.

      She looked at Rebecca. “I’m going to need help with an enchantment. I may need something beyond what you can provide, or at least beyond what you have provided in the past. I think that this will be complicated in a way that I have not asked of you before.”

      “I’m happy to help in any way that I can,” she said.

      Imogen motioned for them to follow, and they moved to a section of the plateau that was more open. In the time that her people had been here, they had come to occupy more and more of the Heart, and though an aspect of open space remained, there was a steady progress being made in building up the Heart, which Imogen had not been sure that they should continue. There was danger in relying upon this, especially as they needed to ensure that the people were safe and did not have to hide, which was increasingly what they seemed to be doing. They were hiding from the rest of the world. The longer they stayed isolated, the more likely it was that they would be pursued. If they had outside help, Timo wouldn’t be able to target them quite as well as he did now. Others wouldn’t be able to target them, either.

      She paused, and she looked at Rebecca. “Do you have any enchantments that can contain power?”

      Rebecca tugged on her dress while watching her. “That is all an enchantment is, First. When we form an enchantment, we push power into it. Why?”

      Imogen frowned. She focused on what she could feel of Master Liu’s fragment, and a different thought came to her. Once she had trapped his energy inside her, she had thought that she was going to need to use the shamans to create an enchantment, but what if that wasn’t really what she needed after all? What if she was the key?

      That was a thought that might be useful.

      She smiled tightly. “Well,” she started, “can you describe what is involved in creating an enchantment, then?”

      “First?” Jorend asked.

      Imogen looked over. “I don’t think I’m a shaman,” she said, making sure that all of them heard her. “But I do think that I’m holding on to a fragment of power that needs to be stored.”

      She explained to Rebecca what had happened with Master Liu, and surprisingly, Rebecca nodded slowly, as if that did not shock her. Eleanor, on the other hand, was more concerned. She took a step back, and she swept her gaze up and down Imogen, as if to try to identify any danger from her.

      “The power is trapped inside of me,” Imogen said. “And you don’t need to fear it.”

      “How is it that you hold on to this fragment of him?”

      “Probably the same way that I hold on to the fragment that is Benji the Elder,” she said. “In a way that is not necessarily what I expected. I hold on to it because I have no choice. I am trapping that power by using other fragments, and in doing so, I can feel something more.” She breathed out slowly. “I understand how ridiculous that sounds, but that is all I can call it.”

      “I don’t know that our method of making an enchantment is going to be as effective for you as it is for us,” Rebecca said, glancing over at Eleanor. “Do you think that the First can use the technique that we do?”

      Eleanor squeezed her hands together, and then, when she breathed out, some of the tension in her shoulders relaxed, but only a little bit. “The First has an aspect of our power, I suspect.” She looked over at Imogen. “From what she has said, we are likely descended from the same people, and the power that we call upon is similar. Maybe not the same, but similar. With that being the case, we should be able to describe and demonstrate that same connection, so that she can use it.” She shrugged. “But I don’t know that I’ve ever tried to encourage anybody who was just learning their magic to do such a thing.”

      “Just learning?” Jorend asked.

      “Do you believe that your First is an expert with her power?”

      “I’m an expert with the sacred patterns,” Imogen said, “but I would say that I am still learning about the magic within them.” She made a point of looking over at Jorend so that he would not be upset by the comment.

      A breath of cool wind drifted through, carrying the hint of an unpleasant odor, one that struck her as dark. Did that mean that the creatures they had fought were turning? Or maybe it was from Timo—and Aneadaz.

      “Well,” Rebecca started, “what I think you need to do is focus on the connection that you have and see if there’s any way that you might be able to draw upon what you are holding, and then force it into the enchantment. I don’t know how to describe it in any other way, as it doesn’t necessarily feel the same to us as it does to you. I guess that the only thing that I could describe it as would be a bit of pressure. Does that make sense?”

      “It makes perfect sense,” Imogen said, “as I’m doing something similar. I’m pushing one of my sacred patterns inside of myself in order to hold on to the fragment that is him. So if I can do something externally, maybe you don’t have to hold it quite as long.”

      “Can you leave a Tree Stands in the Forest on something else?” Jorend asked.

      It was a good question, and it was one that Imogen didn’t have a good answer for.

      “There might be another option,” Rebecca suggested. “I don’t know how well it’s going to work, as I’ve never tried anything like it before, but I might be able to assist you, once you form the enchantment. The problem with it, though, is going to be that once you want to remove the enchantment,” she went on, looking up at Imogen and holding her gaze for a moment, “and I suspect that you’re going to want to remove it, you will need me, or someone else, to do so.”

      “The intention is to find these fragments and bring them back together so that we can unify the remains of Master Liu.”

      “That’s what I suspected,” Rebecca said. “So if we find these fragments, then you will need to find a way of bringing them together. And to be honest, I don’t even know if it’s going to work.”

      “If it doesn’t work, then I will continue to hold on to the fragment the way that I am.”

      “Can you?” Rebecca asked.

      “Are you questioning the First?” Jorend asked.

      “I can see the toll that it’s taking on her,” she said. “Whether or not the First wants to admit it, I can see it. So if she finds more of these fragments, the question is whether she will be able to hold on to them. I don’t think it’s an inappropriate question.”

      Imogen shook her head. “It’s not. And I don’t know, to answer your question. It’s why I want to release it, if I can. But more than that, I need to release it so that I can focus on whatever is to come. If I have to keep part of my focus inward, along with some of it outward, I worry that I’m not going to be as effective against Timo”—and Aneadaz, she had not yet shared with them—“as I should be.”

      “We will take care of Timo,” Jorend said.

      There had been a time when Imogen would have believed that Jorend would have been enough while dealing with Timo, but now…

      Now she wasn’t so sure. She didn’t know all that Timo had come to learn, but if he was working with Aneadaz, and had even a fragment of that power, then he would pose far more of a danger than Jorend understood. It might be more than what Imogen understood.

      “Let’s get started,” Imogen said.
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      Rebecca picked her way around the small clearing. “You know, the real challenge is finding the item to make the enchantment with. Most of the time, there is something that the person has an affinity with. I like to work with stone, but I can work with other items, so maybe it doesn’t matter as much for shamans.”

      This fit with Imogen’s understanding of enchanters, which she had gained when she had been in Yoran. There were some enchanters who had specific affinities to make different enchantments, but not all of them did.

      “I don’t have any idea what I might have an affinity with,” Imogen said, looking over at Rebecca. “But I suspect that since we’re going to use Tree Stands in the Forest—at least, I am going to use it—there should be a tree as a part of it.”

      Rebecca nodded, and she crouched down, running her hand along the earth. “A tree, but the question is whether the enchantment forms the tree or whether the tree forms the enchantment.”

      “Are you talking in riddles?” Jorend asked.

      She shrugged. “It does seem that way, doesn’t it? But no. You’ve seen it. When making enchantments, some of them form the pattern once you put the power into it. But not all of them. Some of them only form the pattern later. I know that doesn’t make a whole lot of sense, and I wish that I had a better way of explaining it, but unfortunately, I cannot tell you quite what I’m trying to.”

      Rebecca continued to work her way around. She stopped to pick up a large rock and then held it up. She got to her feet and went to a small section of shrubbery, where she carefully plucked free a few branches. She looked over at Imogen and then at Jorend before frowning. “These offer various possibilities. I can’t say whether one of them or another is going to make a difference for what you are doing, but I’d like you to try. Put some aspect of your connection into them, and see what you can come up with.”

      “I’m not sure that we have time for trials,” Imogen said. “We need to know whether this is going to work.”

      “What is the worst thing that could happen?”

      “I suppose the worst thing that could happen is that it would simply not hold,” Imogen said.

      “Exactly. So don’t worry.”

      She snorted. “If it doesn’t hold, then Master Liu escapes, and I have to capture him again, hold on to him, and generally see if there’s any way to maintain this connection once more.”

      “Can you do that?”

      “Probably,” Imogen said.

      “Then it’s not a problem.”

      Rebecca made her way around the clearing again, and she finally came to a stop. She hesitated, grabbing a few other items. She set them down in front of Imogen. “Now, what I’d like you to do is test them.”

      “With one of my sacred patterns?”

      “Well, something along that line,” she said. “I am not exactly sure what you need to do for what you do.”

      “It is a test for familiarity,” Eleanor said. “Find a way to probe for something familiar. If you can find something, you must use that item. Each item may react to you differently.”

      “How so?”

      “I do not know,” Eleanor said. “As I said, each one may react differently. Everybody has their own unique form of connection, and when you feel that connection beginning to form, you may be able to identify how that works for you.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Jorend asked Imogen.

      “As sure as I can be.”

      Imogen crouched down next to the items that Rebecca had gathered for her. She tried the stone first. She had some experience with stones, and with the enchantments that were poured into them. When she tested the stone, she did so by focusing on Tree Stands in the Forest, turning it outward. It left her with an uneasy sensation, but not the right one.

      She moved on. The small branch clipped from the shrub. She tested that and felt repelled by it. That was odd.

      She moved down the row, testing another piece of rock, a clump of dirt, which she thought wouldn’t make much sense, before finally getting to a long brown stick that had been buried underneath the ground before Rebecca had dug it up.

      Imogen traced her fingers over it. This one felt like something to her, though she wasn’t sure what. She felt some sensation drawing on her, as if the stick were trying to pull power.

      That was odd.

      Imogen pushed the sense of Master Liu into it.

      The ends of the branch began to split, moving gradually, twisting into something that at first looked like a flower, but she realized that was not what it was. A tree.

      She guided Master Liu out of her, no longer holding him the way she had, and could feel the sense of the fragment going into the stick. For a moment, it began to flutter free. She heard a gasp from somewhere behind her, didn’t know which of the people watching had reacted that way, but she continued to focus on what she was doing and how she was pouring the power out. The fragment slowly slid into the tree, which began to widen at one end, forming a trunk, while the other ends branched more and more, forming the canopy. She felt Master Liu’s fragment flutter for a moment as he solidified in the enchantment. She worried about losing control over him.

      Then she didn’t have to. The enchantment began to form, taking hold, and with more of that enchantment flowing, she no longer had to push quite as hard. She began to let the energy out and could increasingly feel the way it stayed in place.

      Rebecca slipped toward her and cupped her hands around the tree, though she didn’t touch it. “I’m going to help lock it in place,” Rebecca said, looking over at Imogen. “I just want you to hold your tree, or whatever it is, intact.”

      “I will hold it,” Imogen said.

      Pressure came from Rebecca, adding something more to the enchantment that seemed to lock the fragment inside. The tree started to change colors. It shimmered, first greenish, then brownish, and then it took on a faint silvery hue before it stayed that color.

      “Did you do that?” Jorend asked, leaning over her shoulder.

      “I didn’t,” Imogen said. “I see it.”

      “It looks…”

      “Porapeth,” Imogen said.

      “He really was part Porapeth, then.”

      “You didn’t believe that?”

      “I guess I believed it, but seeing it is something else entirely,” he said.

      “Is it done?” Imogen asked Rebecca, who had finally leaned back and was no longer holding her hands in place. “Do you think it will hold?”

      “I’ve done what I can, and if it is going to maintain its connection, you will know. I don’t know what it might do if it doesn’t hold, but I suspect that the fragment,” she said, choosing the word carefully and looking over at Imogen as if for reassurance, “would escape. Do you feel any pressure from it as it tries to escape?”

      “I do not,” Imogen said.

      “Then we have succeeded.”

      “We’d know right away?”

      “When I make enchantments, they either take or they don’t. Some of them don’t turn out quite as nice as others, but the detail on this one is quite exquisite. It suggests that you can make quite powerful enchantments, if you wanted to.”

      “I’m not so sure that I’d be able to hold on to them the same way as you do.”

      “Not yet, but I imagine that with some practice, you’d be able to do it just fine.”

      She held up the tree enchantment. It was strange in the way that it captured the light, reflecting the faint glimmer from the Heart, but not completely. There was a bit of a glow to it. Imogen thought that the enchantment had taken on some increasing weight, though that might just be imagined rather than anything real. She looked over at Jorend, who leaned close.

      “Can you feel anything from it?” he asked, his voice a whisper. “Can you tell that it’s him?”

      “Even when he was a fragment, I couldn’t tell much, Jorend. There was something missing. I think that he remains incomplete. Unless we’re able to find other fragments”—and given the diffuse nature of the creatures that had attacked her and the others, she wasn’t sure if they would be able to—“I don’t know that we’re going to be able to bring him back entirely.”

      “So he’s more like the Porapeth fragment you have.”

      “Maybe even less than that,” she said. “I don’t know how much Benji gave me, but it was enough that I can feel him and talk to him. This is different.” She couldn’t quite put words to what it was, but it seemed to her that there was some difference to it. “If we find the other fragments, maybe we can help him.”

      At least, Imogen hoped that they could, thinking that if nothing else, maybe they could find a way to unify him. If so, maybe they could bring more of Master Liu back, fusing him in a way that he had not been before.

      “Unfortunately, he did react when I saw Aneadaz—”

      “You saw who?” Jorend said.

      Imogen cursed herself. “When facing Timo. There was another one with them, and I’m almost certain that it was Aneadaz.”

      Jorend stood, and he looked around. “But you killed him. I saw it.”

      “I thought I saw it as well,” Imogen said. “But what if he’s a fragment, no different than Master Liu?” She held the tree up and looked at Jorend, then around her. “Perhaps it’s no different than what happened with Master Liu, only that Aneadaz might be more intact. If he had greater control over leaving his physical form, there’s a possibility that he wouldn’t have needed to hold on to the same kind of power, and perhaps he would have resisted it differently.”

      “I thought it enough that we were dealing with Timo. Now we have an undead Sul’toral?”

      “I know,” Imogen said.

      “Is there any way of testing whether he is the full aspect or a fragment?”

      “Not particularly,” Imogen said, “without confronting him directly, but…”

      Perhaps that was what they needed to do.

      She’d been afraid of Aneadaz before, but she’d defeated him. And it wasn’t as if Aneadaz would have gained more power in death. He would be the same. Then again, Benji was essentially undead, but different. Benji didn’t influence the world, so maybe Aneadaz couldn’t, either.

      “I think we need to separate him from Timo and the other one,” Imogen said. “We need to find out what they are doing.”

      “Do you think you can?” Jorend asked.

      “I don’t know. It depends upon how powerful this third individual is.”

      If they were with Timo, there was a high likelihood that they were incredibly powerful. That was what Imogen had to worry about.

      She stood, took the enchantment she had formed with Master Liu, and stuck it into her pocket while looking around her. There was no sense from the fragment or the enchantment. Could she trigger it in some way, using Master Liu’s power? Did she even want to? If she tried to do that, there was the possibility that she would drain his fragment’s power.

      “We are with you, First,” Jorend said.

      “I know.”

      “Even with him. Well, perhaps especially with him,” he said.

      She appreciated the sentiment. “I think we need to do several things,” she said, her mind working. “I think that we need to test whether Aneadaz is a fragment or more than that, and whether he can influence the world,” she began, hoping that wasn’t the case, but even if he couldn’t, he might be able to influence Timo and the other one, granting some aspect of his power to them. “I would also like to find the remaining fragments of Master Liu. I don’t know how we are going to do that, but I feel that is necessary in order to know whether he can be restored.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      “Then we have to help comfort the fragment as much as we can. I’ve asked Benji’s fragment to help, but I don’t know how much he’s going to be able to do that.” She realized how ridiculous that sounded, but there wasn’t anything else that she could do.

      She let out a heavy sighed, looking off into the night. The dark shapes of the renral circled overhead, occasionally crackling with lightning, but they did not travel that far away. They were staying close, as if they were afraid of venturing too far from them.

      “Let’s make our preparations and be ready.”
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      The night was quiet after Imogen had sealed Master Liu into the enchantment.

      It was a good thing that it had worked. Now she no longer had to fear that Master Liu’s fragment would slip away and disappear. She wasn’t sure what else she could do with the fragment, but she would need to find something.

      In the morning, Imogen made a circuit around the edge of the Heart, looking out over the rocky valley, testing whether there was anything to be concerned about off in the distance. She found herself drawn toward the sound of sparring, the steady clatter of wooden practice swords battering at each other.

      She paused to watch. Many of them were Firsts of the Blade, and they used the wooden practice swords rather than their own steel blades because they were working with the sacred patterns. Imogen had implemented Master Liu’s practice of only using wooden weapons while training, primarily because learning the technique and how to hold on to a sacred pattern was more complicated than most realized, and there was always the potential that someone would slip and unintentionally harm someone else. It was more than that, though, and Imogen knew it. Some of it came from the simple fact that it was tradition, and she wanted to hold on to some aspects of tradition, despite the fact that she had already upended many parts of it.

      “I see that look in your eye,” Jorend said, sliding up alongside her to watch. “I don’t know what is troubling you, but it seems there is something bothering you now.”

      “It’s my uncertainty,” Imogen said. “And to be honest, it’s knowing I’m going to have to deal with Timo and whoever else he is working with. It’s also the possibility that I will have to deal with some undead Sul’toral who should no longer pose a threat to us.”

      He snorted. “It does make me wonder about the other Sul’toral that we’ve defeated.”

      “Whether they were actually defeated?”

      He shrugged. “At the time, I thought they were. I thought they wouldn’t be able to do anything to us after we cut them down, but learning about these fragments,” he went on, his brow furrowed in a puzzled expression, “I find myself with questions that I don’t have answers to.”

      “If you think that I can ask Benji, unfortunately, I don’t have the sense that he knows. Well, I also don’t have the sense that he would share anything with me even if he did know, because Benji likes to keep things like that to himself.”

      “He can be difficult, can’t he?”

      Imogen snorted. “You have no idea.” She nodded to the Leier working with the wooden swords. “How are they progressing?”

      “Quite well,” Jorend said, barely managing to hide the surprise in his voice. “And I think more surprising is the fact that some Koral have been learning.”

      That did surprise her. “How many?”

      “Only a few at first, but when they saw that others have come and been taught,” he replied, before motioning to one of the men working with wooden swords nearby, “others started to follow. They don’t have any technique. They’re raw, but I do wonder if they will eventually show promise.”

      Imogen laughed. “You don’t have to sound so surprised.”

      “We’ve always believed that you need to learn the blade from an early age to achieve any proficiency.”

      “That hasn’t been my experience,” she said, watching for a while. “When I went on my bond quest, I ended up in a city where they had some potential, but they were not skilled. I worked with them, trained them, and left them in better shape than they would’ve been had I not provided those lessons. Many of them will never progress beyond a certain point, but there were a few who had real talent.”

      “There are a few Koral who show some potential as well,” Jorend said. “Which is why I haven’t turn them away. We have some of our more experienced sword masters working with them, demonstrating various patterns, in the hope that they can learn some of the traditional patterns—”

      “They need to learn the sacred patterns,” Imogen said.

      “That isn’t how we start,” he said.

      “We start with the traditional patterns, but that is so that we can train sword masters.” She looked over at Jorend. “If the Koral are coming to us, and to our training grounds, they should learn how to use the sacred patterns, if only because some of them might have a natural magical connection that would permit them to reach for aspects of the sacred patterns we don’t fully understand. They might grasp power I don’t even have.”

      Jorend fell silent for a few moments. “I will do as you request.”

      “Only if you agree.”

      “There are many things that I think I once would have disagreed with you on, First. Now I simply recognize that much of the world has changed, as has our place in it, and it leaves us with a need to understand where we belong, and how we might better fit in. If you have any answers about that, I think most of us are willing to listen. And to be honest, I think all of us are open to finding our way.”

      Imogen took a deep breath, and she watched the others practicing for a while. “We have been separated from the world for a long time. Isolated, I suppose. I’ve always wondered whether that was a mistake.”

      “The isolation? I suppose that there has been some danger in us being isolated, but there are benefits as well.”

      “There were benefits,” Imogen said. “Back when we feared magic.”

      And staying isolated hadn’t completely shut them off from the rest of the world. It might have shut them away from sorcery, and the Society, and it might have protected them from the Sul’toral for a little while, but once they had drawn attention from them, the danger had fully entered the Leier homeland. Now Imogen wondered if hiding was going to be in their best interest.

      “Are you going to leave us?” Jorend asked.

      “That is not my intention. I intend to help us gain a better understanding as to our place in the world.” She looked over at him. “And we definitely have a place in it. I don’t know what it is going to be, but we do need to be a part of the world. Eventually.”

      Her hand had gone to the hilt of her sword, as it often did. There was a reassurance in reaching for her blade, though perhaps it was unnecessary, as she did not need the sword to use sacred patterns.

      “We need to make preparations,” she went on, “and I will need more enchantments from the shamans in case we find the other fragments of Master Liu. I don’t intend to leave him fragmented like this. Depending upon what Aneadaz did to him, it’s possible he cannot be salvaged.”

      “The way you’re talking about him—”

      “I realize how it sounds,” Imogen said. “And I hate talking about them that way as well, but we need to understand these fragments. And I’m going to need your help.”

      “I have told you that I will give it.”

      “Good. I think…”

      Imogen watched as the Leier, along with some who might even be Koral, worked. Ideas started to drift into her mind, and she started to piece them together, trying to come up with what she needed to do, and how it might even benefit their people. Sword and shield. She had been so focused on the Leier and the Koral having traditional roles that she hadn’t even given any thought to the possibility that they would need to take on different responsibilities.

      What about that possibility? What if the Leier, or the Koral, had an opportunity to work in other areas? Not all Leier wanted to learn to fight. There were plenty of Leier who didn’t have the necessary talent. And of the Koral, not all the people were shamans.

      But it was more than just that. There was the truth of the matter that their people had probably once been a single people, split at some point, separated into different camps, and left to fend for themselves, to find their way on their own.

      Now she was left to wonder if perhaps that had been a mistake. Maybe what they needed to be doing, and focusing on, was trying to bring the two peoples back together, to unite the potential that both sides had, and the natural potential that they had once possessed.

      “First?”

      Imogen shook her head. “I’m sorry. I was getting distracted and let myself think about something else.” She could feel the sense of magic somewhere distantly in the city, and she recognized that it came from the shamans. “We can convince the Koral to work with any Leier who want to learn about magic.”

      It was the first time that Jorend reacted so strongly. “We don’t have any people who are capable of that.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “We could not.”

      “Well…” she began, and she turned to him while steadily unsheathing her sword to hold it casually. “We all have the potential with sacred patterns, don’t we? In the time that we’ve been working, we have begun to understand that we possess a natural potential. It’s possible that we are also connected to magic. Maybe those who have no desire to work with the sacred patterns will still learn something.”

      Jorend stayed silent.

      “We can’t fight as we once were. We have to be better.”

      “I know,” he said softly. “And… I don’t think I disagree.”

      “You don’t think?” Imogen asked, arching a brow.

      “Well, I don’t think. I don’t know how I feel about it, and I understand how that might make me seem, but I’m being honest with you, First. I know I need to move on from the past, but it’s not easy.”

      “You already have moved on from the past,” Imogen said. “You have openly embraced who and what you are. You have not fought our need to bring our peoples together. And you have become important to the future of the Leier and the Koral. They are our people. That’s what we need to remember. It is not just one or another; we are together.”

      “Thank you for your patience with me.”

      “You don’t need to thank me for anything. I just need your help. Make preparations. Be ready for any dangers that come, and protect the people.”

      He nodded and then strode away from her.

      Imogen watched for a while, and as Jorend joined the other Leier—and Koral, she realized—she turned away, focusing on the sense of power that she felt in the city. She prepared to head over to speak to the other Koral, thinking that she could coax them into working with the Leier.

      “Sometimes you can be stubborn,” a voice said, seeming to drift out of nowhere.

      Imogen paused, and she looked around. “If you’re going to harass me in this form, Benji, then make yourself visible.”

      “It takes too much,” he snapped. “I’ve learned that. I think that was why I couldn’t visit you as often as I would’ve liked.”

      “I didn’t realize you wanted to visit me. Why aren’t you off enjoying your afterlife?”

      “Who says I’m not?”

      Imogen shook her head. “Are you pleased that I got rid of Master Liu so you no longer have to hold him in place?”

      “I think he needed help,” Benji said. “There was something wrong with him.”

      “Well, I think you know what was wrong with him.”

      “I suppose I do. It was you shoving him inside of you.”

      “You make it sound like I was trying to trap him.”

      “Isn’t that what you are doing?”

      “You really think that I would?” She turned to look off into the distance.

      There was a wisp of energy coming off Benji this time, different than it had been before. As he began to drift out, she had the vague sense of some part of Benji floating away from her, manifesting in something that shimmered, a translucent form that looked like dust swirling in the wind, or perhaps a bit of glowing energy that floated just in front of her. That form held in place, but did so in a way that left Imogen unable to fully grasp everything that he was doing.

      “I thought it was too difficult for you to hold this form,” Imogen said.

      He reached the edge of the plateau, where the land dropped off. “It should be. It is. And I think I’m borrowing something from you, First. I’m worried about the dark creatures you faced. There was something strange there. Even Liu noticed. You have to be careful with those fuckers.”

      Imogen snorted. “There’s the Benji I remember. But I don’t disagree. I felt the same thing when dealing with the creatures. It’s not Master Liu’s fragment, but I don’t know what they used. It had to be powerful.”

      Other Sul’toral?

      She could imagine Aneadaz using his allies like that, as horrific as it seemed.

      There was a moment of quiet, as if the energy of Benji had paused to reflect. “There are times when I feel like that same person,” he began. He didn’t turn to her. “And other times when I feel like those memories are gone. I knew so much frustration at that time. I felt constrained and restricted in a way that made it so that I could not do what I thought I needed to do, and that left me feeling I should be trying to be more.” He hesitated again. “Does that make any sense to you?”

      “When it comes to all of this kind of power, nothing really makes sense to me, but I also realize that there are many aspects that I don’t fully understand and still can understand. We need to know how much of Aneadaz remains free.”

      “I can’t tell you. I felt that fucker, but I can’t tell you.”

      “He was working with Timo, and the two of them, along with the other, pose a unique challenge.”

      “They do,” Benji said. “But what do you see?”

      Imogen had been focusing on that and hadn’t been paying much attention to the various possibilities that she had around her, but now she realized that might have been a mistake.

      She began to concentrate on the silvery possibilities, tracing them out in her mind and searching for the dangerous source of power. She saw something, though it was difficult for her to identify what she observed through those possibilities. A series of bright lights that ended in darkness.

      And that darkness continued to grow. As she focused, she realized that was the problem, and the danger. If Timo and the others were successful, the darkness would continue to stretch out.

      “They haven’t given up,” Imogen said, recognizing the power.

      “It doesn’t seem that way,” Benji said.

      “You didn’t know?”

      That surprised her, as given Benji’s conductivity for the aspect of Porapeth power that he still held on to, she had expected that he would know such things. For whatever reason, either he didn’t know, or he didn’t share it with her.

      “Unfortunately, there are some things I still cannot see. I’ve tried, but they are faded, distant, and that makes it difficult to identify them.”

      “Because I have your fragment.”

      “Something like that,” he said.

      “What if I were to return your fragment to you?” She thought about Aneadaz and how much power he had seemed to have, even if she didn’t fully know whether he was that powerful. If she were able to reconstitute Benji, building him back into whatever he once had been, uniting that magic once more, maybe there would be a way for her to hold him. Not only that, but she could help him.

      “I don’t believe that’s possible any longer.”

      “Are you sure? I’m happy to give it back. I don’t need it.”

      “Perhaps not. But I feel like I need the connection.”

      “You won’t be forgotten,” she said.

      “There are times when I think about that, when I think about whether that’s what I fear. There are times when I think that maybe the only thing I really care about is trying to make sure I’m not forgotten, but other times, I realize that isn’t what I care about. Really, it’s that I want to make sure that everything I did, everything I thought to accomplish, does not fail because I’m no longer here.”

      “You don’t have to worry about being forgotten,” she said again.

      “I doubt I will be forgotten by you, First, as I have tormented you enough that you won’t be able to forget me. I don’t know that others will feel the same, though.”

      “What if you were to rejoin whatever you were meant to be in the sky?”

      “I don’t know what I’m meant to be in the sky,” Benji said.

      “You can continue to visit,” Imogen said.

      “Oh, First, you don’t have to worry about that. I’m not going to let you get out of this so easily. But I also think having an opportunity to visit with you keeps me intact.” There was a moment of quiet, and the sense of Benji swirled, drifted, and came back toward her. “You call me a fragment, but I don’t know that I’m really a fragment in my current form. I feel intact, and it’s through my connection to you, First, that I maintain that intactness, and that I maintain my ability to be who and what I want to be. So don’t go pushing me away so quickly, First.”

      Imogen didn’t know what to say. She appreciated Benji, and she appreciated his interest, but she also worried about him, even though the fragment that was Benji suggested that she didn’t need to.

      Could he be something greater than a fragment? Maybe the connection that he shared with her permitted that. Or perhaps because he was Porapeth, there was no possible way for him to be fragmented. That didn’t feel quite right, especially considering what she had learned about Aneadaz and what the Sul’toral had done to him and his power. Still, it did leave her with questions that she did not have answers to.

      While she stared, watching the silvery lines form, feeling the still-steady influence of Benji in her mind, she recognized what was coming. She couldn’t stop it on her own. She was going to need help.

      Her people could fight, but they might not be enough.

      As she focused on the possibilities, trying to sort through them, she started to pluck at some of the other possibilities until she came up with different outcomes.

      Did it have to be just her? Did it have to be only what her people knew and could do? Or were there other ways in which they might be able to work through this? She thought of Lilah, Abigail, and even in them, there were aspects that were not enough.

      And if they were not, what hope did her people have?

      The only other possibility was…

      It formed in her mind. Bright. A confluence of silvery lines.

      The only problem was that she didn’t know what those lines were meant to represent.
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      Gaspar had been quiet the last few days.

      Imogen kept waiting for him to share something more about what he had been doing, and more about the enchantments that he had on him, though Gaspar didn’t seem to think anything of them, as he had not mentioned anything to her. She had been tempted to ask but had hesitated, partly because she wasn’t sure if asking would be considered rude in these lands, or by Gaspar.

      The road wound through a narrow, forested section, and Imogen had begun to feel some of the strange energy around her and had been trying to make sense of the source of it, but she had so far not found anything else. There had been no further signs of sorcery, other than that night when she had detected it. It was enough to make her believe that there would be no further sorcery. At least, that was what she hoped.

      Gaspar had started to watch her, to keep an eye on her, as if he questioned her hesitation. She had made a point of looking away, trying to avoid his attention, but didn’t think that she was doing quite as well as she had hoped. Every so often, he would turn and smile, flashing a wide grin and a look as if he wanted to say something more, but then he would hold off.

      When the road branched—one path taking them toward the trees, another leading them toward a wide, hilly meadow—she waited to see what Gaspar might do.

      He tipped his head back, breathing in deeply, and then let it out, looking around before focusing on her.

      “I suppose you’ll want to branch off here,” Gaspar said.

      “Is it time for us to go our separate ways?”

      “It depends upon your choice,” he said. “I don’t think we need to, but I can’t say that you need to keep traveling with me, either. I suspect you have people waiting for you.”

      He suspected. They hadn’t talked much about her people, nor had she shared that much more about her bond quest. They’d gotten to know each other a little bit, but there had been a comfortable camaraderie, a mutual understanding that had spread between them, nothing that had forced her to feel she had to explain herself. When she had wanted silence, Gaspar had granted it. When she had wanted to talk, Gaspar had talked.

      “I need to reach my land again. It is a difficult journey from here, and I suspect there is quite a way to go.”

      “I can’t help with that,” he said. “But if you are looking for an alternative path, and interested in seeing a different part of the world, you’re certainly welcome to come with me. I’ve been traveling for quite some time, and I know the road as well as anybody out here does, and…” He shrugged, his gaze drifting to her blade, sheathed at her waist. “I can’t say that I wouldn’t welcome somebody as capable as you. It can be dangerous out here on the road.”

      Imogen breathed out softly before she turned to Gaspar, and then she frowned. “I need to be honest with you. You have been kind to me on this road, and I fear that I have not been as honest as you deserve. In that, I feel I have done you a disservice and have acted less than honorably.”

      Gaspar watched her, frowning. He also played with the bracelet on his wrist, twisting it from side to side, as if he were getting ready to draw upon the power of the enchantment. Maybe he was.

      “I come from a people who train to deal with sorcery.”

      “You’ve talked about that,” he said carefully.

      “I haven’t talked about it completely,” she said. “I come from a place where we fight sorcerers. At least, we fight those who wield magic. In my land, they are referred to as shamans. In your land, they are all part of the Society.”

      Gaspar shrugged. “The Society leaves most people alone, just so long as you stay out of their way. Oh, they would love to impose their will upon you if you gave them a chance, but I don’t usually give them that chance.” He flashed a grin, and then it faded slowly as he realized Imogen wasn’t grinning with him. “But you don’t want to talk about the Society like that.”

      “My experience with the Society has been that they are brutal.”

      “They can be,” he agreed, nodding ever so slowly. “But they also do not fully understand the danger they pose, and to be honest, they are really not the threat they would have others believe them to be.”

      “When I was in Loruv, I hunted sorcerers.”

      Gaspar said nothing.

      “It’s the reason that I left my homeland. I went thinking that I needed to do so, mostly so that I could understand how to defeat the danger of the sorcerers, and…” Imogen turned away, feeling strangely ashamed of herself. Why should she feel that way? It wasn’t as if she had done anything shameful—not really. She had done what she had believed she needed to do in order to protect her people, and to complete her bond quest. There should be no shame in that. “There was a great power that I was tasked with removing. A creature of great danger, one that harmed others, and once removed, my quest was completed.”

      “So you hunted sorcerers, and you removed some enchantment dangerous to your people?”

      “It was something like that,” Imogen said, and she looked off into the distance, realizing that she had not explained herself as well as she had intended. “But there’s more. If we’re going to travel together, I need you to know that I do not care for magic. Nor do I care for enchantments.” Her gaze went to the bracelet on his wrist, and Gaspar looked down, twisting it for a moment before looking up to meet her gaze.

      “This?” He shrugged. “Well, to be honest, the land that I came from doesn’t much care for magic, either. I have come to understand that it’s a tool, little more than that, but some people want to use a tool, and other people don’t. There is nothing to be said about your choice or mine, other than that we have different choices.” He grinned, and there was something in the way that he did that was so disarming to her and made her feel she was overreacting when it came to the kind of power that she had been trained to destroy. “Now, if you are more comfortable with me keeping it off, I will do that, but it may help me if we come across something a little dangerous. I don’t have your skill with the sword, after all.”

      “I don’t mean to force my views upon you.”

      Her time in the city of Loruv had made her realize that she could not force her viewpoint on others. She had become the First. She had become the one who led her people, and she had become someone that she had never intended to be. And now…

      Now Imogen still wasn’t even sure if that was who she was meant to be, and what she was meant to be, only that she had served her purpose, completed her bond quest, and still didn’t know if she understood what she was supposed to do or be.

      “You can’t. Well, you and I can have a healthy debate about values and what constitutes magic or not, but I don’t think that you’ll impose your viewpoint on me. I think a healthy debate is always useful.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      He tipped his head to her in a polite bow, and then he turned to look off into the distance. “Is that why you were so bothered that night?”

      “I saw your enchantment. I hadn’t realized before then that you carried enchantments with you.”

      “I see,” Gaspar said. “And I suppose I should have revealed that to you, but I did not. Then again, I didn’t realize you had an issue with enchantments, so I suppose I could not have known, anyway. But knowing that you don’t care for them, I will respect you and keep them hidden unless we are under attack. Is that fair?”

      She chuckled. “You don’t need to do that. I’m not so sensitive as to fear enchantments.” That was a change for her from when she had first gone to Loruv, when she was more uncomfortable with not only sorcery but also the enchantments that she had been exposed to. Now she did not feel the same way, but she did feel she needed to be honest with Gaspar about her viewpoint if they were going to keep traveling together.

      Imogen found herself liking Gaspar, but more than that, she felt he was a friend, even if he was a travel friend only. “There was sorcery that night,” Imogen said.

      “How do you know?”

      She tapped her blade with her hand. “It’s something we are trained to detect.”

      “You are trained to find sorcerers, or—”

      “Trained to detect sorcery. And I felt something that night. At first I wasn’t sure what it was. Then I saw you with your enchantments, and I thought maybe that was what I detected, but then as the night went on, and I continued to feel it, I realized it was not from your enchantments but from sorcery that had persisted, and seemed to be potent.” She frowned, looking around, and she realized how strange that must have sounded. Still, Gaspar did not say anything to her about it. “I have not felt it since.”

      “Out here, the Society is not uncommon. There are quite a few sorcerers who travel these lands. If that’s what you encountered, then I’m not surprised. But you should be careful. If you were to attack one of the Society, you would become hunted.”

      “You say that as if you have experience.”

      “Not personal experience, but I’ve heard of others who decided they disliked the Society and thought they could take them on, do battle with them. Unfortunately, none have ever come out on the right side of the conflict. The Society can be a formidable opponent. Be careful.”

      “Thank you for the warning,” she said.

      He started to smile. “Well, since we’ve got that out of the way, how about we decide if we’re going to keep traveling together or if you’re going to make your way back home?”

      “I think it depends upon which direction you intend to go.”

      “The trees here will lead you north, and if you shoot straight north, you end up near the swamp, but don’t quote me on that. It gets a little murky for me, as I haven’t traveled that way very often. My road takes me west, through the meadow here, and it’s a little bit more open, which means that there’s less shelter if I come across others, so…” His gaze drifted down to her blade again, then up to her face. “What I guess I’m saying is that if you want to come with me, I would certainly welcome the company. However, I know you may need to travel off on your own.”

      Imogen considered for a moment, and as she did, she looked off into the trees, contemplating going north, as that would be the start of heading back to the homeland. North she could find a way that would lead her back to the east, and then reach the mountains, where she could begin her journey toward her sacred temple.

      It sounded so simple when she thought about it in those terms, but it was anything but simple. It was very complicated, even.

      As she stared, there was a strange tingling along her skin.

      Imogen tensed and tried to ignore the sensation, to ignore what she felt, but did not think that she could.

      Sorcery. Imogen was certain of it.

      She had become attuned to that power when she had been within Loruv, but after leaving the city, the feeling of that power had become so infrequent that Imogen was alerted to it immediately.

      And there was something strange about the power. Familiar, even.

      She frowned, tipping her head to the side, and she focused.

      No. That wasn’t even possible. She had destroyed the keystone for the hyadan, so there would be no reason for her to detect that power out here.

      Hadn’t she?

      Gaspar continued to watch her, though he didn’t say anything. She waited for him to do so, though, thinking that he may decide that he wanted her to answer more questions, but they were questions that Imogen did not have answers for.

      “Is everything all right?” he finally said.

      Imogen tore her gaze away, even though she had continued to feel the power, and to feel there was some sense of energy out there. She knew that she had to ignore it.

      “If what I’ve said has upset you, I didn’t mean to,” Gaspar continued. “Sometimes I forget what it’s like to be familiar with power. But in my land, we aren’t even familiar with it. The city exiled magic, and…” He flicked his gaze up, looking toward the sky for a moment. “I was a part of it. It was hard. I had to do something that I didn’t want to do, and I hurt somebody that I didn’t want to hurt.”

      “That’s why you’re out here?”

      Gaspar shrugged, and he watched her for a moment. “Well, you were kind enough to be honest with me, so I figured that I might as well be honest with you. So…” He looked off, his gaze trailing along the road that led off to the west. “I’ve been away from my home for a long time, and only recently have I started to even consider heading back. Which is where I am going. From there, I should be able to direct you back to your homeland, if that’s what you want.”

      Imogen gave it a long thought, watching Gaspar, looking up at the sky, and feeling the tingle of power.

      There was a distinct sense to it. And it wasn’t from the north. It was from the west.

      “I think that I would prefer to come with you,” she said. “I may have completed my bond quest, but I still have not experienced enough of the world. Maybe that will help me understand whether there is something more that can help my people.”
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      Imogen awoke to a scream.

      They had been back in the Heart for the last few days, and the city had been quiet and calm, giving her people a chance to prepare and recuperate. Imogen had tried to work with as many of her people as possible but did not feel nearly as organized or coordinated as she wanted to be. With the scream, she realized that it had only been a lull in the activity, and that lull was now over.

      She darted out into the street, blade already unsheathed, mind racing through the possibilities of what might have happened. The likelihood was that Timo had attacked, along with the fragment of Aneadaz, but how could he have done so without drawing attention before now? The people of the Heart had placed protections and enchantments, and they had the renral, which were able to offer them a measure of safety. Imogen would have expected there to be some sort of alert warning them.

      Imogen darted toward the scream, flowing on Stream through the Trees. She drifted along on that pattern, and then, when another source of energy began to build around her, Imogen shifted into Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      She blasted upward and floated, Petals on the Wind, to see if she could find anything around her. She detected nothing.

      Imogen stayed in the air, floating and drifting as she searched for evidence of what had caught her attention. The higher she shot, using Lightning Strikes in the Storm, the easier it was to see.

      Darkness swarmed at the base of the Heart.

      It hadn’t managed to reach them, but Imogen could see it beginning to build. The longer she stayed in place, the more of the dark creatures she could feel, and the more Imogen knew that her people were under attack.

      She lingered for a moment and then dropped.

      She came to land near the rest of the Leier.

      They were already organizing themselves. She was proud of the fact that her people were reacting the way she had anticipated, and had begun to make preparations, as if knowing that Imogen would not be willing to stand by and wait. Not only the Leier, though. Koral shamans were hurrying toward the plateau edge, and she could feel the buildup of power coming from enchantments that suddenly activated.

      Imogen strode over to Rebecca, who was placing several different enchantments into the rock.

      “We have enough security here, so if an attack is coming, we should have time,” Rebecca said. “Do you think they can even reach us?”

      They should be safe. The only way that Imogen and her people had reached the Heart in the first place had been traveling by renral. That and using the sacred patterns. Timo and those with him might be able to use aspects of the sacred patterns, but would they be able to bring danger here to the Heart?

      The kind of power capable of doing so would be greater than what Imogen thought he possessed. But then, that was who she had known her brother to be before. He had changed. His power had changed.

      “Not easily,” Imogen said. “Continue your preparations.”

      She found Jorend with the Leier, leading them to the plateau edge.

      “Well?” Jorend asked.

      “They’ve resumed their attack,” she said. “I don’t know how many of them, but there are hundreds, if not more, of the creatures flooding along the base of the Heart.”

      “The Heart will protect us,” Jorend said.

      “For how long?” Imogen looked around. “Not everybody here is a fighter. That’s part of the reason we brought the people here. And there are those who cannot reach us safely here. We need to find a way to support them as well.”

      “We haven’t seen any others making their way toward the Heart in weeks.”

      “I know, but that doesn’t mean that there aren’t others out there, still needing our help.” And with Aneadaz, along with Timo, still active, Imogen did not know what ensuring the safety of their people would entail. More than what she had done, certainly. It was more than that, though. Not only did her people need her help, but they needed a measure of protection, and supplies, which they had not yet acquired.

      “How many people are here?” Imogen asked Jorend.

      “Thousands, First.”

      “We need resources. And we need a plan. Whether it is to stay and fight, or…” Jorend looked at her, and she didn’t have a good answer as to what that “or” might be. Evacuation had to be considered, only where would they go? Furthermore, what would they do? “I need to get a better vantage so that I know what else we might be facing.”

      A dark shape began to circle above, and Imogen glanced up briefly to see Zealar as he approached. Energy coursed along his wings, as it often did, as if he were bringing a storm cloud with him. She was thankful the renral offered protection—and could patrol for them.

      As she watched, a surge of bright lines came to her. It was as if Benji spoke, without speaking. Within those lines, she saw the possibilities, and she saw…

      Flashes of lightning.

      And she knew what she needed to do.

      It was what she should have done already. The renral had provided protection, not only during the recent attack, helping her detect—and stop—the dark creatures, but when she’d faced Aneadaz before. The renral had proven to be his weakness.

      If the people of the Heart had more, they could continue to defend themselves, especially if Aneadaz decided to pose a greater danger once more.

      “I’m going to find more renral.”

      “Are you sure now is the time?”

      “It is what the Porapeth wants me to do.”

      “And what do you want to do?”

      “I want to do whatever it will take to protect our people. And if Benji has seen something that permits that, then so be it.” She had gone through struggling against his influence, struggling against what he wanted to encourage in her path, for long enough. Now she had to do whatever was needed so that she could protect her people. And now Benji showed her that she needed to find more renral.

      They were useful for many reasons. Fighting magic was just one of them. If it came to hunting, or escaping, the renral would be incredibly useful. Fully grown renral could typically carry three to four people atop them. That was still too slow. In order for the people to get away, they would need an incredibly long time. There were plenty of enchantments that Rebecca and others had made that would help, and Imogen had little doubt that Rebecca was still busy making them, but she would need to ask her to make more.

      When Zealar landed, Imogen hurried over to him and climbed onto his back while Jorend watched.

      “Get everybody ready. Protect the borders of the Heart. And…” She frowned, reaching into her pocket before handing something to Jorend. “If things aren’t going well, send word.”

      “What is this?” He held out the item that she had handed him, and studied it. It was circular, like a piece of stone that had been carved with exquisite care, but it radiated a distinct sense of power. A pair of markings, one on either side of it, made it seem more like a coin than a carving.

      “It’s an enchantment Rebecca made. It should allow us to communicate. I’ve tested it, but I’m afraid to test it too much, mostly because doing so will put us in danger of draining the power out of it.”

      “Will it work?”

      “I’ve been around other enchantments like this, and they do work.”

      Jorend nodded slowly. “I will only use it if necessary. I don’t think that you should go alone, though.”

      “I’ll be going with Zealar,” Imogen said.

      “I understand you and this renral have a unique connection, but I don’t think that you should travel on your own. If something were to happen to you, you might benefit from somebody else being there to protect you.”

      “You want to send another Leier with me?”

      “Not a Leier,” he said, turning. “Sword and shield, Imogen. Isn’t that what you’ve told me?”

      She smiled tightly. “You know, I almost liked it better when you weren’t listening.”

      He started. “Well, I did. And in this case, I think that you will do well to have someone capable of providing you a shield. Now, I know that you’re fully capable and competent and do not need me or any of us to provide that for you, but there are certain things that you cannot anticipate, especially when you get distracted.”

      “Rebecca will be needed here,” she said.

      “Then take another,” he said.

      It might be beneficial to have somebody with magical experience to offer her a measure of protection, though she did not want to diminish those already here. There were more shamans capable of helping her now than there once had been. Not only were they capable, but she trusted more of them than she once had.

      Imogen had once not been able to trust many people, but in the time that she’d been traveling with the Leier and the Koral, she had come to rely upon so many others. The problem she had was that if she took somebody she relied upon and trusted, then she also ran the risk of weakening the protections here.

      “I’ll see if Eleanor is willing to come with me,” she said.

      She turned away and strode along the plateau edge while Jorend continued to call out orders and Zealar waited where she had climbed off his back. When she found Eleanor, working with one of the other shamans, the older Koral woman waved a hand at her.

      “I am quite busy here, doing what you told Rebecca that she needed to do, while I am fully capable of helping.”

      Imogen could easily hear the irritation in her voice.

      “I meant no disrespect,” she said. “I simply made the suggestion because Rebecca is more capable with various enchantments than you.”

      Eleanor crouched, clasping her hands together on her lap as she looked up at Imogen. Her eyes flared with irritation. “What are you going to do?”

      “I need to find resources to help if we need to evacuate. Or fight.”

      “Resources?”

      “Renral,” Imogen said. She glanced up at the sky. “We know there are other flocks of renral, and we need to bring them into ours. It could help, but…”

      “But you’re preparing to evacuate.”

      “Exactly,” Imogen said.

      “If that’s the case, then it might be better if I stay here, as I can help ensure that everybody is ready for whatever we might need to do.”

      “I’m quite certain that you would be an incredible boon to evacuation if it came down to that,” Imogen said, “but I may need somebody with your particular talents as I go scouting.”

      Eleanor took a deep breath, flicked her gaze past Imogen, and paused as she looked over to where Zealar was still waiting. “Do we travel together or separately?”

      “For now, I think it makes the most sense if we travel together, as Zealar can fly faster than most of the other renral.” As far as Imogen knew, Zealar could travel faster than all the other renral, which was why she didn’t want to have to slow him down by waiting for any other renral that might come. More than that, taking another renral would diminish the protection the city had.

      “Give me a few moments to make my own preparations, and then I will come with you.”

      Imogen nodded, and Eleanor hurried off, speaking to several shamans as she went, before slipping into the crowd around the city.

      Imogen took the opportunity to look down over the ledge.

      “Can you tell me anything?” she asked, focusing on what she could feel of Benji. He had been willing to help her before, and had made his presence known, so she had to think that if he was still there, and if he was still active, he would be willing to tell her what he knew and share with her what else he had seen—that was, if he had seen anything at all.

      There was no response.

      “Come on, Benji. I know you’re there. All you have to do is return to your fragment, and you can use that to find a way of helping me so that I can help the others, and we can help these people. These are your people.”

      He had shown her the renral, after all. He needed to help her now.

      But no answer came.

      Imogen had tried to force images, but it hadn’t worked quite as well as she had wanted. She didn’t have a sufficient measure of control. In this case, as she tried to force possibilities, she saw little more than surges. There was a flare of brightness in the back of her mind, and that brightness obscured everything else. It reminded her of what Benji had once claimed about her, how she was difficult for him to see and make anything out of, and at this point, Imogen thought that she could feel and see something similar, as if there was that other which might help her know what that brightness was.

      Maybe there was a way for her to peel back some of the brightness. That was what she believed Benji had been trying to do when he had been working with her: find a way to peel back the brightness, see beyond, and find different possibilities.

      The brightness obscured everything, though.

      It seemed to be more focused in one direction. She had learned that darkness meant something dangerous to not only her but her people. Unfortunately, she still could not see what she needed, as she did not have the knowledge to control it.

      She let out a heavy sigh. It seemed Zealar was trying to communicate to her, though she wasn’t sure what he was communicating. She opened her eyes, released her attempt to focus on different possibilities, and turned to him. He was near her, staying close, as if he was concerned for her well-being.

      She smiled at Zealar and shook her head. “We’ll go soon. As soon as Eleanor returns, we can go, and we can search for more renral. I’m sorry I cannot discover anything more. If I could, I might be able to keep not only us safe but you as well.”

      He looked at her, and there was a flare in his eyes, a brightness, and then another burst of connection came before it faded as well.

      She had never really understood the connection to the renral, but increasingly, she felt that Zealar in particular was more intelligent than she had ever assumed. Or perhaps it was simply because she wanted him to be as she felt.

      She waited, meditating briefly, focusing on the sacred patterns as she had once learned to so that she could continue to find a measure of peace, and then she released that connection as Eleanor strode over to her. She frowned at Imogen, who looked down and realized that silvery power flowed around her.

      “Let’s go,” Imogen said, as there was no real explanation.

      Eleanor just nodded.
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      Zealar soared through the air, circling above the Heart, and his loud shriek echoed all around. As soon as he let out that enormous cry, the other renral of their flock began to converge upon the Heart.

      Eleanor leaned forward, her breath warm on Imogen’s ear, a contrast to the cool wind that gusted around them.

      “I find it interesting how they can speak to each other,” Eleanor said. “It would be amazing to be able to have a conversation with the renral. Can you imagine what that would be like? How much would we be able to do if we could speak to the renral, and if we could share with them what we need from them?”

      “I speak to Zealar, and sometimes he seems to understand me, but not always. Most of the time, I suspect he just recognizes that I have a need.” That wasn’t entirely true, though, as Imogen felt that Zealar recognized what she said to him from time to time. It was as if the renral understood what she needed.

      “What do you propose we do?” Eleanor asked.

      Imogen stared off into the distance. More and more renral were coming. “We have the Heart defended, at least for now. But now we need to find more renral.” She leaned down, patting Zealar on the neck and running her fingers through his dark, inky feathers. She had once thought them oily, but it seemed to her, given her experience atop Zealar, that they were not oily normally, only when he intended that to be the case. “Do you know how to find another flock of renral?”

      Zealar shrieked again, and Imogen felt a tug deep within her, some burst of a connection that formed, as if Zealar was trying to tell her something, though Imogen wasn’t sure what. They needed to find renral—at least, according to what Benji had tried to show her—but that wasn’t all they needed. There seemed to be more, only she didn’t have enough from her snippets of images to know what that more was.

      She breathed out, looking around, and as she did, she turned her attention back to the renral. “Find them.”

      A surge of power came through Zealar. She could feel it crackling along his wings and working its way through his feathers, and she knew that he was building up his power.

      Eleanor let out a yelp, and she leaned forward again. “I imagine you can feel that, but it’s not pleasant.”

      “He’s summoning his power,” Imogen said. “I don’t believe he intends to use it against you.”

      “You don’t believe it? And what if he chooses to?”

      Imogen shrugged. “Well, then you’d better be ready.”

      She focused, feeling for the connection that she had with Zealar, and waited.

      As she held on to him, she tried something that she didn’t try very often. Holding on to Zealar did not require any of the sacred patterns. There was the pattern that allowed her to connect to the renral, and Imogen had certainly learned to use that to draw enough power so that she might be able to find more answers, but in this case, what she was trying to do was a bit different.

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      And while flying, it wasn’t going to be standing in any forest. It was going to be in the air, and it might allow her to test the areas around them, to detect whether there were any other renral nearby.

      Imogen focused on her sacred pattern, but as soon as she attempted to, Zealar shrieked again.

      Not that one.

      Petals on the Wind.

      It was not as easy for her to probe with that sacred pattern, so she tried another, moving from one to another, hoping to find something else.

      “I feel you doing something,” Eleanor said.

      “You feel it?”

      “Well, you are obviously drawing upon some sort of power, and that’s what I feel. I’m surprised that I would detect something from you, as I don’t know that I have detected anything like that from you in the past.”

      That was interesting. Imogen hadn’t known that Eleanor could detect anything.

      “What does it feel like?”

      “Well, it does feel a bit familiar,” Eleanor said, “though I don’t know why that should be. It’s as if you are using a pattern and a power that is similar to my shaman abilities.”

      “Perhaps you’re only feeling magic,” Imogen said. “According to the Porapeth, magic is magic. Even my sacred patterns are magic, though I suspect they are different than the kind of power that the shamans use.”

      “Do you think that is what it is? Perhaps you just have potential, and you draw upon it in this way.”

      “I have wondered the same thing,” Imogen said. “It’s why I’ve asked Jorend to work with any of the interested Koral. And we are looking to see if there are any Leier who want to study with your shamans, if you are open to it.”

      “We would be open to it.”

      Imogen let out a heavy breath, and she turned, focusing attention back on Zealar, keeping her arms wrapped around his neck. Energy that emanated from the renral pressed into her. Zealar circled and focused on Petals on the Wind, trying to draw the energy through her.

      Eleanor leaned close. “What else can we do?”

      “I’m doing all that I can,” Imogen said. “Unfortunately, I don’t know what else there might be.”

      “Perhaps what you need to do is permit the renral to decide what it must do.”

      Imogen glanced over at her, frowning. “You want me to let the renral guide us?”

      “Why should that be surprising? I only want what is best for our people. I feel like the best way to do that is to trust the creatures that have been there with us from near the beginning. I wouldn’t say the beginning, as we did not have these creatures flying with us at first, but they have been with us for quite some time. Ever since you saved the eggs.”

      So much had changed for them ever since Imogen had found the eggs. It had been an act of compassion on her part not to destroy those renral, and she would never have imagined the consequences of that. Had she not done so, they would not have their renral companions, and perhaps they might have fallen by now. The renral were all they needed to ensure a measure of safety. And increasingly, Imogen wondered if perhaps the renral might be the key to their future.

      “Show me what I need to find,” she said softly, not really expecting Zealar to know what she said, but she focused on a pattern that she had once used on Zealar, tracing it along his back. It was a sacred pattern that she had observed from the renral. Power filled her when she drew it.

      “I can feel something of what you are doing,” Eleanor said.

      “It is a sacred pattern,” Imogen said. “At least, I thought it was, but I’m starting to wonder if perhaps the pattern I’m using is not sacred at all but tied to the renral, and he uses it to connect to the two of us.”

      “Well, we are drawing upon power regardless of how we do it,” Eleanor said, speaking over the wind. “In what we do, and how we draw magic, there are some who believe that there is a finite source of power in the world, and all we are doing is tapping into that power and creating what we need. Now, there is nothing we can do that will potentially drain it, but…”

      Imogen thought that this was an interesting observation, given what she had seen from Benji and, surprisingly, Master Liu. Power seemed to disperse into the world when people passed on. If that were the case, then it would explain why others were able to access different power. It was certainly how she had suddenly gained an aptitude for the Porapeth power.

      But what did that mean for sorcerers? What did that mean for their kind of power? Imogen didn’t understand what they did, but they did seem to trace patterns, draw upon natural aspects of the world, but they also had an intrinsic natural ability. Imogen had seen enough sorcerers, and had dealt with enough of them over the years, to believe that they all had a way of calling upon power without needing to access some external source.

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

      “Perhaps not,” Eleanor said. “I’m not a scholar, as I said. I’m merely speculating on what we’ve experienced, to hopefully learn from it.”

      “Hopefully,” Imogen said, and she continued looking over the side of the renral, staring down at the ground, trying to make sense of what had drawn Zealar this way.

      And as they flew, she began to recognize the landscape. She had been here before.

      Off in the distance, she saw a glittering pond. That pond was incredibly familiar to her, as it was a place where she had once seen Abigail.

      “What is it that you needed to bring me here for?” she asked, patting Zealar on the side. “Is there something wrong here?”

      Zealar continued streaking forward, and as he did, the electrical activity, that of lightning that coursed along his feathers, bouncing from one to the next, seemed to propel him ever faster forward, so that they were streaking along as fast as the renral could carry them. Imogen clung to him, afraid of letting go, afraid of what would happen if she were to lose her grip, and unfortunately, she couldn’t tell if there was going to be anything here.

      Imogen leaned over, watching the ground, and didn’t see any sign of Lilah, any sign of Abigail, but there was something.

      “Something’s wrong down there,” Imogen said. “This is where I met Abigail once.”

      Eleanor sucked in a sharp breath. That didn’t surprise Imogen, as many of the Koral had the same reaction when it came to Abigail, not fully understanding what Imogen had experienced. There were times when Imogen felt the same way, but she tried to remember that as a Porapeth, Abigail could see things that others could not.

      “Do you think she was a part of this?”

      “She would have tried to deal with the Sul’toral. At least, she would have once. I don’t know what she would do now.” Given that Abigail feared death, Imogen wondered how aggressively she would have participated.

      There was a strangeness all around her, and Imogen did not understand it, but it felt as if some part of that strangeness was pressing upon her, leaving her with an overwhelming sense of unease. Something had happened here. Imogen was sure of it, even if she didn’t know what that was.

      Zealar began to descend.

      “Be ready,” Imogen said.

      “Ready for what?”

      “I don’t know. Ready for whatever the renral has detected.” She looked around. “For I fear that it will be potent.”
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      The ground was soft, almost spongy. Imogen moved across it carefully.

      Now back on the ground, she used Tree Stands in the Forest, preferring that pattern over others because it allowed her to detect things that she couldn’t otherwise. She had learned that she could move with that pattern, but it required that she uproot herself as she walked, mingling two patterns together.

      She searched through her pocket, looking for the enchantment that Lilah had given her in order to communicate with each other, and finally found it. It was buried beneath several other enchantments, most of which Imogen had never had an opportunity or need to use.

      She had grabbed the wrong one. This was the enchantment Gaspar had given her what seemed like an eternity ago, back when she had still thought that she might return to Yoran. She hadn’t thought of him much lately, but part of that was because she tried not to think about him, as when she did, she missed the simple nature of their friendship. Gaspar had been the first person that she had felt like herself around, and with him, she had begun to see that maybe who she was, and what she believed, was not as she had thought.

      “Imogen?” Eleanor said, touching Imogen on the arm.

      “Just a moment,” she said, sliding Gaspar’s enchantment back into her pocket and grabbing for the others until she found the enchantment that Lilah had given her. She tapped on it, activating the enchantment, and brought it up to her mouth. “Lilah.”

      She waited.

      She had not spoken to Lilah since she had brought her back to Abigail to train.

      Lilah would be able to help them, especially since she had trained with Abigail, but only if she was willing to respond. Imogen didn’t know if Lilah would answer—or if Abigail would permit it.

      “Lilah,” she said again.

      “Do you think she’s gone?” Eleanor asked.

      Imogen shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t even know what I feel. And…”

      She looked over at Zealar, who remained perched, seemingly standing where he once had when she had traveled with him before. He waited, watched, as if trying to decide what he needed to do. And perhaps the renral was trying to decide that.

      Energy crackled along Zealar’s feathers, enough so that it seemed he was trying to send her some sort of message. More than that, it seemed he was trying to send her some of his power. She found herself flowing with that electrical activity, using Petals on the Wind as she moved around, heading toward the pond. And as she did, she realized that there was something wrong. The building that had been here was gone.

      But is it?

      Imogen focused, and she sent a burst of Lightning Strikes in the Storm down, rather than up. There was a jostling sense, which struck the ground, struck everything around, and there was a flickering.

      Eleanor gasped.

      Imogen understood why.

      Everything had shifted. It was as if what Abigail had placed here was some sort of illusion that created an image of this land, and an image of what had once been here, but…

      There was devastation and destruction.

      “Zealar,” Imogen said, “I might need your help here.”

      She focused on Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and she drew upon the renral pattern, and the combination went downward, into the land, and outward. As she focused on it, she continued to push, spreading the sacred pattern out and around, creating a band of power that spread outward and then blasted into the illusion.

      It flickered for a moment.

      But it didn’t hold. This time, rather than staying intact, or flickering back, Imogen saw the illusion, and then it faded into what was actually here.

      Destruction.

      Imogen picked her way toward the pond, uncertain about what she detected, but knowing that there was something here. “Can you identify this?”

      “There is power holding here, but I don’t understand it,” Eleanor said.

      “Holding?”

      “It’s as if it is bound here.” She frowned at Imogen. “Does that make any sort of sense to you?”

      “Be ready,” Imogen said.

      “For what?”

      “For—”

      Imogen didn’t have a chance to finish.

      The ground swirled near the pond.

      It looked as if rock began to coalesce, boulders forming arms and legs and a body, even a head, as some gods-forsaken monster suddenly towered over them. It had to be several hundred feet tall, made of the boulders that had surrounded the pond, and…

      Imogen realized the pond wasn’t even there. It had been destroyed, leaving only this monster behind.

      Could this not even have been where Abigail had been?

      “Take to the air,” she said to Zealar.

      The renral looked at her for a moment, his golden eyes glowing, and then the electrical storm crackled along his wings, and he shot straight up.

      “You would have him leave us?” Eleanor asked.

      “I would prefer that Zealar not get caught by this thing,” Imogen said. “Especially if we have need of rescue.”

      “If we have need of rescue, do you really think your renral will be able to help?”

      “He can swoop down and grab us,” Imogen began, though she didn’t like the idea of a renral grabbing her with those sharp talons, as she had felt the effect of them before and knew how deadly they could be. “Or I can use one of the sacred patterns to carry us up to him. Either way, having him up there gives us the possibility of escape if something goes wrong.”

      She waited for Eleanor to argue with her, but she didn’t. Instead, Eleanor nodded, held out her hands, and began to work her shaman magic.

      Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest.

      Her pattern started to tremble.

      That wasn’t going to work.

      The stone monster started racing toward her, the ground rumbling with every step it took. Imogen unsheathed her blade. Having a stone monster racing toward her left her feeling she needed a weapon, even though the blade would not do anything against it—at least, not without drawing upon power of her own.

      Not Tree Stands in the Forest.

      Lightning Strikes in the Storm?

      She focused on the sacred pattern, holding her blade up, and she sent it streaking toward the stone monster.

      The bolt of power—and it was power, though it was invisible to Imogen’s eyes—slammed into the monster but didn’t go anywhere. It was as if that bolt of power had struck the creature and then faded, dissipating into nothingness.

      That it had dissipated so quickly and easily suggested far more power than Imogen had thought possible for something like this. She had released as much of her sacred pattern power as she could, and the stone monster had deflected it as if it were nothing.

      “First?” Eleanor said, her voice tight. “I hope that you have some other suggestions. I am placing as many of my enchantments around here as I can, and—”

      Eleanor didn’t have a chance to finish, as the stone monster began to move, swiping at them.

      Eleanor jumped back, barely avoiding one of the stone monster’s massive hands trying to strike her. It struck what seemed to be a barricade of magical energy that Eleanor had placed in front of her. Imogen didn’t know if it was a shaman spell or if she was using an enchantment, but either way, that power held back the creature, pushing it away.

      Imogen tried something different.

      Lightning Strikes in the Storm and Tree Stands in the Forest were not effective. There were other sacred patterns. She had to be smart here. Every magic had a weakness. Every power had a gap. She had learned that while training in the sacred temple, and she’d had that confirmed while spending time outside the sacred temple.

      Find what will work against rock.

      The only problem was that Imogen did not know what to use against something like this.

      The stone monster brought its fist down.

      Imogen anchored, holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest.

      She felt the force of the blow.

      There had not been many times when Imogen had struggled to hold on to Tree Stands in the Forest. Ever since learning the truth of the sacred patterns, she had been able to hold them easily. At least, until now. Now… now she felt something strange and powerful and a power unlike any she had ever experienced.

      Imogen anchored more deeply and then began to push her protective barrier upward, creating a dense canopy of branches to keep herself shielded. Zealar’s power coursed down and into her, flowing along her branches.

      The monster jerked back.

      That was the key.

      “Did it work?” Eleanor asked.

      “I think I slowed it, but I don’t think it’s stopped.”

      “Then we need to go. There’s no reason to stay here and risk death,” Eleanor said.

      Maybe she was right. If Abigail were here, she would have responded. Instead, this place felt empty, desolate, destroyed.

      There was a darkness about it.

      Darkness.

      Imogen felt it as it tugged at the root system that she had anchored beneath her. With that sense and awareness, Imogen began to realize that the darkness came from something that had happened here. And within that darkness, she felt familiarity, only this time she knew why.

      “Master Liu,” she said.

      Another fragment.

      And it was powerful.

      That was the energy she felt within the creature battling her.

      She had to cleanse the creature, but how? It had power beyond what she could handle.

      She looked over at Eleanor and had an idea.

      “I need you to use a series of explosions. I just need to stun the creature. I need it to use its power.”

      “You want it to use its power against us?”

      “I’ll defend us if need be,” Imogen said. “But I need you to stun it, and then I’m going to have to create a Forest around it.”

      At least, that was the way that it felt to her. She didn’t know if it was even going to work. As she thought about what she was considering, she didn’t even know if it was even possible.

      To her credit, Eleanor nodded. She didn’t argue. She didn’t try to do anything different. She just readied her power.

      “Tell me when you’re ready,” Imogen said.

      Eleanor nodded and set to work. She began to place enchantments on the ground in front of her, but she held back one in each hand, and then she nodded. “Ready.”

      Power flowed from Eleanor toward Imogen and blasted from the enchantments in her hands into the ones she had arranged in front of her. A swirl of color, orange and red and green and brown, swept toward the stone monster. It battered at it, forcing it back, not harming it, but it did seem to stun it.

      Imogen used the opportunity and created what amounted to a ring of Trees around the stone monster. And then, surprisingly, Zealar sent a crackling wave of power flowing through her, through the Trees, which seemed to activate along the branches of the newly formed Forest, bouncing energy from one piece of the canopy to another, all of it bridging together, forming a burst of energy that Imogen could use. And she sent it through the creature.

      The stone monster shrieked. Imogen ignored it.

      She continued to push Zealar’s power, along with her own sacred pattern, through the canopy, letting it course around the monster, dancing through it. Imogen felt that dark layer shearing off.

      As it did, there was a familiarity to it. It was a familiarity that she’d felt before. She pulled, peeling off the fragment until it was free.

      The monster struggled, but it was different. The power within the monster felt lessened somehow. Imogen turned the energy of the lightning crackling along the branches against the monster, and then stone shattered. Had Imogen not been holding on to her Trees, that fragment might have struck her or Eleanor, but it bounced back and collapsed into a pile in front of her.

      When it was done, there was nothing more than a figure looming in front of her.

      The power took on a twisting shape.

      Imogen knew what she needed to do. She had felt it. She had done it before.

      And she called the energy into herself.

      As soon as she started to do so, the fragment that was Master Liu began to fight.

      “Easy,” Imogen said. “It is Imogen Inaratha.”

      The fragment settled, but only for a moment.

      “Master Liu. I know that this is you. I know that you did not want to do this. We want to reunite your fragments.”

      There was a slight hesitation again, and Imogen focused on Master Liu and then pulled.

      It was easy having the Forest of Trees around her, and as she pulled the power down, it collapsed inside her, and she maintained the hold using the Forest, though shrunk down and compressed in a way that she recognized would take energy and time and effort, but in a way that she knew was going to hold.

      And then Imogen sank to the ground.
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      The road was quiet. Imogen had grown accustomed to the quiet, but it was an eerie sort of quiet right now, one that was different from what she and Gaspar had been experiencing lately. This one reminded her of the silence that she had once known in her village when she had been training, trying to understand her power with the blade so that she could become a true sacred sword master, but this one also left her feeling she did not have the answers that she sought.

      A fire crackled. They had moved well off the road, something that they had taken to doing every single evening, as Gaspar didn’t want to remain out in the open at night, which Imogen thought a wise inclination on his part. They were camped, and she was tired. She felt the pull of the fatigue that had been working through her from everything that they had been doing over the last few days. It had built to the point where she could scarcely withstand it any longer. She was exhausted from their travels, and it left her feeling unsettled.

      Imogen drifted, and when she came awake, she did so slowly, barely waking enough to check her surroundings, and then drifted again.

      When she felt a surge of power in her, she reacted. She’d been feeling that same surge often, coming to her periodically, building with the same sort of familiarity that she had come to have with magic. The surge was nearly overwhelming for her, and it brought with it the same familiarity that Imogen had been feeling.

      She sat up, looking off into the distance, feeling the cool of the night. This part of the world was strangely comforting. There was a quiet here, and an energy, that Imogen had come to feel a part of and had come to feel she was meant to know, but more than that, she had come to believe that what she felt, and what she experienced, was supposed to be comforting.

      Gaspar was sleeping, his back toward the flame, though she knew from her time traveling with him that he wanted to make it seem as if he were able to come around at any moment, which, given her experience with Gaspar, he certainly might be. He had proven himself quick to recover and adept at reacting, as if he had trained in much the same way as her people had trained. She had found herself wondering at his experience, though Gaspar had never provided those answers without her asking. And Imogen found that it was probably for the best that she not push him, as she had proven herself to be more than a little strange.

      This time, though, Imogen realized what she felt, even if she wasn’t at all sure why she felt it in the way that she did.

      Power. That was what it was. And it was a power that she recognized.

      She got to her feet, and she began to pace, looking all around, until she found a quiet place to look off into the darkness of the night. Here she stopped so that she could listen.

      There was nothing.

      “What is it?”

      Imogen looked back at the camp. Gaspar had sat up, but he was otherwise motionless, looking around as if to try to make sense of what had upset her.

      “Probably nothing,” Imogen said.

      “Probably nothing?” Gaspar asked.

      “Probably.”

      Gaspar grunted. He got to his feet, but though Imogen had expected him to reach for one of his enchantments, he did not. Instead, he grabbed his knives, pulled them out, and held them, twisting them slightly in his hands the way that she had seen him doing before. He moved them with a skill that left her once again questioning what he had done before she had come to know him.

      “You’ve been standing there for a while,” Gaspar said.

      “How do you know how long I’ve been standing here?”

      Gaspar snorted. “Because I’ve been paying attention, Imogen. You’ve been standing there for a while, and it seems you’re expecting something.”

      Imogen just shrugged. “Perhaps I am. Or perhaps I’m afraid that there might be something.”

      “Do you care to tell me what it is?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ve seen you tense up over the last few days. What’s it about?”

      She breathed out heavily. “Perhaps nothing,” she said. “But perhaps it is something.”

      “Which is not an answer.”

      She smiled. “I told you about my bond quest and the reason I left my homeland.”

      “Well, you’ve told me some about that, but not all. Obviously, there’s more you’ve not shared, either because you cannot or because you will not. Is that about right?”

      “That’s about right,” she said.

      “And I suppose that whatever it is, it’s tied to what you feel now.”

      Imogen nodded. “There was this danger that I told you about. It was the danger that I was sent to remove, and I did so. But maybe I didn’t. I feel something now, something that suggests to me that some residual power has lingered, a residual energy that is tied to what I did, or thought that I had done.”

      As she felt the energy, what she believed came from the hyadan, Imogen found herself questioning it, and questioning whether what she had detected was even there. She kept guessing whether she was feeling what she believed, to the point where she no longer knew if she was as attuned to such things as she had thought.

      “Is there anything I can help you with?” Gaspar asked.

      “I don’t think this is something you can help with. But I do appreciate your concern.”

      “Is it a sorcerer?”

      Imogen shook her head. “I don’t think so.” At least, so far, what she had detected out in the distance, not in the darkness, suggested that it was not a sorcerer, though perhaps she had not detected everything quite yet. She wondered if there was some aspect that she had not yet identified. She’d been working to make sense of it. And with what she had uncovered so far, there was no clear answer.

      The fire crackled, and Imogen listen to the sound of the darkness, the sound in the night, and felt that she wanted it to be reassuring, but so far it was not. It bothered her that it was not as reassuring as she wanted it to be, though perhaps that should not bother her. Perhaps this was nothing.

      She found herself staring into the darkness, into the night, trying to uncover anything out there, and feeling that strange emptiness that she had been detecting all along.

      Gaspar did not say anything, giving her the quiet and not pushing.

      As the night passed and the day broke, Imogen began to feel something else. There was more energy out and around them than there had been before. This time, it was a crackling of what she felt to be sorcery, and a crackling of what she had come to identify when she’d been in the city of Loruv. It was an energy that left her feeling as if she were back there, dealing with the dangers of the sorcerers and the unknown. It reminded her of the first time she’d faced the attacks and learned that she could handle a sorcerer on her own, when she had begun to realize that what she had been taught over the years in her homeland had truly been effective.

      And now Imogen still believed that, but there was something else to it that she questioned. Perhaps it was herself that she questioned, some part of her that she did not understand, that she did not know, or perhaps it was simply that she was not yet ready for the truth.

      They passed the day quietly, taking the road through this land, with that steady, almost irritatingly regular crackling of energy building to the point where Imogen could feel it all around her. She had begun to notice it often.

      It was late in the evening when she began to feel the crackling of power again. That was the way Imogen viewed it. A crackling. It felt as if there was something pushing upon her, as if it were trying to gain her attention, though Imogen could not tell if there was anything more to it. That familiar tug continued to build.

      “You have that look in your eye again,” Gaspar said.

      “Because I feel it still,” she said.

      “Is it close?”

      “Unfortunately, I can’t detect the proximity.”

      “Then we’ll be careful.”

      Imogen smiled. Careful. What had she been but careful? She felt as if that had been all that she had ever been, and that her caution had brought her to this point.

      And yet it was not caution, was it? At least, not caution in full. She had been careful to a certain extent, but then she had also begun to realize that she could not be constantly cautious. Doing so only brought her closer to a different sort of danger. It was one that led to her not knowing her path, and not knowing what she was to do.

      “I may have to venture off on my own here,” she said to Gaspar.

      “We’ve been traveling together, Imogen. You don’t need to do that. I’ll go with you.”

      “I’m not sure that this is something you can do with me.”

      “Well, if it has to do with sorcery, I do have some experience, as I’ve said. Perhaps not the same as you,” he went on, arching a brow, and then he winked. He actually winked at her. She found herself smiling. “But I do have a bit of experience with such things and can help you as much as possible. How does that sound?”

      She nodded, saying nothing more.

      They kept walking. When he suggested they stop for the night, she shook her head, as the power that she’d been feeling continued to build, and Imogen believed that if they were to stop, it would grow more distant, and Imogen wanted to know what it was and why she should feel it so prominently. At this point, she believed that there was something out there that she was meant to find and understand.

      Then the crackling of energy began to build again. It was closer than it had been before. She pointed into the distance, though she could not tell where it was or what she felt, only that she felt something.

      “We could camp, but I have the sense that you don’t want to camp.”

      “Not until I know,” Imogen said.

      “If there’s a sorcerer out here, then we might as well take them on. In the dark. At night. With swords.” He flashed a grin at her, and Imogen found herself smiling back at him.

      They moved onward and hadn’t gone much farther when she noticed the faint glow of a fire off in the distance.

      Gaspar rested his hand on her arm, motioning for her to slow. “Let’s talk this through. Briefly. We don’t have to come up with a full plan, but we should have something. So, we’ve got sorcerers up here, and we don’t know what they intend, and we have the dangerous item that you were sent to track, but we don’t know where that is, either. Is that right?”

      “Something along those lines,” Imogen said.

      “And if we’re getting into that sort of thing, then we also have you, and your sword, and whatever you can do with sorcery,” he said, arching a brow at her. “Which, I’ll be honest, I don’t quite understand, but I believe you have some way of dealing with sorcerers.”

      Imogen nodded.

      “Well, if that’s what we’re going to do, then I’m afraid I’m going to need these.” He pulled out several different enchantments from his pocket and began to slip them on. “I’m sorry. I know that you don’t care for them, but I’m not going into a battle with sorcerers armed only with knives. Fair enough?”

      “Fair enough.”

      Imogen crept forward. She reached the small hillside that led toward the glowing of the campfire, only to realize that it wasn’t a campfire. It was some sort of sorcery glow that radiated light, and it was smokeless. She stood motionless when she felt the faint tingling of power near her.

      She darted forward and felt something pushing against her.

      Imogen closed her eyes for a moment, concentrating, and then she burst through it, using a series of traditional patterns, flowing from pattern seven to pattern twenty-two to pattern eighty-three. The combination seemed fitting, though if she were pressed, Imogen wasn’t sure why she would have thought that, only that she felt it deep inside.

      Then she was freed. She slammed her blade against some strange, almost invisible barrier, feeling the power, and as she did, she spun forward.

      Three figures loomed in the darkness.

      Sorcerers.

      She darted toward the first of them, who tried to raise their hand, and Imogen was prepared. It had been a while since she’d faced a sorcerer, but not so long that she had forgotten what it was like.

      She carved through that hand, disrupting whatever pattern the sorcerer had been making to slow her.

      The sorcerer cried out, and Imogen stabbed with her blade, driving it into the belly of the next, and when she spun to get to the third sorcerer, she was blasted back.

      Imogen lay motionless for a moment, everything within her aching.

      Then she sprang to her feet.

      Lying still was a death sentence. Especially when it came to sorcerers.

      When she got to her feet, she looked around and then hurriedly headed toward the fire. The third sorcerer was gone.

      The other two were still there. The one that she’d cut through the belly lay motionless, though the one she had carved through the hand lay writhing in pain.

      Gaspar reached her, frowning at her for a moment before turning his attention to the sorcerer. “Was this what you were looking for?”

      “Where is it?” Imogen asked.

      The sorcerer looked up at her. There was nothing familiar about him, other than the maroon robes that all the sorcerers seemed to wear, as if they needed to proclaim their allegiance to the Society.

      “Where is it?”

      The sorcerer tried to move his other hand, but Imogen knelt down on him, and he cried out.

      “You have the keystone. I felt it.”

      His eyes narrowed, and then he started to laugh. “I have the keystone? How foolish you are, child.”

      “The keystone is out here.”

      “It is. And we will find it.”

      “No. You won’t.”

      Imogen took her blade and jabbed it into the sorcerer’s chest, silencing him. She sat back. Only then did she look over and see Gaspar looking at her.

      “When you said that you didn’t like sorcerers, I guess I didn’t know how much you disliked them.”

      “The keystone is violence,” she said.

      “That’s what you said.”

      “And it must be stopped.”

      Gaspar breathed out heavily. “So if I stay with you, then I’m going to be pitted against the Society.”

      “You don’t need to do this,” she said.

      “Oh, maybe I do. Besides, I don’t really have anything else to do right now. I’m sort of in between my responsibilities. So, how about we keep traveling, see if we can’t figure out where this keystone that you’ve been tracking has ended up? And besides, there’s still a sorcerer out there we have to follow and find, isn’t there?”

      Imogen nodded.

      “That’s what I was afraid of. And let me guess—you intend to deal with him the same way you dealt with these two?”

      “The same way I deal with all sorcerers,” Imogen said.

      Gaspar grimaced. “Maybe we don’t announce that.”
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      Zealar nestled around her, offering a measure of protection. Imogen didn’t even look up, but she didn’t need to. She could feel the energy crackling along his feathers, ringing her, and creating the barrier. She rested like that for a few moments until the energy started to build within her, strengthening her, and strengthening her hold on Master Liu.

      She looked up at the renral, who was watching her. “Thank you.”

      She started to stand, and Zealar spread his massive wings, freeing her. Imogen looked over to see Eleanor standing near an empty crater with a pile of boulders near it.

      Eleanor nodded. “Good. You’re back.”

      “What do you mean I’m back?”

      “Well, the renral decided he was going to protect you, and he wrapped himself around you, nestled with you for the last hour or so. I figured that he was trying to protect you from any other attack, and so I left you alone. I didn’t know if there was anything dangerous in his actions, but given that you and that renral seem to have a connection, I doubted he was going to do anything to harm you.”

      Imogen turned to look at Zealar. “Thank you, friend,” she said softly.

      Zealar circled around, moving along the ground. He sniffed at Imogen, strangely.

      Imogen took a deep breath. “I need to get rid of this fragment inside of me. Master Liu in this form is… more potent. It’s strange. The other fragment was powerful, but this one is dangerous. I can feel violence within him.”

      “That doesn’t sound like the man you described to me.”

      “That’s just it. I don’t think it is the man I knew. But everybody has different aspects to their personality, I suppose, and even Master Liu, for all his mentoring, gentleness, and compassion, must’ve had a violent side to him.”

      Or perhaps it was just that, freed from the other aspects of him, this fragment had taken on a different darkness. Or maybe it was nothing to do with any of that. Maybe the only reason that Master Liu was struggling with her was that he had been turned into a fragment and had been bound to some dark creature and forced to battle.

      Imogen focused on the power she was holding down, keeping Master Liu trapped, and didn’t know if Eleanor would be able to help her. Rebecca had been the one to guide her before, and Imogen hoped that Eleanor knew enough to be able to offer her the same measure of help, but if she didn’t, Imogen thought that she was going to have to try, regardless.

      “Do you think it will be the same sort of substrate?” Eleanor asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe stone, actually,” Imogen said, looking over the pile of rock. “Mostly because that was what it was bound to. Maybe Aneadaz, assuming Aneadaz is the one responsible for this, knew what he needed, and recognized what it was going to take in order to hold him. Regardless, I need to get rid of this fragment. I can’t keep holding on to it, as this power is lingering inside of me in a way that leaves me uncomfortable.”

      “We will release it,” Eleanor said. She picked through the rubble, then frowned. “Maybe we don’t take a fragment of this creature.”

      “I’m not sure that is for the best,” Imogen said. “He struggles against me. I keep trying to calm him using my sacred patterns, patterns that he taught me himself, but nothing is working with him.”

      “Well,” Eleanor said, “I suppose you can let him go. If he wanders off, then we capture him again.”

      Imogen wasn’t quite as convinced as Eleanor that she’d be able to hold on to that power again. She had needed to draw upon a considerable amount of energy in order to trap Master Liu in the first place, such that if she were to release him, and if he were to wander away, some part of that power might not return to her as easily as Eleanor thought.

      So instead of letting it go, she maintained her hold over Tree Stands in the Forest. This pattern felt different than it had before, enough that Imogen wondered if she had to give it a different name. It wasn’t a single Tree any longer. Now it was as if she had created a grove of Trees. Maybe there was a grove sacred pattern she could call on, as it had been effective, and if she were forced to use it again, she wanted to have some way of conceptualizing it in her mind, because that seemed to be helpful for her.

      “Well?” Eleanor asked.

      “I’m afraid of letting him go,” Imogen said.

      “If it is a fragment of Master Liu, and if he is a sacred sword master, then you should treat him with the measure of respect that he deserves, shouldn’t you?”

      “You don’t know him.”

      “It’s not about needing to know him,” Eleanor said. “I know what it’s like to be revered among a people.”

      Imogen arched a brow at that. “You know that?”

      “Well, I was not revered among my people,” Eleanor said quickly, and a slight flush came to her cheeks. She paused near a pile of boulders that had constructed the stone monster before, and looked as if she wanted to lean down and look at them, but she paused before turning and facing Imogen. “When the Koral lands were intact, and when the temples were still there, we had those who led us.”

      “What did you call them?”

      “What?”

      “You had to have a term for them. We called the leaders of the sacred temples sacred sword masters, and so I am sure you had a title for them. I’m just trying to understand.”

      “I fail to see why it matters,” she said.

      “Because they are a part of my people,” Imogen said softly.

      There was a rebellion inside her as Master Liu, or the fragment of him, started to struggle. He worked to break free of her, forcing Imogen to hold on to him in a way that she had not had to with the other one. That one had been easier for her to maintain, using only a single Tree. This one struggled against even the entire grove that she had in mind. Imogen could feel him fighting and straining, and she began to think that she might lose her hold over him.

      “I suppose that’s true,” Eleanor said, and she nodded, mostly to herself. “They are your people. We are your people. You are my people.” She tapped her foot, and her fingers twitched, forming a pattern that Imogen couldn’t quite identify, but she suspected it was some shaman power. “I keep forgetting that. But you do not, do you, First?”

      “I have to keep that in mind at all times,” Imogen said.

      “You are better than all of us.”

      Imogen snorted. “Well, we know that’s definitely not true.”

      Eleanor scowled.

      “I’m not better. Different. For a long time, as I’ve told you, I was a part of my people. Prideful. Arrogant. Well, I suppose that hasn’t changed entirely, but I was of the belief that I was in the right, and that sorcery and magic deserved to be destroyed. When I failed, the first time that I had ever failed at anything, and I left my people and my sacred temple, I began to recognize that the world was not as I had been taught. I opened my eyes and was forced to open my mind, and it was then that I began to grasp concepts I had not before. So when I did return, I was an outsider. But not. Does that make sense?”

      “You aren’t an outsider,” Eleanor said.

      “When I returned to the Leier, I was. Oh, I had power, and I knew the sacred patterns, and I could do things that others could not, such that they believed I was above them, but I was still an outsider from my viewpoint. I valued things the Leier did not. And I recognized truth the Koral did not. Do you see?”

      “I know what you are trying to tell me,” Eleanor said. “You’re trying to remind me that it is only through the sword and shield—”

      “It’s not the sword and shield,” Imogen said.

      For a long time, that was how she had believed they would become a single people, but even in that, sword and shield meant that they were still separate. They were still identified as Leier and Koral. And even in her own mind, there were too many times when Imogen viewed them in that way, though she knew that wasn’t the right strategy. When she did that, she created a separation that was not and could not necessarily be there. What she needed instead was to view them as a single people. Much like needing to come up with a different term for Tree Stands in the Forest that created a grove, she needed to come up with a different term for her people.

      Maybe she should talk to the people.

      “As I was saying,” Imogen said, and she had to hold on tighter to Master Liu inside her, “it is not about the sword and shield. It is about our people, and what we are, and who we are. I can see that, and I can feel that, and I sometimes wonder if perhaps we all forget what we are meant to be.”

      “And what is that?”

      “We are meant to be one. As we once were, and as we should be again.”

      Eleanor was quiet for a moment, though her fingers were tapping, but then even they went still. “The high shaman,” she said. “That is what the leader of each of our sacred temples was called. The high shaman. When I was young, the high shaman came to me and told me I had potential.”

      “Was there only one per temple, or was there one in all of the Koral lands?”

      “Each temple had its own high shaman. Some were exalted more than others, though. Mostly because of knowledge. We wanted to learn from each of them, as each high shaman had something unique that they could teach, something unique that they could explain, and something different that we could learn. I’m sure it was the same with your sacred temples.”

      Imogen smiled tightly. “You would think so. The general before me, Derashen, was renowned for having studied at more than one of the sacred temples. When I was younger, I believed it made him a better leader, and a better swordsman. I thought that if he could learn from so many masters, he had to know much more.”

      Imogen smiled tightly. She unsheathed her blade, which elicited a slight start from Eleanor. Imogen slipped through a series of patterns, all variations on Petals on the Wind, using her blade.

      “Each of these is the same,” Imogen said. “Yet they were named differently. In my sacred temple, it is Petals on the Wind. I don’t know what it’s called in some of the other sacred temples, as the sacred sword masters are gone.”

      “So they all knew the same patterns, but they taught them differently?”

      Imogen nodded.

      “How?”

      “As I’ve come to learn, the sacred patterns access something more.”

      “Of course,” Eleanor said.

      “But it’s how they access it. Most of the sacred sword masters never expected their students to ever learn to reach that power. I don’t even know if the sacred sword masters themselves were able to reach all of that power.” When she had sparred with Master Liu, she had not known if he had ever learned the truth about his power or if there was something else that she might have uncovered from him. Unfortunately. “But they each taught it. And the students learned, so when General Derashen went to the different sacred temples, and he learned the different patterns, he was simply learning different approaches to them.”

      “Thank you,” Eleanor said.

      “For what?”

      “For not keeping something of your people from me.”

      Imogen smiled tightly. “We are one people.”

      “I know, but as I have said, it is still difficult.”

      Imogen nodded, and she understood. It was still difficult. For everything that they had done together, there were so many things that they had done apart, and so many times that they had been enemies, battling one another, killing one another, that despite their traveling together, there had been times when it hadn’t been as easy as it should have been. As the Heart had grown, and more Leier had joined them, as well as the few Koral who had not been slaughtered, the difficulty had resurfaced, making it harder and harder for them to unify their people.

      “Why don’t you help me with this fragment? And perhaps Master Liu will be able to teach both of us something.”

      “I know that you want to contain him in an enchantment. And perhaps that’s correct, but I do wonder if perhaps there is another way.”

      “I don’t know what he will do if we set him free, or how he might be used.”

      “What about the Porapeth fragment?”

      “Well, that’s embedded in me,” Imogen said. “At least, it seems like it is. I don’t know how much Benji gave me of himself. There may be nothing more than a shard of power inside of me, but it might be more than that. It might be that he deposited all his power in that fragment and gave me far more than I can even know.”

      “Has he told you?”

      “I’ve asked,” Imogen said. “But Benji, if you remember, likes to talk in riddles, and he likes to let me find my own way, my own path, so I don’t know if he’s ever going to tell me the truth. And even if he tells me something, it may not be the truth, as he would likely view what he needed to do and say as some lesson that he wanted to provide me with.”

      “Perhaps he is the true sacred sword master.”

      “Or the high shaman,” Imogen said.

      Eleanor smiled. “I would’ve loved to learn that kind of magic.”

      Imogen frowned. “And you should.”

      “How? You have said that he is gone.”

      “Benji is gone, but his fragment remains.” Why hadn’t she thought about this before? Her people could benefit from the knowledge of the Porapeth. Maybe there were things that Imogen could not understand but that Benji could teach. Lilah had gone off to work with Abigail to learn and had not returned to their people, but that didn’t mean that there weren’t things that Imogen could try to coax out of Benji, lessons that she could teach to others. “I hadn’t even thought about it, but I should have. When he was alive, Benji used to do different things, draw upon different magic, than what I ever understood. And I wonder if you and the other shamans might be able to learn from him and what he once knew.”

      “How?”

      “To be honest, I don’t know. I think that we can start with trying to understand his fragment, and his power, and trying to understand what he might be able to show us, and from there, we may be able to convince him to teach.” She focused on the part of Benji that was within her, but holding on to Master Liu made it difficult. She could still feel a bit of Benji there, that strange Porapeth power that was slowly incorporating itself into her the longer it was there, but it wasn’t quite as prominent as it had been before. “I should warn you, though, he can be a pain in the ass.”

      “The best teachers often are.”

      Imogen smiled. “We will do it your way. We will see if releasing Master Liu and trying to keep him somewhat controlled will provide us with any answers. Will you stay nearby?”

      “Of course I will,” she said. “And I might have something that will work to help with this. Now, it may involve a little challenge, but I think that if we focus on the power that he has, and what he has demonstrated, we should be able to find a way to contain him so that he doesn’t wander off. At least until you figure out a way of connecting to him.”

      Eleanor searched through her satchel, picking out different enchantments until she had a pile of them in her hand. Imogen didn’t know which of the enchantments Eleanor had chosen, and she didn’t know why certain ones were valuable to her over others, but she trusted Eleanor. Besides, Eleanor was not wrong. If Imogen lost control over the fragment of Master Liu, the simple strategy was to use her Tree Stands in the Forest again and contain him in place so that he did not escape.

      As the fragment pushed against her, she had to wait. She felt power straining against her, struggling to get free, and though she didn’t think that he was going to break out of the containment that she held, she did still worry that there might be something that would force Master Liu beyond her, to the point where she had to find a way to hold him more than she had so far.

      “If we’re going to do this, I would like to try it soon,” Imogen said. “It’s becoming increasingly difficult for me to hold on to him.”

      “Of course,” Eleanor said. “I’m doing my best, and trying to hold on to it, and I can feel something there.”

      Imogen frowned, focusing on the power, trying to understand if there was any way to keep Master Liu in place, but she didn’t know if she could do that much longer.

      Then Eleanor stopped, pausing in front of Imogen. “There’s a ring around you. It should contain a magical entity, so you need to stay inside of it.”

      “So I need to battle with Master Liu?” Imogen said.

      “Well, I’m hopeful it will not come down to a battle, but if it does, then you cannot break the barrier.”

      “Or he escapes.”

      “Or he can escape,” Eleanor said. “To be honest, I don’t know if this is going to hold a fragment of that kind of power. If it is as potent as what we have seen”—she glanced back at the pile of rock—“then it might not hold regardless. But I think it will.”

      The circle of enchantments was probably five paces across. Not that large. If it did come down to some battle with Master Liu, Imogen wasn’t going to have much space to oppose him.

      And once she released the Tree Stands in the Forest, she was going to have to be ready to react and contain his power, and she would have to find a way to hold on to it long enough that he did not push past her hold.

      She focused, looked over at Eleanor, and then nodded. “Well, here goes.”

      Then she released Master Liu.
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      The fragment drifted out of her.

      It was a strange feeling, as she felt the separation. Releasing her hold over Tree Stands in the Forest—the grove of it—was a relief. Imogen took a deep breath, and it surprised her how much effort it had taken to hold on to that sacred pattern for as long as she had. She had been keeping it intact, keeping it inside her, and trapping it, but now…

      Now she didn’t know if she would be able to regroup and hold on to Master Liu. She worried that if it came down to battling with him, something worse might happen.

      She didn’t want to destroy the fragment. She didn’t want to absorb it, either. Doing so felt like walking down the path toward dark sorcery, and she wanted no part of that.

      “Well?” Eleanor asked.

      “He’s free,” Imogen said. “But he hasn’t taken form yet.”

      There was a faint, almost translucent energy that swirled around the circle, and much like Eleanor had said, the barrier held Master Liu’s fragment in place so that he could not fight his way out. Thankfully.

      Imogen focused on it. She waited.

      Slowly the fragment began to take shape. At first it was little more than a whisper of light, standing like a slender branch stretching upright, but gradually arms began to extend out, legs split off, and even a head formed. Then the details began to emerge. Imogen could see Master Liu’s eyes, his prominent nose, and a cloak that covered him. He turned, holding a blade.

      Where did the sword come from?

      Seeing her, Master Liu lunged.

      His blade struck, and Imogen reacted, immediately forming Tree Stands in the Forest, but she felt the power of Master Liu’s blade slicing through her sacred pattern.

      She twisted off to the side and hurriedly unsheathed her own blade, not sure if she would be able to use it against some sort of magical weapon.

      She flicked her gaze over to Eleanor, who had backed away from the circle.

      “What’s he doing?” Eleanor asked.

      “Well, it seems Master Liu is trying to fight me.”

      Imogen braced herself, and she turned toward the fragment of Master Liu. He was still not fully formed. He was silvery in appearance, though with streaks of darkness working through him. It left Imogen wondering if perhaps some part of Master Liu remained corrupted by how he had been used to darken the stone monster.

      “Master Liu. It’s Imogen Inaratha. You need to relax.”

      The fragment darted toward her.

      Imogen brought her blade up, and as he surged toward her, she prepared for the possibility of needing to shoot out of the circle and then figure out a way to hold him again. However, she was starting to wonder if that was even going to be possible, given how potent this fragment now seemed and how tired she was, but thankfully, her blade held.

      It was his blade.

      Maybe that was why it held. Maybe he could not overwhelm his own old weapon. Or maybe there was something tied to the blade itself that kept him from carving through it.

      Master Liu flickered through a series of traditional patterns. That surprised Imogen. She would have expected him to use sacred patterns, but he did not. He darted through pattern twenty-two, fifty-one, eight, seventy-three, faster than she had ever seen anybody else moving.

      But Imogen was the First. She was the general. She was Imogen Inaratha.

      She followed him, blocking each of the traditional patterns, using a flow that augmented the traditional patterns by countering their rigidity, and with each contact, there came a flash of silvery light.

      Imogen had learned that even the traditional patterns had a bit of power in them. It was how her people had learned to fight sorcery. Without that hint of power to the traditional patterns, they would never have been able to destroy sorcery. And yet she had never felt anything quite so potent as she did now. There was a considerable amount of energy within the attack, such that as she struck, she could feel the power pulsing against her, resisting every strike that she attempted to make.

      But she blocked.

      She didn’t go on the offensive. Her goal was not to destroy Master Liu. It was not to overwhelm him. Her goal was to reason with him.

      What he needed was to see that she was a sacred sword master.

      So she followed him. He stayed inside the circle that Eleanor had made, not able to push beyond the boundaries of it, which Imogen was thankful for. But as he continued to circle, she felt the pressure that he exerted pushing against her, and against the enchantments that Eleanor had placed.

      Imogen defended herself. She danced and weaved, cautiously making a circle as she did, not wanting to step beyond where Master Liu had moved. She drew upon her power and found herself flowing, getting lost in the battle.

      It had been a long time since Imogen had fought somebody with equal skill to her own.

      She was perfectly happy to spar, yet there were very few Leier who posed any challenge, and of the Leier who had mastered many of the sacred patterns, none had the ability to overpower her. Imogen wondered if that was due to her Porapeth connection or if it was simply due to experience. More likely the former, but she couldn’t discount the latter.

      The Porapeth connection flared in her mind.

      It was as if Benji, as she thought about him, provided her with a series of different possibilities, showing her what Master Liu might attempt.

      But there were dozens upon dozens of possibilities. It was too distracting. It was easier for Imogen to simply follow what she felt, flow with the patterns, and move. Doing it that way made it easier to follow Master Liu’s power and feel the energy to find her way from pattern to pattern.

      It was a dance.

      It was strange. She had gone so long without sparring like this that she felt incredibly free.

      Master Liu posed a challenge to her. He flickered from traditional pattern to traditional pattern, sometimes blending two or three or as many as five of them together in ways that Imogen had not considered before, but her mind recognized the components, and she immediately adjusted, combining those same traditional patterns.

      At one point, he nearly pressed through, forcing Imogen to twist off to the side, but then he slammed into the barrier. It disrupted the flow of his own patterns, and Imogen gave herself some space. She held her blade up, at the ready, watching Master Liu’s fragment.

      “Master Liu,” she said. “It is Imogen Inaratha. I know that you are in there. I know that a part of you remains. I am not with Aneadaz—”

      At the mention of Aneadaz, Master Liu began to fight with renewed vigor. He spun, his blade streaking toward her, whipping around in rapid and frantic patterns, forcing Imogen to keep pace, but she wasn’t sure if she could keep up with the speed at which he was moving. She felt she had to find some way to do so, as Master Liu was beating her.

      How was that possible?

      She was Imogen Inaratha.

      She had a fragment of a Porapeth.

      She was the First.

      Imogen stopped trying to fight the Porapeth possibilities.

      Only then did she realize that she had been fighting them, having pushed them aside to let herself follow the flow of the various possibilities, but now she embraced them fully.

      Dozens of different possibilities opened up in front of her as silvery lines, but as Master Liu shifted from one traditional pattern to the next, one of those lines would thicken, and Imogen would follow it and anticipate which pattern she would need next. She flowed, no longer paying attention to her training, and only paying attention to the Porapeth possibilities.

      She didn’t even use one of the sacred patterns.

      That surprised her. She was so accustomed to the sacred patterns now, having used them almost exclusively ever since she had come into that power, that devoting so much energy and time to the traditional patterns felt like a waste of her effort. But using what she could borrow from Benji and the power that he had given her, she couldn’t help but feel there were still answers there that she needed.

      And then she flowed again.

      Finally Master Liu stopped.

      His blade remained upright. It was a single beam of silvery light. It looked to her as if he was drawing upon Porapeth power, which shouldn’t surprise her, as she knew that Master Liu was connected to the Porapeth, however weakly.

      “You are the Elder,” he said.

      Imogen frowned. “I am not the Elder,” she said. “I am—”

      “The Elder. I can feel it.” His beam of light faded, and he tipped his head, bowing to her. “My apologies, Elder.”

      Imogen glanced past him to where Eleanor was standing still away from the circle. Imogen realized that she had been making more enchantments and placing them around, creating a secondary circle. Obviously, Eleanor thought that she needed to do so, because if they were to lose control over Master Liu, there would be a danger, but thankfully, the primary circle still held.

      “Do you know what happened?” Imogen asked.

      The question seemed to catch Master Liu off guard. He blinked. The level of detail in his features was far greater now than it had been before, as if he was manifesting with much more detail. It was even greater now that he had released the power of his blade.

      “I remember darkness.”

      “Do you remember Aneadaz?”

      As soon as she said his name, Imogen was prepared to confront Master Liu again, as the last time that she had said his name, Master Liu had grown incredibly agitated and had increased the urgency and intensity of his fighting, but he didn’t do that this time. Thankfully.

      “I remember darkness,” he said again. “I do not recall much else.”

      “Aneadaz is one of the Sul’toral. As far as I can tell, he may be the last of the Sul’toral.”

      That might not be true. Imogen didn’t know what Timo and the other figure with Aneadaz were. She had come to believe that Timo had gained Sul’toral power, but having learned what she had of Aneadaz, she did not think that he would be willing to share that power with anyone else. That might be why he still manifested such power even in death. If it could even be called death. This was something for her to contemplate later.

      “I know of Aneadaz,” Master Liu said.

      “Do you remember what happened?”

      “I remember feeling drawn.” He looked over at Imogen, a question in his eyes. “Was that you, Elder?”

      Imogen wanted to say no, but when Master Liu had run away, leaving her, she had been surprised.

      But he had said that he felt he needed to go somewhere.

      And given what she had come to know about the Sul’toral, along with what she knew about Benji’s fragment, Imogen wasn’t sure if he had felt drawn because he had been drawn by someone. Perhaps that was what had happened.

      “Perhaps it was Aneadaz,” she said. “You no longer exist in this world in the same form.”

      Master Liu looked down at himself. “I feel… I don’t feel. I am different.”

      “You are. But you can still be of help.”

      “How may I be of service, Elder?”

      Imogen didn’t like the idea of deceiving Master Liu, but was she? He thought that she was Benji, but with Benji’s fragment, it was possible that Imogen was at least in part Benji. It was possible that she, by holding on to his fragment, had assimilated his power, and had become a bit of the Elder.

      “I need to understand Aneadaz’s plan. Anything that you might remember.”

      “I don’t remember,” he said.

      “Perhaps you can.”

      “How?”

      She reached into her pocket and withdrew the treelike enchantment that had the first fragment of Master Liu sealed inside. She didn’t know if this was going to work, and she didn’t know if this was the right thing to do, but at this point, what she needed was a way to speak to Master Liu. And more than that, she needed a way for him to remember. If his fragment attempted to disperse…

      It was a risk. If she joined the fragments together, unifying the power, then there was a very real possibility that she wouldn’t be able to contain him again.

      But there was also the fact that she didn’t know if she was supposed to contain him. He was her mentor. It was because of Master Liu that she had taken the journey that she had, and that she had gained the knowledge that she had. Without him, she would never have taken her bond quest, she would never have stopped the hyadan threat, and she would never have gone to Yoran and met Gaspar and the others, thus changing the course of her life.

      She owed it to Master Liu.

      Eleanor was watching her. “Are you sure this is what you want to do?”

      “I don’t know if this is the right thing,” Imogen said. “But we need information. I don’t know if this is going to work, even.”

      “You are talking about power that is unlike anything I have ever felt before,” she said. “So it is possible that it will not work.”

      “I know,” Imogen said. “But it is also something I feel strongly needs to happen.”

      “I cannot deny that there may be value in having his mentorship.”

      Imogen glanced over, and she started to smile. “Perhaps he can teach.”

      “Not him,” she said. “You claimed that the other would teach.”

      Imogen nodded. She was thankful that Eleanor hadn’t mentioned Benji by name, as Imogen was not sure how Master Liu might react, if at all.

      But as she focused, drawing upon the power that she had, she found herself feeling some energy. But she wasn’t sure what it was. She wasn’t sure why it was there. The only thing that she really knew was that she could still feel some part of Benji, and some part of what he had shown her, which she thought she needed to fully grasp. Perhaps if she could unify Benji as well, she might have more knowledge, and perhaps a better understanding of the Porapeth power.

      Imogen held the enchantment that she had made, squeezing it. “I’m not sure how to activate it.”

      “It should be no different than any other,” Eleanor said.

      “But it is different. This is him.”

      “But it is not him. It is only a portion of who he was, not what he is.”

      And because of that, Imogen knew that she could not hold the fragment in the enchantment any longer. She focused on it and thought about what it might take to activate the fragment and release the power that was stored inside. She simply did not know. There may not be anything that she could do other than release the power so that it could do what it was meant to do.

      She didn’t even have to control it. She simply had to let the fragment of Master Liu meet the other fragment of Master Liu. She set down the enchantment, and then, using Lightning Strikes in the Storm followed by Petals on the Wind, she hovered.

      The larger, stronger fragment of Master Liu looked up at her.

      Imogen smiled tightly and then focused on the renral power and sent it down into the enchantment. It shattered. She had somehow known that it would. Renral power did something with magic, neutralizing it, inhibiting it. And she no longer needed the containment around the enchantment.

      The other fragment drifted. At first it was wispy, looking much like the larger fragment had when he had first formed. Gradually the fragment began to manifest arms and legs and a head, but he didn’t wear a cloak. Rather, this fragment wore a shirt and pants, and he seemed more like a scholar than the warrior she had just faced. Maybe that was why he had been easier to hold on to. How many other fragments remained?

      She had to believe that this wasn’t all of Master Liu. Perhaps the other fragments were so small that they would not be found. But maybe she could find them, and if she did, she could reunite Master Liu entirely, and then…

      Imogen didn’t know what was going to have to happen then. The only thing that she knew was that she felt that this was the right course of action, and that she was doing what she needed to in order to help Master Liu.

      She lowered herself to the ground to stand next to Eleanor.

      “What do you think will happen?” Eleanor asked.

      “I have no idea. I honestly don’t know if this is a mistake, but if we can help restore Master Liu, even just a bit of him, so that we can use his knowledge, then I think we need to do it.”

      “I have never heard of anything like this happening before,” Eleanor said, looking over at Imogen. “If this works, I think you might need to be known as a high shaman.”

      Imogen snorted. “I think I have quite a bit to learn before anybody could even consider me any kind of shaman.”

      The fragments faced each other, and the warrior one, as Imogen had started to think of him, formed his blade of Porapeth power. But then the scholarly Master Liu did the same thing.

      Imogen was not ready for the sudden surge of power. Warrior Master Liu attacked scholarly Master Liu and was met blade for blade.

      The scholarly Master Liu was not nearly as fast or fluid, but that didn’t deter him.

      They battled, much like the warrior and Imogen had battled, for a few moments, nothing more than that, and then they stopped, each of them regarding the other.

      “You are the same,” Imogen said.

      The scholarly Master Liu looked over at Imogen, while the warrior one hesitated before he finally turned and looked at his counterpart.

      “You can be better, stronger, together,” she said.

      “How do you think they will accomplish that?” Eleanor asked.

      “I have no idea,” Imogen said.

      “Do they just flow together, or do you think there is something more to it?”

      “Like I said, I have no idea.”

      The blades disappeared at the same time. It was as if the two of them had communicated, though neither had said anything. Then the scholarly Master Liu took a step forward. He was followed by the warrior one. They met in the middle. They stood apart from each other. They were almost mirror images, but not quite. Perhaps twins, though dressed differently.

      Then, gradually, the clothing of each began to shift, as did the features, so that they were truly mirror images. They both wore long jackets, not the cloak of the warrior, nor the shirt of the scholar. Imogen couldn’t see pants, but both of them carried a slender blade, though not the sacred sword master blade, Imogen realized. Their facial features had shifted, becoming a bit leaner, so that as they looked at each other, it looked as if they truly were a reflection of one another. They had the same silvery appearance, so they could simply have been reflections.

      And then one Master Liu took a step forward. At this point, Imogen wasn’t sure which it was. She thought that it was the scholar, but they looked identical, so she could not tell.

      The other followed. There was a blending, and then a single Master Liu stood there, flashing with a brighter silvery light.

      That fragment—and Imogen thought that it was still a fragment, regardless of how much of Master Liu they had joined together—turned and looked at her.

      “We are ready to discuss Aneadaz, Elder.”
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      Imogen moved off toward the pile of rock and could feel a strange sense of energy within the rock. She tried to make sense of it, along with the strangeness of having Master Liu behind her, giving off his own unique connection to power. As she focused on what she could feel, she recognized that there was some aspect of Master Liu that she did not feel was complete, and she began to wonder if he could ever be complete again.

      “How much do you remember?” Imogen asked, looking at Master Liu and then over at where Eleanor was waiting. The shaman was quiet, though she was holding an enchantment in her hand, as if she was trying to decide how dangerous it might be. “At this point, we need to know what you remember, so that we can be ready for it.”

      “Aneadaz has always been after power,” Master Liu said.

      There was a strangeness to his energy that she couldn’t quite identify. Perhaps it was his fragmented form that left her feeling that way, or perhaps there was something about Master Liu that had changed.

      “He was one of the most feared,” Master Liu said. Imogen had the sense that he frowned, though his features were not fully defined yet. It was as if they were struggling to become more defined, as if he was trying to find a way to become something different, more, but struggled with it. “We did not deal with many Sul’toral. But he was one.”

      That surprised her. “I didn’t realize that you had ever dealt with any Sul’toral.”

      “The sacred temples were a place of learning, Imogen Inaratha.” When he said her name, he began to glow, forming a burst of power that emanated from him and began to sweep outward. It was as if some aspect of him had solidified and become more confident upon mentioning her name. “But one does not become a sacred sword master out of a lack of ability.”

      A beam of magical energy suddenly appeared in his hands, and he swept it around in a series of movements and patterns that Imogen recognized as a fluid use of the traditional patterns. It surprised her that Master Liu would use the traditional patterns rather than the sacred patterns, as he continued to do so. Was it that he could not use the sacred patterns in this form? Maybe there was some part of him that had changed so much in becoming a fragment, or perhaps there was a part of him that remained missing, the knowledge that was the sacred patterns. If that were the case, then would he ever be able to learn them again? And if he could not, did that mean that he was forever diminished, no longer the Master Liu that she remembered?

      Imogen didn’t want to think about that, didn’t want to consider the possibility that Master Liu was not what she remembered. But then again, she had already grieved for him, already thought that she had lost him, and for him to be here in any form suggested that she had not.

      “I am fully aware that the sacred sword masters have considerable ability,” Imogen said, and at this point, she unsheathed her blade, the one that Master Liu had given her, and she whipped around in a steady flourish of movement and then slammed it back down into her sheath. “As I am a sacred sword master. I was gifted this blade by you, Master Liu.”

      “That is right, Master Inaratha,” he said, and he bowed his head. “There are things that elude me. I don’t know why that is.”

      “I don’t know why that is, either,” Imogen said. And that was part of the problem.

      At this point, there were certain things that she knew, and there was information that she needed, that she wasn’t sure she could get from Master Liu, not in his current form, and not while he was still trying to figure out who he was and what he wanted. Unfortunately.

      Short of finding some way to reunite the fragments of Master Liu again, Imogen wasn’t sure what she would have to do. Benji was a fragment, but Benji didn’t seem to have the same difficulty that Master Liu did. He had maintained his knowledge, to the point where he could even demonstrate some of his patterns in his fragmented form. Why was Benji so different?

      The only thing that Imogen could come up with was that Benji had had an opportunity to prepare for his demise, something Master Liu had not had.

      Imogen looked over at Eleanor, who remained quiet. She was still picking through the rubble of the broken monster, though she did not seem to be finding anything useful. She would pick up a piece of rock, turn it in her hands, and then set it back down.

      “Let’s talk about Aneadaz again,” Imogen said. “I know that the Sul’toral draw on power. Aneadaz in particular was drawing upon power. He was trying to unite the energy of Sarenoth.”

      Master Liu frowned. “He was?”

      “You didn’t know this?”

      “I knew he was dangerous. I did not know…” He paused, and every one of his glowing, magical features paused again, as if he was trying to find some answer that he couldn’t understand. As he floated, he turned in place. “I remember the other Sul’toral. I remember the power. I remember… I remember trying to understand why the Sul’toral were attacking us. They came for the sacred temples, did they not?”

      “They did,” Imogen said softly. “They destroyed them.”

      “The sacred temples are no more?”

      “I am sorry, Master Liu. The sacred temples were destroyed by the Sul’toral, along with Timo, as they chased after the power that was stored within them. They were looking for Porapeth power, which is why they hunted down the sacred sword masters, yourself included. That is why you are a fragment now.”

      “What does that mean, a fragment?”

      Imogen shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t understand it myself, but I will help you try to find that answer.”

      Not only did he need her help, but she wanted to better understand the fragments as well, for her own benefit, along with that of her people. Jorend certainly wanted to know more about them. And she wanted to understand Benji’s fragment.

      “There are other fragments,” she said softly, “and I will do whatever I can in order to help you, but at the same time, I have to make sure that we are protecting our people and we don’t risk our people for anything dangerous.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      “I know that you do. If anybody could understand, it would be you, Master Liu.”

      “I feel like there is something that is just beyond my understanding. You mentioned the sacred temples being destroyed, and you mentioned Sul’toral and drawing upon power, but there was something else. Something that I feel was there, but I can’t quite grasp it. And…”

      He turned in place again, and Imogen had a brief shimmering sense from him, the same way that he had seemed to shimmer before, but then he solidified and became whole once more. As he did, his blade appeared again, and Imogen wondered if he was going to trace through some of the traditional patterns, but he did not. Instead, he suddenly stood in place, holding the blade of energy, then began to turn to face the remains of the stone monster.

      “There was a power there. It was unlike anything that I have ever experienced.” He looked over at Imogen. “For whatever reason, I know that. I feel like it was there, as if the answer was there. Does that make any sort of sense to you, Master Inaratha?”

      “It does,” she said softly. “We have dealt with various strange events lately. It is not just that Aneadaz is drawing upon power that he should not have.” It wasn’t even just power that he shouldn’t have. It was power in the form that he shouldn’t have. “There are others with him. He is sending dangerous dark magic toward our people. They’re attacking the Heart.”

      “The Heart is not safe,” Master Liu said immediately.

      Imogen frowned. “What do you mean?”

      He paused, and it looked as if he was struggling to form an answer. “The Heart is not safe. I don’t know why, but I feel that. The Heart is not safe.”

      “Were you there?” Eleanor asked, finally moving away from the broken remains of the stone monster and turning to look over at Master Liu. “You seem to remember something about it. Were you there?”

      Master Liu turned, moving slowly and steadily, spinning in place for a moment before pausing to look over at Imogen. “I feel like I should have been. I have visited the Heart in the past, but…” He shook his head, and his blade appeared once again. “The Heart is not safe.”

      “I understand,” Imogen said, and she strode over to Master Liu and tested him with Tree Stands in the Forest, using that power to wrap around him and investigate whether there was anything that she might be able to uncover, but there was not. “Rest easy, Master Liu. If you need to find a way to the stars…”

      That was where the ancient warriors were supposed to go. And having Master Liu here in this fragmented form meant that he couldn’t join their ancestors, but maybe he didn’t want to. The longer he remained fragmented, the more Imogen questioned whether there was ever going to be a way for him to find his way back to their people, and what he was supposed to be.

      She headed over to Eleanor, who looked at where Master Liu was still floating and circling, quiet now. His blade had disappeared again, and there was no longer a pulsing of power coming off him.

      “Why did you question him about the Heart?” Imogen asked Eleanor.

      “He has lost aspects of his memories, right?”

      “He has,” Imogen said.

      “And you don’t know where he went when he left you, do you?”

      “I don’t,” Imogen said.

      “What if he was at the Heart? He keeps saying that it is not safe, but that has not been our experience there. What do you think he knew about the Heart?”

      Imogen turned to look over at Master Liu, and she frowned. “It’s possible that he has memories from that time that suggest the danger. Maybe that was where he was lost.”

      “Could another fragment of him be there?”

      “If it were, wouldn’t we have seen it?”

      Imogen herself had scoured the entire Heart, looking for any dangers that might be there. She hadn’t necessarily been looking for fragments, but that was partly because Imogen had not even considered the possibility that there would be such a thing as a fragment, though after finding Master Liu’s first fragment, maybe Imogen should have gone in search of another, testing the Heart again.

      “It’s possible,” Eleanor said, “but it’s also possible that whatever fragmented remains of him were left behind were not apt to be found. It’s possible that there was nothing more of him left.”

      Imogen turned, and she looked off into the distance. She found herself staring in the direction of the Heart and considering Eleanor’s words.

      “I suppose there could be a fragment left there, and if so, then I will need to do whatever I can in order to find it, so that I can unify Master Liu. The more memories he has, the more he might be able to help us.”

      There was a flicker of sadness in Eleanor’s eyes. “What if he can’t, First?”

      “This is Master Liu,” Imogen said.

      “This was Master Liu,” she said, and she softened her words. “I’m sorry, but the man that you knew, the mentor you had, is no longer. And if you continue to believe that this is him, and that there is some part of him remaining, you’re going to find yourself chasing after ghosts. I don’t know how that helps our people.”

      Imogen was tempted to object, but maybe Eleanor wasn’t wrong. That wasn’t what Imogen had been sent out here by Benji’s fragment to do. She needed to find a way to protect her people and stop Aneadaz’s fragment. Chasing Master Liu and his fragments would not be the way to do that.

      “You’re right,” she said, dropping her voice and trying not to look at Master Liu. “If we can help him, then we do, but if we need to protect our people, that comes first.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eleanor said.

      “No,” Imogen said. “I’m sorry. I let my affection for who he was cloud what I know must be done.”

      “I fear I would do the same thing if it were me, if this were somebody who had trained me. I don’t even know how you manage it with the Porapeth.”

      “That’s just it,” Imogen said. “With the Porapeth, it isn’t the same. Benji doesn’t intervene as much.”

      It wasn’t just that Benji didn’t intervene. It was the fact that when Benji appeared, he was still intact enough to offer Imogen help and advice, aspects of power that were useful to her. With Master Liu, Imogen had to remind him of who and what he was, and she felt there were things that he still didn’t fully grasp.

      “What do you want to do?” Eleanor asked.

      “I think it’s time for us to continue what we were doing all along. We came out here to find more renral, allies to help us evacuate the Heart, and we should do that.”

      “What about the fragment?”

      Imogen looked over. Maybe that was how she had to think of him, and not as Master Liu. In her mind, she kept thinking of him as the person who had mentored her, who had first shown her the sacred patterns, and who had tried to help her find her way when she had begun to get lost, but that was a mistake, Imogen knew. Increasingly, she couldn’t help but feel that though he might have answers, and though he might be the fragment of the man she remembered, he wasn’t that same person.

      She had to find her own way.

      It was the lesson that Benji had often try to teach her, and one that Imogen still struggled with, even after all this time. She had to find her own path.

      A peal of laughter came into her mind.

      “Oh, shut up,” she muttered.

      The laughter came again, only this time, it was louder. Clearer. “Find your own path, First,” the sense of Benji said. “Only then can you know what you need to do.”

      “Whenever I try to find my own path, I feel like you try to push me onto yours.”

      “What was that?” Eleanor asked.

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” Imogen said. “Just an annoyance coming from another fragment.”

      Eleanor frowned but then nodded. “If there’s anything that I can help with…”

      “There may be. Is there any way that you can tie Master Liu to us so that we don’t lose him?”

      “You think it’s safe?”

      “Well, safe is probably a relative term,” she said, and she looked over at Master Liu. “But I don’t want the fragment to wander, especially if Aneadaz is somewhere out here. He still wants to use Master Liu’s fragment.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      Imogen looked down at the pile of stone. “Well, the fragment was bound here once before, right? And if we need to find a way to tether him to something, shouldn’t it be to something that his fragment is already familiar with?”

      “Are you sure that won’t upset him?”

      “At this point, I just don’t know,” Imogen said.

      And as she looked at Master Liu and thought about the fragment, the power that she thought she would have to use to seal him away, she didn’t know if it even mattered.

      This wasn’t Master Liu.

      That was what she had to keep telling herself.

      Until she had that answer, and until she had the other fragments, she had to keep reminding herself that this was not him, and this would not be him. Until she found out what he was, and who he was, and what he was supposed to be, she could not think of him that way.

      He was a fragment. Not Master Liu.

      She looked over at Zealar, who perched, wings spread and pressing down on the ground. Energy crackled along his wings, and she focused on it but did not draw upon his power, though she wasn’t even sure if she could. She held her hand out as she approached Zealar. It was time to do what she had come for, and what she still saw swirling through her mind as necessary.

      The renral spread his wings, the lightning crackling along his feathers, and then he lowered his head.

      “I think it’s time for you to take us to others. It’s time for us to expand our flock.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      They flew.

      Imogen sat upon Zealar’s back, holding on to him as tightly as she could, while also keeping one hand on the fragment of stone Eleanor had used to bind Master Liu. He hadn’t even objected. When Imogen had told him what she was doing, the reason that she was doing it, it was as if Master Liu had let out a bit of relief. Now he was infused into the stone. It glowed every so often, and periodically the stone would start to shake, as if Master Liu was trying to figure out what was going on.

      It was a strange thing, as Imogen realized it wasn’t quite an enchantment, but it also wasn’t a true fragment. She didn’t have to worry about Master Liu drifting off, either. Now, given what Eleanor had done to create a space, as she had called it, he could hold on to the stone, and he could keep himself bound to it. If he wanted to exert himself, he could, Imogen suspected. And with that being the case, Imogen thought that she might be able to help him.

      “How much farther do we have to go?” Eleanor asked. “I wonder if it’s dangerous for us to be apart from the Heart this long, or if they wanted you to be apart from the Heart.”

      Imogen focused, feeling the power that was around her, and she found herself wondering if she had those answers. “I don’t know how much longer it will take us to find what we need.”

      “Ask the Porapeth.”

      Eleanor didn’t have any difficulty with Imogen using Benji, even though he had passed on, though none of the shamans really seemed to be troubled by that.

      Imogen closed her eyes as they flew, feeling the connection to Benji. It was faint, but the more she focused on it, the easier it became for Imogen to recognize that there was something there.

      “Where will we find them?”

      “Follow your past,” a distant, faded voice said from deep within her mind.

      “And what is that?”

      A silvery line formed and then spread out, becoming something recognizable.

      “Renral are my past?” Imogen said this out loud and then opened her eyes, looking back at Eleanor. “He’s not being particularly helpful right now.”

      The renral were the key. She was certain of it. But finding them would have to be up to Zealar. Once they did, Imogen had to hope that they could do something to bring more of the renral into the fold to work with them.

      Imogen leaned forward. “There’s something up ahead,” she said, staring off into the distance. She wasn’t sure what it was. There was some glowing, flickering, and as she watched, she started to recognize that some aspect of power was shifting.

      Sorcery?

      She looked back at Eleanor. “Be ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      “I don’t know what it is, but I can feel power up ahead.” Maybe it was renral power.

      Zealar crackled with his own energy, streaking forward.

      They were near a mountainous ridgeline, and off in the distance, snowcapped peaks rose, reminding Imogen of when they had traveled back toward the homeland. These mountains were not quite as sharply peaked, though they were dotted with dark spots. Those spots…

      Renral. There had to be a dozen. Two dozen, in fact.

      But they weren’t moving.

      Instead, other creatures were circling around the mountain. They looked something like massive hawks, with a split tail and strange, almost leathery wings. The creatures were all dark, similar to renral, but it was a different darkness. It was as if they summoned shadows. Imogen had seen plenty of dark creatures in the time that she’d been fighting sorcery and working with others like Gaspar and the Chain Breaker, but in this case, what she saw here, and what she felt here, pressed upon her in a way that left her unsettled and uncomfortable, and it left her wanting to do nothing more than turn around.

      She had to focus her thoughts. “Dark creatures,” Imogen said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely,” she said.

      “What can we do about them?”

      “We need the renral.”

      “Will we need to fight these creatures?”

      “We need the renral,” Imogen said again. She closed her eyes, and the differing silvery lines converged, all surrounding the renral. Why would the renral be the key? As she focused on them, trying to reach for Benji, she could not find the answer, though she suspected that the Porapeth and his fragment did know something.

      She felt a strange urgency within her. Some part of her crackled with that urgency, and she felt it building within her. She looked down and realized that some of that crackling electrical power was building within Zealar. It was radiating off him, flowing into her, and rising up in such a way that the renral seemed to be telling her that she needed to do this, to help him.

      “I understand,” she said, patting the renral on the side. “I will do whatever I can in order to help you and your kind. Now,” she began, and she turned to look back at Eleanor, “hold on to the fragment, and stay with Zealar.”

      “First?”

      “I’m going to see what we have up ahead.”

      “Be careful, First. We need you,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen stood on Zealar’s back, balancing for a moment. She used Lightning Strikes in the Storm and launched into the air. As soon as she did, she took a moment to assess the situation.

      Dark creatures swirled around the mountainside. Power radiated off them, though Imogen couldn’t tell what that power was, nor could she tell what it was doing. It seemed to be focused on the renral resting on the mountainside.

      Were they resting, or were they trapped?

      Their behavior seemed strange to her, as she would have expected the renral to fight. These renral seemed almost submissive.

      She had to help them.

      An image formed in her mind, and she saw a series of silvery lines taking shape.

      This was where the possibilities led.

      Toward the renral.

      Here.

      This was what she had to do.

      Petals on the Wind carried her up and outward. She didn’t use Lightning Strikes in the Storm, as she did not want to use any lightning power that might resemble the power of the renral until she knew what to make of these creatures. Imogen did not want these creatures to turn toward her until she understood more about what was going on. It had to be tied to the renral power somehow.

      What did she know of the renral’s power?

      It was tied to lightning. But that wasn’t all there was to it. There was an aspect of the power that was a little different. Renral energy absorbed magic. If these dark creatures could counter what the renral did, they might be able to counter all kinds of magic—including her sacred patterns.

      Or perhaps not.

      She was overthinking it.

      Imogen unsheathed her blade, holding on to Petals on the Wind, and then focused on the nearest of the creatures.

      Shifting to Lightning Strikes in the Storm, she surged straight toward it, her blade outstretched.

      And she struck it. Her blade carved through the creature, and then she shifted, exploding upward. The creature dropped. Other creatures began to surround her, seemingly now aware that she was a threat.

      Five of them converged upon her.

      She wasn’t going to be able to save these creatures. She didn’t know if there was a dark energy within them, and even if there was, could she salvage them from that?

      Not like this. If she could get them down to the ground, she might be able to—

      A burst of pressure began to sweep toward her. It came from one of the creatures moving to attack her. She whipped her blade toward it, holding on to Lightning Strikes in the Storm, then shifting to Axe Falling, and drove the end of her blade into the creature’s neck. It then crumpled, dropping beneath her.

      This was not about saving.

      This was about surviving.

      But even that wasn’t quite correct. It was about saving; it just wasn’t about saving these creatures. It was about saving the renral. That was what she had seen in the possibilities. She needed to succeed.

      Imogen twisted, holding on to Petals on the Wind, and shifted into Axe Falling.

      Lightning Strikes in the Storm wasn’t going to work. She would shift out of position too quickly.

      But she had to stay where she was, and Petals on the Wind helped her float and move from place to place. With these massive creatures coming at her, she needed to be able to adjust her position.

      She had enough experience drawing upon multiple sacred patterns that she could float and drift from one to the next, power carrying her as she did so, finding the rhythm of the battle.

      Off in the distance, she felt an explosion, then another, and another. She turned and noticed that Eleanor was tossing enchantments that would disrupt the creatures, which then turned toward Eleanor, but with Zealar’s help, Eleanor moved on, staying away from them.

      As they fought, something happened.

      The more of these creatures Imogen brought down, the more the renral trapped on the mountainside began to come around, as if they were waking from some deep slumber.

      Was that what had happened?

      Could these creatures bring about some strange sedation that influenced the renral? If so, Imogen had to be careful that they didn’t use this power on her. She could fight power, but only if she stayed in the air and ready.

      Three creatures converged on her.

      She focused briefly on one of her sacred patterns, forming a floating Tree that ballooned outward like a cloud and trapped the creatures. She spun into Axe Falling, spinning with the movement rather than dropping it, in a modification that mixed in several of the traditional patterns, and cleaved through the three creatures.

      Imogen had to keep fighting. She had to keep finding her way through this, but even as she did, she wasn’t sure that she could be fast enough. There were too many of these creatures. Another five converged upon her.

      But the Tree Stands in the Air had worked.

      That was what she had to do again.

      She formed it, billowing it out into what amounted to a cloud, and trapped the creatures. Imogen pushed and detected a dark influence within the creatures. Forming a canopy with the Tree pattern, she tried to salvage the creatures, but attempting to cleanse them of the darkness was a challenge. There was resistance.

      She pushed harder, and then a beam of power cleaved through one of the nearest of the creatures, cutting it in half.

      That wasn’t what she had intended.

      She pushed again, and finally she felt some of the darkness separating from them.

      These things were horrifying to look at, deadly, and they reminded her of something out of a childhood nightmare, but once cleansed of the dark taint, they no longer attacked, and Imogen was no longer in any danger from them.

      But there was no sign of a Master Liu fragment.

      He was not part of this.

      She couldn’t tell what fragment had been involved, but it wasn’t one of his. And she didn’t know if she could even help this fragment. It was possible that it had already been shredded and was not salvageable. But maybe she could save some of these creatures.

      She shot back upward on Lightning Strikes in the Storm, waiting for the creatures to converge on her once again.

      Seven came at her.

      She billowed out her massive cloud of the Tree pattern, holding on to the creatures, and then pushed through them with what she realized was Porapeth power. Silvery energy washed through the cloud and exploded through them until the creatures scattered.

      Everything was still.

      Imogen didn’t see any sign of more creatures.

      That wasn’t quite right. As Imogen looked off into the distance, she saw two of them streaking away, retreating from her and from the renral.

      The renral that had been pressed into the mountain continued to come around. Then they started to circle, but they did so in a pattern. Imogen tried to make sense of what it was but could not recognize it. However, she was convinced that there was some form of power to what she observed. She floated, watching the circling.

      Then there was a loud, piercing shriek.

      Zealar burst through and grabbed Imogen in his massive talons.

      Imogen did not fight, but she didn’t know if Zealar would be enough to influence these renral. Surprisingly, though, Zealar shrieked again, and energy crackled from his feathers. Lightning bolts shot outward, struck each of the renral, and they began to crackle along with him. Power began to build, along with something else.

      A shrieking energy rose from the renral across the distance, building and building until Imogen wanted to cover her ears, but she didn’t dare do so. The power was significant, and Imogen knew this power was going to be their salvation. If they could gather the renral—and keep other dark creatures from attacking them—they would have a formidable ally.

      She just had to find a way to use it.
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      The renral shrieked as she flew atop Zealar.

      They’d been chasing the renral for the last hour or so, Eleanor waiting behind as she and Zealar tracked down as many of the scattered renral as they could. Zealar had a way of connecting to them—but they had to reach them first. The strange dark creatures had chased the renral, as if they had been assigned that task.

      And maybe they had.

      Which meant that Aneadaz did not want her to reach them.

      Which meant he had seen something with his connection to the Porapeth magic.

      He had been incredibly skilled in life. She was not surprised that he remained skilled in fragment form. And if there was something he didn’t want her to reach, there had to be a reason—only Imogen couldn’t see it as well as she wanted.

      The dark creatures were easier to confront one on one, but there were so many.

      They had saved quite a few renral, and now their flock continued to grow, though Imogen wondered if there was a point when they would reach all that they needed—and if Zealar would let her know.

      Several of the dark creatures converged.

      Imogen dealt with them as she had the others.

      It was easy enough, which left her wondering what she was missing.

      A delay?

      Probably, but when she focused on what Benji could show her, she didn’t see anything through those possibilities. Nothing but what had been there before.

      They needed renral.

      “Do you need me for this?” she asked Zealar.

      The renral shrieked his answer, which amused Imogen as she could swear that meant that he did not. She laughed, connected to him, and then stood to shoot on Lightning Strikes, letting that power carry her.

      She floated for a little while.

      Zealar streaked away, faster than she would have been able to stay atop him. He went through the renral, attacking dark creatures, herding the other renral back toward the mountainside.

      Which was where Imogen would wait.

      She let Petals on the Wind carry her back until she landed next to Eleanor, who looked briefly in her direction. Imogen stared out into the distance for a moment before taking a seat. The renral were circling, Zealar among them, and every so often, he would shriek, and then lightning would shoot off his wings, billowing away until it caught the other renral. It had to be some way in which the renral communicated, but she wasn’t sure that she understood. A pattern, probably, but incredibly complex and beyond what Imogen could even comprehend, and she was a sacred sword master.

      Eleanor sat next to her, holding the stone that held Master Liu’s fragment.

      “When they first attacked, I did not know what you were going to do,” Eleanor said, finally looking up from the stone. “When you launched yourself at that creature, I…”

      She hadn’t stopped long enough to have a conversation with Eleanor after the attack. Imogen had been focused on the renral—and still was. “I should have warned you,” she said in apology. “I don’t think they held a fragment of Master Liu, as I did manage to cleanse some of them, but not all of them.”

      “Who tainted them, then?”

      Imogen shook her head. That was the question.

      And it was the same question she had about all the dark creatures they’d faced before. There had been so many. Too many. All corrupted by power.

      “I don’t know.”

      Aneadaz, probably, but even that seemed beyond what he was capable of doing.

      “What happens to those fragments that you freed?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “They remain fragments, then?”

      “It’s possible,” Imogen said. “It is possible that those fragments will drift, remaining present, and…”

      Imogen shrugged. She didn’t know how else to describe it, and worse, she didn’t know whether there was anything more that she could do or say to make sense of what had happened, and her role in it. The only thing that she really knew was that she had felt that power, and she had felt what had happened, and she could feel that she had drained some considerable part of herself in what she had done.

      “I don’t know what happened to the creatures that I freed,” Imogen said. “And I don’t know if they will be tainted again.”

      “Do you think it’s possible?”

      “Anything is possible,” Imogen said. “Especially given what we’ve experienced so far, and everything that we know about fragments. The creatures obviously have some way of combining with fragments, though I don’t know if there are other creatures that have the same sort of ability.”

      “Why would there be other creatures that could do that?”

      “That’s just it,” Imogen said. “At this point, I don’t know. These creatures, and others, may be predisposed to combining with dark power.”

      Eleanor turned the stone over in her hand, and then she handed it off to Imogen. “I figure you might want to hold on to this.”

      “What did the fragment do during the attack?”

      “Actually, nothing. I wasn’t sure if he was going to do anything, but he was quiet.”

      “Good,” Imogen said.

      “I had to use several different enchantments to distract some of those creatures, because they were turning toward you, and I could tell you hadn’t quite figured out how you were going to overwhelm them. I’m sorry if what I did was disruptive—”

      “You do not need to apologize,” Imogen said. “Without you, I might have faced more of them than I would’ve been able to handle.”

      Eleanor nodded. “Strange. I’ve never seen anything quite like these creatures before.”

      “I haven’t seen a stone monster quite like the one we faced before, either. Either they are nothing more than enchantments, or the Sul’toral and Aneadaz brought them here to deal with us. And the renral.”

      “Why do you think the renral acted the way they did?”

      “I think they were soothed,” Imogen said. “Maybe I have it wrong, but this strikes me as either Aneadaz’s goal or a test of some sort.”

      “Soothed?” Eleanor asked. “That would be an interesting use of power.”

      “There are many different ways to use power,” Imogen said.

      “So they were brought here to weaken us.”

      “Possibly,” Imogen said.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, and she saw a series of possibilities. In this case, the possibilities seemed to be connected to the Heart.

      Why would that be the case?

      She had suspected some sort of delaying tactic, but maybe it wasn’t even the Heart.

      Maybe it was her.

      And these creatures were meant to soothe her and the renral.

      Perhaps only a test.

      Which left open the possibility that Aneadaz watched.

      Imogen needed to recover. From what she could see in the possibilities, she had time. How long was a difficult question, but hopefully long enough to recuperate. If she didn’t, she would be of no use.

      She slumped back, leaning on the cold rock. She had cleared away a section of snow and was sitting on hard rock, but it was icy cold, as she hadn’t been able to remove that. Maybe Eleanor would. She looked over at the shaman, who was sifting through her satchel of enchantments. Eleanor found one that she seemed happy with, and she pulled it out and rested it on her lap. She tapped on it, and warmth radiated outward.

      “How did you know?”

      “I saw you shivering, First. And I feel much the same way. It’s far too cold out here for us.”

      “We won’t have to be here very long. We have these renral, and once Zealar finds additional renral, we can return to the Heart.”

      “I can see that you are getting tired. I’ve seen that expression on others before.”

      “What expression is that?”

      “The one that tells me that you are exhausted. Using power, even though you don’t use it the same way I do, has a cost. Perhaps you have pushed yourself too hard. I understand the reason behind it, and I understand that you think you needed to do it, but I also recognize that you need to survive this. We need the First.”

      Zealar shrieked again, and Imogen looked up to see him circling, power crackling from him, shooting off him, and streaking to the other renral. It was as if Zealar was trying to coordinate the other renral. They were to be a part of his flock, after all, and Zealar would need them to fight.

      “It’s strange to watch this,” Imogen said, leaning back and letting the warmth of Eleanor’s enchantments wash over her. “Strange for me in that I remember the very first time we faced the renral and how terrifying they were. Now I feel like they are terrifying to others, and not to us.”

      “Oh, they’re still terrifying,” Eleanor said. “But sometimes it’s good to have something terrifying on your side. I would say the same about you, First. If I did not know you, I would find you terrifying. When I see everything you can do, and how quickly you’re willing to throw yourself into fights that you have no way of knowing you will survive, it leaves me marveling at you. You… are amazing.”

      Imogen shook her head. “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “Stop being modest and accept some praise, First. We need you, and we need what you can do, and we need to take everything that we have here and bring it back to our people.”

      “In that, I agree with you.”

      Imogen sat up, and when her hand went to her sword, she felt a rumbling within the fragment. Color that had been absent for a while bloomed along the surface. Master Liu poked out, little more than a flicker of an image, forming what looked like an aspect of power, but not a full aspect, and he stood on top of the stone, a miniaturized version.

      Imogen leaned back, trying to relax. The miniature fragment studied her, almost disconcertingly.

      “Did you call me?” Master Liu asked.

      Could there be power and his fragment that she might be able to utilize?

      She had to stop thinking that way. It was the way toward what Timo and Aneadaz intended. It was the way toward becoming a Sul’toral.

      But wasn’t that what she had already done? She borrowed power from Benji.

      “I didn’t call,” Imogen said.

      “I thought I heard something,” Master Liu said.

      There was an uncertainty to him.

      “I touched your sword,” Imogen said. “Maybe that is what you felt.”

      “Perhaps,” Master Liu said. “I felt something when you did. It is as if there is a part of me in it.”

      Imogen unsheathed the sword and set it on her lap, next to the stone fragment. She looked at the fragment of Master Liu and held his gaze for a moment, wondering if there might be something that he could help her with. “Can you feel anything?”

      “I can feel…”

      Once again it seemed the fragment was uncertain and unsettled. She focused on the power within the fragment and began to wonder if she could use something of that power. She was bringing her blade toward him when Eleanor grabbed her arm.

      “I don’t know if that is what you should do. That blade is connected to him, but it’s also connected to you. It is possible that you will begin to draw some part of him through the sword.”

      “Like one of the Sul’toral,” Imogen said.

      “As I said, it is possible. I don’t know, unfortunately. But I believe that you don’t want that to occur.”

      “I do not. I don’t want to become one of the Sul’toral. I do want to stop Aneadaz, and I wonder if Master Liu might be a part of what is required to do that.”

      Imogen traced her fingers along the blade. This was the blade that Master Liu had given her, and it had been a gift when she had reached the status of master swordsman, becoming a true sacred sword master. Maybe Eleanor was right. Maybe the connection that she shared with the blade, and the connection that she had once shared with Master Liu, meant that there was a danger in her giving up some part of herself if she were to try to gift something of that to Master Liu. Or perhaps it meant that she would draw some of him into the blade, or even through it.

      She looked over at Master Liu, who was watching her.

      “I don’t know if it’s a good idea for me to permit you to hold your old blade.”

      The miniaturized version of Master Liu began to form a blade out of the faint white light energy flowing from him.

      “Would all of your fragments react in the same way?” she asked.

      Master Liu regarded her for a moment, and the power in the miniaturized version of his blade began to retreat. “I don’t know. I feel as if there are answers, but I do not know, Master Inaratha.”

      There were times when he called her by her full name, and other times when he called her Master Inaratha. It seemed the fragment didn’t know quite how to react to her.

      “When we get back to the Heart, we can see if there’s another fragment there that we can use to help you.”

      Master Liu bowed his head, and he retreated back into the stone.

      Imogen picked up the stone and looked over at Eleanor, who seemed to be troubled.

      “This fragment is unusual,” Eleanor said.

      “Well, considering we don’t have any experience with any other fragment, I would say that all fragments are unusual.”

      “It seems he’s uncertain. Perhaps it’s merely a magical sense that I’m detecting, an uncertainty that seems to come from the fragment. I don’t want any trouble from this fragment. Not that I think Master Liu would cause trouble for you intentionally, but it is a fragment, nonetheless.”

      Imogen stood and looked up at Zealar circling overhead and sending streaks of lightning along his wings, and from one renral to another.

      Tension began to build, and a burst of lightning streaked toward Imogen.

      She held out her sword, catching the lightning, as if she were summoning the power, perhaps binding it. As she did, Imogen became aware of all the gathered renral. She looked over at Eleanor, who stood, holding an enchantment in each hand.

      “I think we have found our flock,” Imogen said.

      “I hope they serve us as well as the others have,” she said.

      As soon as she did, Zealar shrieked, and his voice echoed across the mountains, bouncing from stone to stone until it fell silent.

      Imogen waited for Zealar to descend, with the stone fragment of Master Liu in hand. As she held it, she heard another sound off in the distance, one that left her feeling unsettled and uneasy. It was a terrible shriek, not renral, but something different. Deeper, angry. It reminded her of those leathery winged creatures that they had fought through.

      They were not done with those creatures.

      And she feared there might be something worse to follow.
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      Imogen had detected the distinct sense of sorcery several times over the last few days. Each time that she detected something, she paused for a moment, focusing on where she felt it, and then tried to track the sensation in order to see if there was any way to follow it.

      Gaspar had been quiet, though she kept waiting for him to make some comment about the kind of power they were chasing. He had, however, asked several questions about what it was like for her to detect sorcery, and what it was like for her to feel the kinds of things that she did, and whether she might be able to detect something if they were exposed to additional kinds of magic. Imogen had tried to dismiss these questions, but every time she did, she felt there were other questions that she had still not answered.

      “I don’t know if this is intentional, but we’re heading back toward the city I once called home,” Gaspar said.

      It was evening, not quite dusk, but it was growing darker. Gaspar had been traveling alongside her, sweeping his gaze around as if he was concerned there might be something dangerous, but they had not found anything so far.

      She held his gaze for a long moment. “I don’t know anything about your home.”

      “Other than that there is a distaste for magic,” he said.

      “Other than that,” she agreed.

      “It makes me wonder if this item you’ve been chasing is coming here for a reason, or maybe there is something else that might help me understand what happened and why it ended up heading in this direction.”

      “I’m chasing it because I recognize that there is a danger in not chasing it.”

      Gaspar nodded. “Of course, but it’s a danger how?”

      “It’s corrupting,” she said.

      But Imogen wasn’t even sure if she understood the true depths of the hyadan danger. She had been told about the danger, but anything she knew had been told to her rather than discovered by herself. She had seen how the sorcerers were willing to control the hyadan, but then…

      Then she had left.

      “I suppose I don’t know.”

      “Because you feared magic?”

      “It’s not that I feared it.”

      “You fought it.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But you feared understanding.”

      She wanted to object, but she couldn’t. He wasn’t wrong. She had feared being exposed to magic, and she had feared what it might mean for her. More than that, she had feared the way that magic made her feel. She felt on edge, tense, and, strangely, as if there was some part of her that echoed with that power.

      “What happens if we reach your homeland?”

      “My city,” Gaspar corrected. “We call them cities.”

      “We don’t have cities. We have villages. Nothing so large as a city.”

      “Why not?”

      Imogen shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ve only had villages. My people have never congregated in anything larger.” That wasn’t entirely true. There were rumors of the Heart of the Leier. It was a place that had once been the home of her people, and a place that they had once filled, but now there was nothing like it, and no power that was similar, nothing other than the emptiness that she knew.

      “What happened?” he asked her.

      “What makes you think that anything happened?”

      “I’ve seen that face on you before. Every time you think about something unpleasant. Well, not only unpleasant, but it seems to me that anytime you start to think about magic, you begin to make that face.”

      “I didn’t realize I made any sort of face.”

      “You do. I’ve started to recognize it, and watch for it, mostly so that I can avoid it.”

      “Why would you avoid it?”

      “I think it’s better for me not to get involved in your pursuit of the kind of power that you have been battling. Don’t you?”

      She smiled. “I’m not going to deal with any sort of dangerous power.”

      “Other than the kind of power that has spread around here. Right?”

      “I suppose other than that.”

      “My city was known as Yoran.”

      “Tell me about Yoran.”

      “Well, it underwent some difficulty. At first it was a matter of trying to expel any sort of magic from within it, but then it was about something else.” He shook his head. “We once had sorcerers. The Society. We had a place where they trained. But then there was something else.”

      “What was it?”

      “War. The same thing that happens in other places, at other times, and with other people. Somebody decides that they don’t like a certain thing, and they take offense, and then take action.” He shrugged. “I was on one side; others were on another. And I left because I was tired of it. I didn’t want to be a part of that any longer.”

      As she watched Gaspar, she couldn’t help but wonder which side he had been on.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he said. “I don’t have an answer for you, though I can tell you want one.”

      “I was just curious.”

      He grunted. “Curious about whether I was on the side of magic or against it. Well, unfortunately, I was against it.”

      “Why do you say ‘unfortunately’?”

      “Because I…” He shook his head. “I suppose because I can see both sides. There was danger with some of the magic. I felt it. I saw it. I knew others who had been hurt by it. And yet I also knew those who had an aspect of power. We called them enchanters. They weren’t part of the Society, and they didn’t have that much power, but they had enough power that they were able to control some of their magic, and they were able to push some of that out in order to create different enchantments of power.” He smiled sadly, making his way forward. “And I…”

      “You cared about one of these enchanters.”

      He looked over at her. “I did.”

      “I cared about someone,” she said.

      “Back in your homeland?”

      She shook her head. “Not there. I thought… Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter what I thought. I thought that I knew what I was supposed to do, and where I was supposed to be, and who I was supposed to be. And once I finished my task, I left. But—”

      “You left him.”

      Imogen nodded. “I did.”

      “We’ve both let magic get in the way, then, haven’t we?”

      She shrugged. “I suppose we have.”

      “That doesn’t make what we’ve done right, and maybe it makes us fools.”

      “Maybe.”

      He nodded. “You see the city in the distance?”

      “I…” Imogen looked off into the distance, and as she stared, she noticed a glowing energy. From within it, there came a distinct sense of power, though it was different from what she’d been feeling as she had been traveling. She didn’t even need to approach the city to feel the energy. It was not as pronounced as in the city of Loruv, but this one had some power within it as well.

      “Is that Yoran?”

      “It is. Can you tell anything?”

      “I thought you said that magic had been exiled from the city.”

      “There was an attempt to do that, but only an attempt. Not successful.” He frowned. “At least, I don’t think that it was successful. Unless you’re trying to tell me otherwise.”

      She shook her head. “There is still some power.”

      He snorted, then smiled, which brought almost a sad, wistful look to his eyes. “That’s good. I would hate to learn that the enchanters were all destroyed.”

      “How long ago was it that you left the city?”

      “A long time now,” Gaspar said. “Much longer than I would prefer.”

      “And how do you feel about returning?”

      “Are we returning?”

      “Well, we are returning for a little while, and if there is a sense of power beyond here, then we—or at least I—will keep moving.”

      She looked over at Gaspar, and though she wasn’t sure what he might do, she had a sense that he may decide to stay in Yoran regardless of what ended up happening here. Given what she had seen from him, and the certain sadness in his eyes, she was left thinking that perhaps he would decide that he wanted to remain, and perhaps even return to his woman.

      “Let’s get going,” Gaspar said.

      “We haven’t seen a sign of that sorcerer,” Imogen said. “And I keep thinking that we will.”

      “It would be surprising,” Gaspar said.

      “Because your city doesn’t like magic?”

      “Because most who used magic in the city have been exiled. And any who come are chased by the constables. Those are men and women who fight those who use magic.”

      “I suppose it would be best that you hide your enchantments, then.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. I don’t think they will notice my enchantments. And even if they do, I’ll just pass it off as jewelry.”

      “Will that work?”

      Gaspar shrugged. “I’m not worried about any constables.”

      She waited for him to explain why, but he didn’t. Instead, he started off, following the road toward the city.

      As they got closer, Imogen felt a strange tingling washing over her. It was a sense of sorcery, but it was a fading sense of sorcery.

      She looked around. “There was magic here.”

      “Here, or near here?”

      “Somewhere nearby,” Imogen said. “It lingers in the air, as if there is something on the air that I can taste.”

      She turned, holding her hands out in front of her, and breathed in deeply, testing whether she could find anything. As she focused, she did not uncover anything around her, nothing other than the strange tingling sense of power that she knew was there, even if she could not do anything with it.

      “Do you feel it?” she asked.

      “I don’t have the same connection to sorcery as you do, and unfortunately, I don’t have any enchantments that would help me identify it. It would be useful, though. If only I had some way of trailing after that power the same way that you do, I might be able to follow it.”

      “I can feel it here.” She followed the sense of what she detected, and headed off the road, toward a small grove. That was where the faint tracing of energy led her.

      And then she saw a body.

      She paused, unsheathing her blade.

      Gaspar was there, his daggers in hand and his enchantment rattling on his wrist.

      He nodded to her, and Imogen slid forward, ready for an attack. She nudged the body. There was no sign of blood. There was a tingling of energy, though, the power that suggested it came from sorcery, which left her thinking that the sorcerer they had been tracking must have come through here and been responsible for this person’s death.

      “Not the sorcerer,” Gaspar said softly.

      “I wasn’t expecting to find the sorcerer.”

      “Not dead, at least,” Gaspar said.

      “Not that,” Imogen agreed.

      She kept moving. She went a little farther, and she came across another body.

      This one was much like the last. Dressed in grays and browns, and Imogen realized he had jewelry on him.

      Enchantments.

      She glanced back, flicking her gaze, and whipped the tip of her sword back toward the other body. “Was he carrying enchantments?”

      “I didn’t see. I can go and check.”

      “Not yet,” she said.

      She moved forward.

      And then she began to feel a strange, steady buildup of power. It was ringing the trees, and she looked over, not only feeling that sense of power but also seeing something of power.

      There were small figurines stationed all around the trees.

      She pointed to one, and Gaspar headed over to it to poke it with one of his daggers. He nudged it until it fell over. When it did, the sense of power that Imogen had been feeling began to fade, easing back into nothingness.

      She frowned. “That was it?”

      “Imogen,” Gaspar said, and Imogen looked over, wondering what he had felt or seen.

      She hurried over and headed through the strange opening in the figurines, only to see what it was.

      A maroon-robed sorcerer lying down. He was not moving.

      There was no sign of injury.

      At least, not at first.

      Imogen nudged the sorcerer, not at all sure whether he was alive, but then blood began to spill out and around a wound in his shoulder, his neck, and even in his groin.

      It was the sorcerer that she had seen with the other two. This was the sorcerer that they had been following. Imogen hurriedly looked around and then frowned.

      “This isn’t good,” she said softly.

      “Why? I thought that you wanted to see this sorcerer—well, all sorcerers—dead.”

      “It’s not just that I wanted to see the sorcerer dead; it’s also that the sorcerer had something that I was looking for.”

      “And now?”

      What had happened to the keystone?

      Imogen had no idea. The sorcerer was gone, and whoever had attacked the sorcerer had obviously known enough about magic to contain the sorcerer, but now Imogen didn’t know whether there was any way to do it. She couldn’t help but wonder if there was something that she had overlooked.

      She rolled the sorcerer over and then began to sort through his robes, looking for any sign of the enchantment, the keystone, thinking that there had to be something, but there was nothing. Gaspar grabbed the enchantments off the fallen bodies around them before coming back. He had a stack of the figurines in hand, and he frowned at Imogen before nodding to her.

      “What do you want to do?” he asked.

      She looked off into the distance. “We’re close to the city. If someone who knows magic came from the city and attacked the sorcerer, that’s where they’ll be heading.”

      “I don’t think anyone would claim the hyadan. Not from Yoran.”

      “Unless they thought the hyadan inactivated by killing a sorcerer.”

      Gaspar frowned and nodded slowly. “I suppose that’s possible.”

      “Then we need to go to the city. I could use a night indoors. Food. And a drink.”

      Gaspar turned to look toward Yoran. “Well, it’s a good thing I know a place.”
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      By the time they reached the Heart, Imogen was ready for anything. She didn’t know what they might encounter, fearing more of the strange creatures were perhaps now attacking in the Heart, causing her people to fall into a similar slumber as the renral had, but once she reached the Heart, she found nothing alarming. The Heart was busily preparing defenses, and as they circled overhead, Imogen felt the distinct sense of power radiating off the Heart, building off the enchantments that many of the people were using, but also building off the various things that the Leier were doing, the connection in sacred patterns that they were making.

      “We have not been gone that long, but so much feels different,” Eleanor said.

      “Because they have been preparing,” Imogen said. “Or perhaps because of what we have experienced.”

      “I wonder if they no longer need us.”

      The comment brought a smile to Imogen’s face, and she could imagine Benji grinning inside her as well, the idea of her people finding their own path amusing, or rewarding, to him.

      “The Porapeth once said that they can light the way, but everybody needs to find their own path. Now, I don’t know if that’s entirely true, as the Porapeth also tried to guide a path, but it feels true enough.”

      The renral descended, and Imogen jumped down. As soon as she did, she pulled out the stone from her pocket. A faint trembling came from within it, as if Master Liu was trying to decide whether he wanted to erupt from it, but he didn’t.

      Imogen had to search the Heart for evidence of another fragment, but before she did that, she needed to check in with her people, and Jorend in particular.

      She found Jorend off near the Leier training ground, working with several other Leier. He looked up as she approached, and bowed to her.

      “What did you find?” he asked.

      Imogen pointed to the sky.

      The addition to the flock circled, mingling with several other renral, as if they needed to meet each other. There was the constant streaking of electricity from one renral to another, leaving the air buzzing with power.

      “We found two dozen renral,” she said, before explaining what had happened and how they had chased off the attack. She pulled the stone out of her pocket and held it out for Jorend.

      “What is this?”

      “This is a hunk of a stone monster that we faced. It had another fragment of Master Liu, and once we destroyed it, we stripped off the fragment, and I had to merge the fragments together.” As she told him about what she had done and how she’d had to fight the fragments of Master Liu, she found Jorend watching her, a question in his eyes, but he didn’t say anything. When she described how she had merged the fragments together, he started to smile.

      “It’s possible to save them?”

      “I don’t know what will happen if we manage to bring all the fragments together. I don’t even know what it means for the fragments to be separated like this, and I worry that if I unite them, something terrible will happen. It’s possible that nothing will change, but it’s also possible that we can reunite Master Liu, and if we do…” She swept her gaze up to the sky, and though it was still light, she could almost imagine the stars twinkling. The warriors that stood above them, watching and guiding them. “I’m hopeful that if we can help him, bring the fragments together, we might be able to save him, and if we can, maybe we can do more than just reunite his fragments. We might be able to let him join those who watch over us.”

      “I hope so,” Jorend said. “Since we’ve learned about fragments and what they mean, I’ve begun to question what happens when one of us passes. Do we fragment in the same way?” Jorend ran his hand along the hilt of his sword. “I don’t want to roam the earth as a dangerous fragment, contaminating creatures, forcing my people to fight me off. I don’t want to be some dark creature.”

      “You won’t be,” Imogen said absently while looking at the ground.

      The Leier.

      Could that be what Aneadaz had used to create his dark-creature army?

      “Because you will make sure of that?”

      When she didn’t answer, he said, “First?”

      Imogen shook those thoughts away. If that were the reason, there wasn’t much she could do about it now. “No. Because you are better prepared than those who have come before. And you will win any fight.”

      “Better prepared than Master Liu?”

      Imogen looked down at the stone, and it trembled briefly before falling still. “Master Liu understood the sacred patterns, and I suspect he understood the power within them, but he did not practice them the same way we have begun to practice them. We have come to understand a different truth about the sacred patterns, and hopefully, we will find new patterns.”

      Magic, she didn’t say. She didn’t need to. Jorend understood what she was getting at, and he understood the type of power that they were dealing with, the way that they were drawing on that power. Imogen didn’t need to say anything more to him.

      “I still feel there is something we have overlooked,” Jorend said.

      “There are things that we are not familiar with, an aspect of this that we do not yet know, but I don’t think this is beyond our ability. And as strange as it is to say, I do feel that we will be greater than Master Liu.”

      “It’s easy for you to say that, because you are already greater than Master Liu. Others of us—”

      “Only need time,” Imogen said. “We understand the key to it now, and we can share that knowledge so that we can find a way to strengthen our people, so that we do not hide the secrets of our people or of the sacred patterns, so that we continue to learn and develop and are able to protect ourselves.”

      Jorend looked off into the distance. “The attacks have increased,” he said. “We have blocked several of them, but we’ve begun to feel the attack pushing forward.”

      “Have they breached any of the defenses?”

      “Not yet,” he said. “But those in the city who are not shamans or sacred sword masters have begun to grow concerned. As have those of us who lead,” he went on. “We want to protect them, but I don’t know if we have the necessary potential.”

      “We have to find a way to protect them. I’ve seen what everything around us looks like. Destroyed. So much of our homeland has been altered, leaving nothing. It is no longer our homeland,” she said, musing mostly to herself. “We will need to keep them safe until we decide what will happen next.”

      “Are we really in danger? Can they reach us here in the Heart?”

      “You saw what we faced.”

      “But we are here. In the Heart. How is it possible for us to be in any danger? We should be protected here. Safe. This was once a safe place for our people, but now I wonder if it can be again.”

      Imogen nodded, turning to look back at the Heart. When they had come to the Heart, they had permitted themselves to believe that this would be a place where they could stay, but none of them had believed that they would be here indefinitely. Even Imogen had known that they weren’t going to be here long term. This was not a place in which they could stay and survive. Not easily.

      “This was once a place of our people. But—”

      “We were forced away,” a voice said, and Imogen looked down at the rock that held the fragment of Master Liu. He trembled and was focusing on her. “We stayed for as long as we could. It was centuries ago. Long before the Leier were the Leier. We were a different people then.”

      “What were we?” Jorend asked.

      “Something else,” Master Liu said. He continued to separate from stone, growing taller and more lifelike. His color was still silvery, and an aspect of it flowed, giving him some characteristics of the Heart itself. He took on more of his instructor tone, which Imogen was accustomed to but had not heard for quite some time. “But we were not safe here. We were betrayed.” He seemed to frown, though it was difficult for Imogen to tell if that was what he was doing. “When we were betrayed, some of our people were separated. Suffered. Our people were splintered. One group went one way, and another traveled in the opposite direction.”

      “He’s talking about the founding of the Leier and the Koral, isn’t he?” Jorend asked.

      Imogen looked at the fragment of Master Liu, thinking that he was right.

      “The Heart. A place of the people.” Master Liu turned to her. “This was where you were to go, Imogen Inaratha.”

      “This is where you told me to go,” she said.

      “This is a place that should have been hidden. Unfortunately, it seems as if others know about it and the significance for our people.”

      “What is the significance?”

      Master Liu swirled in place, and he turned to look back at Imogen. “When I came to my position as a sacred sword master, I journeyed to the Heart, wanting to learn about our people and about our time here, and I wanted to have the opportunity to know what we had faced at one point.”

      “Master Liu—”

      “It was empty. I remember that now,” he said, turning and looking all around him. “Why is it that I feel I have seen it not empty?”

      Imogen didn’t know how to coax information out of Master Liu very easily.

      “I had visions, Imogen Inaratha. When I came here, I saw what had been, and I saw what could be. Maybe they are the same.” He looked at her. “What do you see, Imogen Inaratha?”

      She breathed out, and though she was getting frustrated, there was something deep within her that suggested that this might be important to think about, regardless of the timing, regardless of the fact that her people were under attack.

      What did she see?

      It was a Porapeth question, the kind of thing that Benji would have asked her.

      Imogen had to focus on the silver possibilities that flowed through her, trying to ignore the shouts and sounds of fighting all around her.

      And at first she didn’t see anything.

      There were possibilities—she knew that—but some aspect stayed hidden from her, masking some of those possibilities and making it so that she could not fully determine what else was there. Not without help. She had found the renral, but she believed that she needed to find more than just the renral.

      “Help me,” she said, whispering to Benji, not sure if he was going to answer, as Benji could become agitated, and too often he abandoned her, ignoring her plea for help. “If there’s a possibility here that I need to find, help me see it. Is it tied to our people? My people?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t see it.”

      She breathed out in frustration. She needed his help, and he wouldn’t provide it. “What am I to do?”

      “I thought you had already chosen your path, First.”

      “Master Liu has suggested I need to see something,” she said, and she turned to where Master Liu was still separated from the stone, standing across from her. He was still shimmering with a vibrant silver, though he did seem to have faded and shrunk somewhat. Maybe he was retreating into the stone. “If there’s something that I need to do, I’m happy to do it.”

      “Oh, First. You’ve always been willing to do what you needed to do, even when the timing was terrible. But in this case, I think that you should know whether this is something that you even need to see.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Haven’t you already seen the truth of your people? Did you need anybody to show it to you?”

      Ever since finding the fragment of Master Liu, Imogen had acted differently, though it was an understandable reaction, she figured. She had known Master Liu when she was a student, and he had been her first mentor, guiding her, helping her, but he wouldn’t be able to help her forever. And unfortunately, she was being led to believe this Master Liu was not the same as the one she remembered. He was not like Benji, who, when he manifested, was considerably powerful and demonstrated an aspect of himself that Imogen remembered. And maybe that was all that Imogen needed. She needed to know that she had moved past the guidance of Master Liu, and maybe she could even move past the guidance of the Porapeth.

      It was an odd thing to believe, but increasingly, Imogen couldn’t help but feel that was true. If she moved past them, then she couldn’t look to Master Liu for guidance or help, and she couldn’t look to Benji for guidance or help. She could advise with them, use their expertise, but she had to make her own choice.

      Her path.

      Ever since she had set out on this journey, she had still followed an aspect of somebody else’s path, but now it was time for her to find her own.

      Now it was time for her to guide her people.

      As she looked around, feeling magic, she couldn’t help but think that was the challenge. Despite the Leier claiming to hate magic, they had access to it.

      It would be just like Aneadaz—and now Timo—to use what her people hated about themselves against them.

      Unless she could save them.

      “Thank you, Benji,” she said.

      “What did I tell you this time?”

      “Nothing.”

      She heard his faint laughter in the back of her mind. “Exactly, First.”

      “Master Liu, I need you to return to the stone.”

      “Return, Imogen Inaratha?”

      “It is Master Inaratha,” she said, gently but firmly.

      The fragment flickered for a moment. Then he bowed his head. “I am sorry, Master Inaratha. I meant no disrespect.”

      “None was taken. I need you to return. I will summon you when you are needed.”

      Master Liu began to shrink, the silver fluttering, and then he disappeared into the stone, fading altogether with a flash.

      Imogen heard the sounds around her, those of fighting, and she knew what she needed to do. It was time to go to battle.
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      Imogen felt the strange effect of the power before she saw anything.

      It struck her as sleepiness.

      She had never felt anything quite like it before, a sense of overwhelming fatigue, as if she had been fighting and using magic for an impossibly long time. She rubbed her eyes, trying to wipe the sleep from them, while trying to make sense of what she felt.

      The fatigue had struck her harder than it should have.

      And she understood why.

      The strange creatures were attacking with her people’s power.

      She could feel their influence pressing down upon her mind, squeezing, as if trying to force her into a slumber. She rubbed her knuckles over her eyes again, sitting up and focusing. Imogen had to concentrate.

      How could she expel this power?

      The renral.

      She traced the pattern that she used to connect to Zealar, and she began to feel a crackling power flowing through her. As that continued to build, the fatigue started to recede, no longer squeezing her. Gradually—far too gradually for her liking—the sensation faded, and Imogen blinked, looking up.

      All around her were others falling into a slumber.

      Her people.

      The creatures were here. Attacking.

      The renral were the key.

      She focused on the connection and drew upon it, letting the energy course out from her, a crackling of power that spread out along the plateau of the Heart. She began to feel some resistance, but she continued to use the renral connection, letting that power flow out, a sizzling surge that crackled in the air, sweeping over everybody.

      Slowly the people atop the Heart began to get up.

      Imogen breathed out a sigh of relief. Had she not realized what was happening, the fatigue might have been enough to overwhelm her people.

      Why attack them here at the Heart?

      She needed answers.

      She whistled.

      The whistle carried into the sky and began to build, reaching out toward the renral. Distantly she had an awareness of Zealar, as if he had turned his attention to her, conscious of her presence. She did not know if she could reach him any other way, but she felt a sense of their connection crackling in the air.

      Then Zealar streaked toward her. His dark shape dropped rapidly, shooting down as if on a bolt of lightning, and came to land just across from her. He spread his massive wings, energy crackling along them, and he turned to look at her.

      “We need to distract the other creatures and use your power to fight them off.”

      Zealar lowered his head.

      Imogen reached into her pocket to pull different enchantments out before climbing onto Zealar’s back. They had started to lift into the air when Rebecca came running across the rock toward her. Eleanor chased her, and both of them were looking up at the sky.

      “Help the people,” Imogen called to them.

      “What about you, First?”

      “There is a different attack that we need to deal with.” She pointed to the sky, to the strange creatures that were circling out in the distance, which she knew would pose a danger to them. “Keep our people focused. It will be more difficult than you realize.”

      With that, Zealar launched into the air.

      A part of Imogen felt she was abandoning her people, but she didn’t need to worry. The Leier and the Koral fought side by side, dealing with the enchanted and dark creatures that were swarming up toward the plateau of the Heart. Sword and shield. Down at the base of the Heart, there were thousands upon thousands of them. All of them dark creatures, all of them summoned by Aneadaz, Timo, and the other one. All of them were attempting to overwhelm the Heart, to destroy the Leier and the Koral.

      To destroy her.

      If nothing else, Imogen believed that she was at least partly a target. They were after fragments, and Imogen had connected not only to Master Liu but also to Benji.

      And she had to find a way to stop them—and purge the dark creatures of their fragments. That would be how she would protect her people, even in death.

      She would not allow Aneadaz and Timo to succeed.

      Zealar spread his wings again, and something strange happened. The lightning that crackled along his feathers began to build, but it seemed to be building from somewhere high overhead.

      Imogen glanced up, and she saw the other renral circling above the Heart, forming a strange-looking pattern. The weave of the pattern was complex. As Imogen watched, she began to recognize aspects of the pattern and made out details within it that suggested that the renral were not only making a pattern but also augmenting the power that they were summoning.

      And then the lightning began to crackle along Zealar’s wings, building even more intensely, until it shot toward the creatures. It seemed to be called down from the sky, channeled through Zealar, and then discharged out. The dark creatures vanished in a burst.

      The suddenness of it was startling.

      Had Zealar vaporized the creatures? The idea seemed impossible, but perhaps it wasn’t.

      Some aspects of power were stronger than others, and yet she had not expected Zealar to act so brutally. The renral shrieked and called upon more power, which flowed out of him and toward the base of the plateau. It crackled along the stone, along the ground, and the burst of light gradually faded.

      The renral was fighting, and now Imogen needed to fight as well. She released Zealar and then jumped while the renral continued his assault. She floated on Petals on the Wind, coming to land near Jorend.

      “It’s over?” Jorend asked as she landed, not at all surprised that she would come dropping from the sky to land next to him.

      “I don’t know,” Imogen said. She explained what Zealar and the renral had done.

      “I don’t understand it,” he said. “Why would they have used that technique?”

      “Again, I don’t know,” Imogen said. “I wondered whether that was a real attack or whether it was merely some magical manifestation.”

      Jorend pointed off into the distance, and Imogen saw several wounded and others who were unmoving.

      “The attack was real, First.”

      “But I don’t understand. Maybe they were hoping to force us to stay and fight.” And Aneadaz may not have known that Imogen had managed to gather more renral. Aneadaz, at least in his living form, had known about renral. He would have known ways to counter them. And it might have been the reason that he had been trying to sequester them, to keep them from joining the flock. But with what Imogen, Zealar, and Eleanor had done, bringing more renral here, they had strengthened their flock, which had augmented their pattern, which had increased the power available to them.

      But would the situation stay that way?

      She didn’t think so. More than that, she didn’t think there would be a need for them to stay here much longer.

      Was this all about destroying Imogen’s people?

      Or was it about more?

      “Why would they destroy our home?” Jorend asked.

      Their people had lived in small villages, isolated, and they had lost so many and been fighting for what seemed like so long, even though it probably was not long in the grand scheme of the world. But where could be home? Imogen didn’t know the answer to that, and she didn’t know if there was a good answer.

      But she had an answer.

      “Home is where our people are together, Jorend. We will find home the same way as we have over the last year or so. We’ll find home where we gather the Leier and Koral together.”

      He held her gaze and finally nodded. “I will help gather the people.”

      “Work with Rebecca.”

      “Why Rebecca?”

      “Because I’m bringing Eleanor with me.”

      The shaman came over, dressed for travel, wearing her usual gray dress, a leather satchel strapped over her shoulder, and several different enchantments were now encircling her wrists. Her eyes reflected the sunlight as she looked around her, seemingly satisfied. And maybe she was. They had defended themselves against a dangerous attack, using not only the swordsmen of the Leier but also the enchantments that the Koral had provided.

      An image surged into Imogen’s mind. She hadn’t summoned it, but it had come to her nonetheless. It seemed to be a series of possibilities, but in this case, what came to her was a bright burst of silver, a beacon that blazed in her mind. Imogen wouldn’t have known what it was otherwise, but she had seen something like this before. It was Porapeth power. And it blazed here.

      There was only one reason that it would be here. Benji had never done anything like this before, so she didn’t think he was responsible. It had to be Abigail.

      Imogen focused on the power, trying to make sense of it, and she realized it was a call.

      Was Abigail in danger?

      Why the attack here?

      It didn’t make sense.

      Unless Aneadaz attacked here to keep Imogen from helping Abigail.

      That would be devious: using the strange creatures to sedate her, to keep her from fighting, while he and Timo and the other one with them all fought Abigail and ultimately fragmented her to steal her power.

      Imogen could not let that happen.

      “Why are you leaving again?” Jorend asked.

      “Because Aneadaz and Timo seem to believe that there is something here, and I need to understand what it is. They have targeted us with this strange power.” She pointed up toward the creatures that were circling, though now the renral had taken up a different position and formed a pattern that circled in the air, giving them an opportunity to stay free of the influence. “The renral will keep them at bay, and the rest of you must deal with whatever threat comes. In the meantime, I need to stop a greater threat.”

      Eleanor looked over. “What is that?”

      “You will see.” She wasn’t ready for Eleanor to know that she was going to go to Abigail, as she knew how the Koral felt about her. And Imogen felt much the same, having been mistreated by her, but that didn’t change the fact that Imogen needed to help her.

      She reached for Eleanor, slipped her arm around her, and then used Lightning Strikes in the Storm to streak toward the renral. Zealar swooped underneath them, and they landed on his back.

      “Perhaps the next time, I find my own way up,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen laughed. “Perhaps.”

      “Do you care to tell me what this is about?”

      “It’s about a diversion. They are using those creatures against us, but I don’t think that’s what they really care about. And I think they targeted the renral intentionally.”

      “Why the renral?”

      “Because Aneadaz knows what they can do and how they can help. He fell because of that. And I think he recognized that we could use them. Now we must ensure that he does not gain more power to harm us.”

      Imogen searched around and looked over the side of the renral, then stared off into the distance. A storm was building, as was the energy coming off the renral, but it was more than just that.

      All around her was destruction. It was vast and expansive, and it was obvious that the homeland had been devastated. So much had been lost. As Imogen stared down at the ground below, she couldn’t help but feel there would be no recovery from this. Villages had been left broken and shattered, scarring the land. Some still smoldered. Others were little more than piles of debris and rubble that reminded Imogen of the stone monster that she had destroyed. Aneadaz and the other Sul’toral had completely devastated her home.

      There was no homeland here. This was not their place.

      For a while, Imogen had allowed herself to think that they could settle here, that they could find a place, but she wondered if that had ever been a realistic goal for them. As she looked down, seeing the devastation scattered around the Heart, villages all destroyed, she realized there was no coming back from it. They had to evacuate, as there was nothing more for them here.

      Memories, perhaps. But was that what they needed? How many memories did these people, her people, need to have of a place that had failed them? How many memories did they want of a place that had divided their people? And how many memories should they have of a place in which they had been attacked and destroyed.

      They needed an opportunity to find a new life. They needed an opportunity to make their own way, but Imogen didn’t know if there was any way for them to do it here. Where would they evacuate to?

      She let out a heavy sigh and felt a soft touch on her shoulder. She glanced back to see Eleanor nodding sadly.

      “So much has been lost,” Imogen said.

      “I can see it. We’ve explored my homeland,” Eleanor went on. They had done so together, taking the renral to look through the Koral homeland as well, though it had been ravaged long before the Leier homeland. The Koral had their shamans, but the shamans had been easy for the Sul’toral to overcome and slaughter. Not only that, but the Leier had gathered many shamans and brought them together, separating them from the Koral, which had weakened their people. “It’s much the same.”

      “I feel…”

      Imogen wasn’t even sure what she felt.

      For a long time, she had dreamed about returning home—finishing her bond quest, coming back, and finding a way to serve her people. And when she had finally finished her bond quest, Imogen had hesitated—partly because she had felt she wasn’t a part of anything, and she didn’t know if she belonged in the homeland any longer, but partly because she wasn’t sure that she wanted to return.

      Now she didn’t know what she could do, and she didn’t know what she was supposed to do. Now that her homeland had been destroyed, to the point where very little of it remained the way that she remembered, was it still her homeland? Could it even be again? Perhaps that was the better question, as increasingly, Imogen felt there would be no return to what it once had been.

      The problem she had was that she didn’t know what a different form of her people would be. She had begun to bring them together, but once they were united, what would happen next? What else could they and should they be?

      “You still haven’t said where we are going,” Eleanor said.

      “I had a vision. Well, not so much a vision as a request. And I suspect that is the reason for the attack on the Heart. A distraction to permit them to capture and destroy what Aneadaz was not able to obtain before.”

      “The Porapeth,” Eleanor said.

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Maybe Imogen had been wrong about the dark creature attack.

      What if it was nothing more than a way to keep her from intervening as Aneadaz searched for—and found—Abigail to tear her power from her? Knowing what she did about fragments now, Imogen believed that it would work.

      “And what happens if he succeeds?”

      “Well, we know how powerful Aneadaz is already, so if he gathers Abigail’s fragment, then he might be unstoppable.”

      “I don’t care for that,” Eleanor said.

      “No, neither do I. But perhaps for a different reason. I do not like what he has done to our people, and what he continues to do. And if he were to succeed, I fear that it would be more than just the homeland that he destroys. It would be all of us.”
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      Zealar streaked through the air faster than Imogen had ever experienced before.

      Energy crackled out of him and into her, echoing with a sense that she had felt before, and that she could still feel quite easily. The image had stayed in her mind since she had realized just what all of this had to be about.

      Timo had gone after Benji, which left her all too aware that the Sul’toral thought they could remove the Porapeth. It was terrifying to consider, but perhaps even worse was the fact that it might even work. Given everything that Imogen had seen from Aneadaz, and the kind of power that she had detected in him, he might be strong enough to do that.

      A single possibility bloomed in her mind. When they reached the spot, a small cabin nestled into a rolling hillside dotted with flowers was all she saw. No sign of smoke coming from the chimney, no activity in the meadow, no attack.

      “Why here?” Eleanor asked.

      “Because Abigail should be here.”

      Zealar built up power, and streaked downward, sending power shooting off his wings, and all the air around Imogen began to crackle with power as everything rippled and shimmered. The landscape shifted.

      The cabin was different. It was nestled into a rocky hillside, almost concealed. A stream ran nearby, but not nearly as lovely as it looked in the vision that Abigail had created. The rolling hills were a bit more jagged and rocky, and more foreboding. Everything was bleak, without any grass or flowers or other sense of life. Just the stone building.

      Zealar streaked toward that.

      When he came to it, he slowed and then came to a stop.

      Imogen scrambled off his back and then raced toward the cabin.

      As soon as she reached it, something shifted.

      The land began to bulge and ripple.

      Imogen shot up, Lightning Strikes in the Storm, blade coming out in a flourish. She held on to Petals on the Wind, floating in place as she surveyed the land around her. She looked over at Zealar, who had launched into the air, taking Eleanor with him.

      Imogen locked eyes with the renral, and in that moment, something passed between them, as if Zealar understood what she wanted and knew what needed to happen.

      Imogen circled, looking down and trying to make sense of what was there. She needed to find Abigail but had no idea how to do so. The ground rippled as the stony creatures bulged, rising around her. More of the stone monsters, and some of them had to be dark creatures as well.

      She focused on the nearest of the stone monsters, and using Lightning Strikes in the Storm, Imogen surged toward it, sword outstretched, and jammed her blade into the creature, exploding through it until it shattered. She spun, turning to another of the stone creatures, and her blade managed to shear through it, ripping it apart.

      And then another. Then another.

      Each time she focused on the power in front of her, she had to push away the idea that these creatures could be redeemed by stripping the darkness from them. Killing the creatures might release fragments, but hopefully, she could deal with those fragments later.

      Somewhere near her, she heard a cry and a shout, and then she began to feel power building. It didn’t come from the small cabin.

      It came from farther away.

      Imogen used Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and she shot up into the air again and went streaking toward the sound she had heard. The ground and the landscape around her continued to ripple, shifting, changing, to the point where Imogen noticed something different about it. It took a moment, but she realized why it felt so different.

      Lilah.

      She had to be here, somewhere, though Imogen wasn’t sure how to find her short of using a sacred pattern. Imogen came to land and immediately used Tree Stands in the Forest to probe. She knew she was not alone. “If you are there, Lilah, show me.”

      “Imogen?”

      The voice came from a cloud in front of her, nothing more than a haze of dust and debris, but Imogen recognized Lilah’s tentative, anxious voice.

      She strode toward Lilah, who was masked and hidden.

      Imogen could feel the presence of magic, though. She held her blade out, and she shifted with Tree Stands in the Forest, sliding along carefully and slowly. There was a faint rippling that bulged, but Imogen ignored that, focusing only on Lilah.

      Distantly she was aware of Eleanor and Zealar circling above her, though her connection was faint, as if the renral did not want to distract her. Still, her connection to the renral provided her with power and, what was more, a hint of energy that Imogen thought she might be able to borrow.

      Then she saw Lilah.

      She looked different from the last time she’d seen her. Lilah was much like Imogen. Small, slight, dark hair. Eyes that seemed to take in everything. She was dressed all in silver, with a jacket and pants, and she carried herself with a bit more confidence than before. She moved her hands in a steady pattern, and Imogen caught glimpses of silver flashing, and she realized the reason why. Lilah summoned some Porapeth aspect, and she was turning, twisting, summoning power that was beyond what she had been able to summon before. Lilah had always been a skilled shaman, but this was something more.

      Imogen held her blade up while holding Tree Stands in the Forest. “Where is Abigail?”

      “That’s why you came?”

      “Aneadaz isn’t gone.”

      “But you killed him.”

      “I thought I had,” Imogen said. “But some fragment of him remains. It’s no different than the fragment of Benji that remains, and…” She pulled out the stone she was carrying with her and held it out. It felt strange to be pulling the stone out in the middle of what seemed to be a battle, but as she held on to Tree Stands in the Forest, Imogen did not feel the pressure of the battle, and she did not feel anything trying to push on her, so she knew that she had time. “This is a fragment of Master Liu,” Imogen said. “I don’t know what happened to him, as he doesn’t remember, but he passed on. He was fragmented into parts, and I have been able to unify two of them—”

      “What are you talking about?” Lilah asked.

      “What do you think happens when we pass?”

      “I don’t know what you believe, but my people believe that we join our ancestors.”

      Imogen flicked her gaze up to the sky. “Mine believe we sit among the stars, warriors that watch over others. But perhaps that is not right at all.” She took a deep breath. “Master Liu.” She tapped on the stone, and power was released briefly.

      The stone began to tremble. Imogen felt some part of the silver energy start to shift, to flow out, and a miniaturized version of Master Liu began to form, with his blade immediately outstretched, as if he were going to bow.

      An idea came to Imogen that she had not considered before. She had feared using Master Liu’s power as the Sul’toral did, but what if she used it in a different way? She didn’t necessarily want to absorb his power, but she could use his fragment.

      “What kind of enchantment are you using?” Lilah asked.

      “This is no enchantment. It’s a fragment of Master Liu that is bound to stone, since he was used to contaminate a stone creature.”

      Lilah stepped forward, beginning to form a spell pattern in front of her.

      “You need to tell her,” Imogen said to Master Liu.

      “What am I supposed to tell her?”

      Lilah froze. Her hand stopped moving. A flicker of shadow came from behind her, and Imogen understood what was happening. There was a building, though some part of that building had changed. It reminded her of the small cabin she’d seen in the image that had been formed around them, but this was different, damaged, and it looked as if Lilah was trying to protect it.

      “What is that? The enchantment talks?” Lilah asked.

      “I told you this is not an enchantment. This is a fragment of Master Liu.”

      “How is something like that possible?” Lilah asked, meeting Imogen’s gaze.

      “How are many things possible? I don’t know. He, like all of the sacred sword masters, and possibly even the high shamans, has a connection to the Porapeth. That is what grants them the connection that they have, the power that they possess, so that they can train those who come after.”

      “You know about the high shamans?”

      “Eleanor has shared that with me.”

      “You really are bringing the people together, aren’t you?”

      Imogen smiled. “That has long been my plan,” she said, pausing to look around. “What happened here?”

      “They came. They fought. We did our best to defend ourselves.”

      “When did they come?”

      “Right before you did.”

      Imogen looked up, and though she couldn’t see Zealar, she could feel his energy, and she couldn’t help but wonder at the timing. Had they known what she was doing, or could it really have just been a distraction, much like Imogen had suspected?

      “Was it Timo? I know that he has been involved, along with another—”

      “His name is Chauvan,” Lilah said.

      “You know him?”

      “I heard them talking. I saw your brother. And they were working together. They’ve uncovered some different power. I don’t understand it, but they think by manifesting another power, they might be able to use it against us, and take Abigail.”

      Take Abigail. Imogen knew exactly what that meant, and though there had been a time when she would have thought that impossible, she no longer did.

      Before she had an opportunity to say something more about it, and about what she might be able to offer, the ground rippled. The haze hanging over everything made it difficult at first to discern what was going on.

      Then she saw what they had to face.

      It was an army of monsters. Stone monsters. Some creatures made of wood. Some that were even made of metal somehow. All of them filled the rocky landscape around them, a landscape that looked nothing like what Imogen had seen before, and nothing like what she had believed was here.

      But now that she saw it streaming toward her, she understood what Aneadaz had been doing. His attack on the Heart had been a distraction. The true targets had always been Abigail and Lilah.

      And maybe, Imogen realized as she felt the power pushing in upon her, seeming to squeeze, as if it wanted to compress her and hold her in place, she was also a target. Why not take the power of more Porapeth than just Abigail? Aneadaz would want Benji as well.

      She looked down at the fragment of Master Liu, squeezing it. “Are you ready?”

      “What would you have me do, Master Inaratha?”

      “I would have you defend your people.”

      “Are my people here?”

      Were they his people?

      Of course they were. Imogen was. Lilah was, as Imogen had claimed her.

      “Yes. Fight and defend them.”

      The fragment began to expand. And then it separated from the stone. A silvery blade formed in Master Liu’s hand. “I am ready for whatever you require, Master Inaratha.”
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      Eleanor traced a starlike symbol on the ground and added a circle around it, then began to push her power out into the symbol. The ground began to tremble and then started to shoot out from each point of the star, stretching beyond her and off into the distance, toward the creatures that she had targeted.

      “Master Liu. This may require you to fight on behalf of your people.”

      “You have already said that, Master Inaratha,” he said.

      “And what we need of you might be more than what you are prepared to give.”

      “I am prepared to give everything that I am for my people. I have always been so.”

      For the first time since he had appeared as a fragment, Imogen had a distinct sense of Master Liu as the ancient mentor that she had once had, and she could feel the energy that he possessed emanating from him. He strode away from her, toward the creatures that were out there, his magical blade stretched out before him. As he did, Imogen prepared for her own attack.

      “What do you think we will encounter here, First?”

      “Well, we have Aneadaz, and whatever else he intends to bring, so I suspect that we will need to deal with the danger this army poses, along with the power he possesses.”

      “And your brother?”

      There was the real question, and it was one that Imogen didn’t have the answer to, despite knowing that she needed to. Timo. That was what this was going to come down to. She would have to deal with him now, even though it seemed impossible for her to consider doing so. Of all people, this was her brother, after all. This was somebody who had cared for her, who had worked with her. This was somebody who had been a part of everything that she had done.

      And now…

      Now she was no longer sure what to make of Timo, and what he had become.

      An enemy.

      That was what she kept telling herself, and even now that she knew he was no longer working on behalf of their people, it was hard for her to believe that Timo was an enemy, but she knew that she was going to have to find some way to deal with him.

      “I will do whatever it takes to remove the threat of my brother.”

      Eleanor watched her for a moment, then nodded. “If you are comfortable with that.”

      Imogen returned the nod.

      And then she looked ahead.

      Master Liu was off in the midst of a battle. It was a strange, almost glorious sight for her to see. He waved his glowing blade in a flourish, sweeping it out and around, and in doing so, Imogen could feel the energy that Master Liu possessed, along with the skill that he had, even in this fragmented form.

      Perhaps especially because he was in this fragmented form.

      “I’ve never seen anything quite like that before,” Eleanor said.

      “He seems to be equipped for this in ways that I would not have expected him to be.”

      Master Liu simply flowed. He was formed of silver light, yet not completely manifested as he had been before. It was as if an aspect of Master Liu, the part of him that was her mentor and the fragment that she had come to know, had changed, and all that was left was the weapon.

      It was time for Imogen to fight.

      She darted amid the creatures.

      She took on a massive stone monster, much like the one that she had faced before, only this one didn’t feel as if it had the same dark energy that the other one had. As Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest and then shifted into Lightning Strikes in the Storm, she surged into the middle of the creature, and the stone ruptured.

      Her spin carried her into the next stone monster, where she used the same attack, and then the next, where she had to shift to Axe Falling.

      Imogen had to try one sacred pattern after another to overwhelm the creatures. Each time she attacked one creature, it reacted, knowing how to defend against her attack. She was skilled, but the creatures were many.

      Master Liu continued to sweep his beam-of-light blade through the creatures, a fast and serious form of energy, but would this army eventually be too much?

      Overhead, Zealar circled, using his power, that of lightning, to strike down at the creatures. Each one that the renral took out seemed to be replaced by another. Eventually, Zealar sent a wave of crackling power streaking out from him, shooting across the ground.

      Even Lilah fought, though she used a combination of spells that was unrecognizable to Imogen. More than she had ever seen any sorcerer use, and more than she had ever seen any shaman use. It was sorcery formed by Porapeth training.

      They pushed back the attack.

      These were dark creatures, but they were not beyond what Imogen could manage. As she fought through them, cleansing as many as she could, she began to feel they could succeed.

      Then a flash formed in Imogen’s mind again. A beam of silver energy.

      Imogen froze. She had seen it before, as it had drawn her out here.

      “She’s still here,” she whispered.

      Lilah looked over. “You know?”

      “I can feel it,” Imogen said.

      “Yes.” Lilah took a deep breath. “She’s still here. She tried to leave…”

      Imogen probed even more, trying to feel something. “We will need to protect her.”

      “You think that you can? Are you even willing to try if it means risking yourself?”

      “I think I must, as if I don’t, something worse will happen. And we need to ensure that Aneadaz and those with him do not succeed in their attempt. Even if it’s difficult, painful, and even if we struggle, we must stop them.” A series of images flashed in her mind, possibilities that tracked through her, and then she understood.

      “I know what must happen,” Imogen said.

      She grabbed Lilah, who didn’t fight her, and then she summoned Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and rather than shooting straight up, Imogen angled forward and burst along the ground. She shot over the top of Master Liu, and she flew past many of the creatures, and then she saw a demarcation of power.

      As they descended, she looked over at Lilah. “Hide everything else. Can you do that?”

      “What am I hiding?”

      Imogen didn’t see Aneadaz or Timo or Chauvan, but they had to be here. They would be after Abigail’s power. “Everything but us.”

      “It’s not going to work against Abigail.”

      Imogen smiled tightly. “I think you misunderstand. This isn’t to work against Abigail. This is to work for Abigail. Now, I know that you have been training with the Porapeth, and I don’t know if she has gifted you any of her energy,” Imogen said, borrowing a little bit of Petals on the Wind to float in place so that she could continue to watch, “but I suspect that she has taught you aspects that you were not capable of before. Am I right?”

      “You are,” Lilah said.

      “Good. Now do it.”

      Imogen shifted, floating, little more than a faint movement. Overhead, the shadowy form of Zealar continued to loom, carrying the power that the renral possessed, a power that seemed greater than what he had possessed before. It was strange to feel it, but stranger still in that Imogen began to wonder if perhaps Zealar had connected to something more than himself. She had never felt him channel such vast power as she detected now.

      Lilah began to perform her magic. There was something lovely and smooth about it, not only powerful.

      Imogen had known Lilah to be skilled, but this was something else. It reminded her of the flow that Master Liu had always wanted her to find and that had taken her such a long time to understand. Lilah seemed to have learned it as well. It allowed her to build considerable energy.

      Lilah released the power.

      It washed downward, and everything around them rippled. There were creatures fighting, swarming, and then…

      Then it began to change.

      The creatures were still there, but Imogen detected something else. A different power.

      An image, it seemed. An illusion.

      Rather than trying to fight through it, she embraced it. She layered crackling power through herself, borrowing from Zealar and his connection to the other renral, and unleashed it toward the magic Lilah had layered across the ground.

      “What are you doing?” Lilah shouted.

      She was still holding on to her magic, but Imogen ignored her question.

      Above her, Zealar shrieked, the power exploding from the renral, down into Imogen, and then out and into the power that Lilah had layered across the ground. As Imogen pushed downward, she could feel the way the power was swirling, and it crackled.

      Lilah seemed to recognize what Imogen was doing, and rather than fighting her, she continued her spell, her hands moving the pattern that worked with her power. Imogen’s sacred patterns, the renral magic, and Lilah’s connection to sorcery, or the Porapeth power, blended in a way that Imogen didn’t think Aneadaz would have anticipated. That power radiated upward, outward, and then it exploded.

      And the creatures shattered beneath it.

      Then all that power began to fade, dissipate, flowing into the ground.

      Rather than a field of undulating monsters making their way toward Abigail, there was only Master Liu, a silvery glowing form that stood tall and powerful in the middle of the field, still a fragment, but a fragment that had found some purpose.

      And Abigail.

      She was behind the line of where the creatures had been. To Imogen, it seemed as if some part of her streamed away.

      Fragmenting, she realized.

      How? There was no sign of Aneadaz.

      Imogen stormed forward, sweeping her blade around, flowing through a series of traditional patterns. She drew upon the connection that Benji provided, which gave her a means to find an understanding of how to overwhelm these creatures. Wave after wave of power blasted from Imogen in forms that she had never created before.

      And then she saw them.

      Aneadaz. He had a faintly silvery appearance that grew brighter as he drew upon Abigail’s fragments, pulling her power away. Imogen was angered by how much of the Porapeth energy he had taken on.

      Worse, he was not alone. Timo was there. Imogen was not close enough to see her brother and could not tell how much he had changed, though she suspected it was by a significant amount. But she could feel him. There was something to Timo that reverberated with her, as if their familial connection bonded them still, or perhaps it was that he also pulled on some of Abigail’s power.

      There was the third. Imogen could not see him clearly, but she could feel some sense of him, likely also drawing on Abigail’s power.

      “Something is wrong,” Lilah said.

      Imogen turned away and felt a surge of power, and when she looked back up, Aneadaz and the other two were gone.

      Where had they gone?

      The attack had slowed them but not stopped them. And they had been drawing on Abigail.

      “Imogen?”

      She shook her head, looking back.

      Everything around her felt off. She solidified Tree Stands in the Forest, sending a burst of renral power coursing along it, and the illusion shattered.

      She saw Abigail lying motionless on the ground.

      She was breathing, but the last of the Porapeth lay dying.
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      “Abigail?” Lilah asked, scurrying over to where Abigail was lying, unmoving, but breathing. Imogen could see the steady rise and fall of her chest, and though she couldn’t see any sign of injury, she suspected there was one that was significant.

      Despite that, Abigail had created the same illusion that she had always created, or perhaps it was because of her injury that she had done that. Abigail used illusions as her way of protecting herself, so Imogen shouldn’t be surprised that the Porapeth would use one even as she was dying.

      Abigail didn’t roll over and look.

      “Did you know?” Lilah asked.

      Imogen shook her head. “I didn’t know. I saw patterns,” she said, and she frowned as she did. “I wasn’t sure what they meant. There was a bright burst of silver, and I thought it meant that Abigail needed to be the one to end this, but I don’t know if that’s the case.”

      Imogen crouched down next to Abigail, and she focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, using that sacred pattern to detect if there was anything wrong with Abigail, if anything at all.

      “I see you,” Abigail finally said, her voice weak, wispy, and broken.

      She blinked, and for a moment, Imogen thought that she was looking at her, but she looked past her, at Lilah.

      “I see you.”

      Lilah joined Imogen. “I might be able to heal her,” Lilah said.

      She began to build a pattern of power, sending it swirling toward Abigail. Imogen didn’t know enough about the Porapeth power, or about healing them, to know whether there was anything that Lilah could do to help.

      “You have to relax,” Imogen said softly.

      “I can’t. She’s—”

      “She is dying.” Imogen touched Abigail on the head. The Porapeth was still lovely, even as she lay dying. She was gowned in flowing greens woven with yellow and red, swirls of color that looked like flowers.

      “How can she be dying? She’s a Porapeth.”

      “Porapeth are not immortal. So we have seen. They live a long life. Many creatures live a long life. But they are not immortal. I would have thought Abigail had told you that as well. And Aneadaz, Timo, and the other one tore parts of her away.”

      “She didn’t say anything about seeing it coming.”

      Imogen moved her hand next to Abigail’s hair, running her fingers through it. It was thin, wispy. “Perhaps she didn’t look at her own path.”

      “But she was afraid of it. She didn’t want to die.”

      “No,” Imogen said, knowing this from her past experience with Abigail. “It wasn’t a matter of not wanting to die. I think she’d recently come to prepare for it.” She ran her hand along her head. “And learning about Benji, about what happened after, I think, removed her fear of it.” Imogen stood back. “I think you will have to help her with this next part of her transition.”

      “What next part?”

      “The one all beings of magic have to undergo. She is magic, much like Benji was magic, and much like Master Liu.” Imogen looked over to see the beam of silver light still hovering off in the distance, though not getting any closer, as if Master Liu’s fragment recognized what was happening here and didn’t want to get too close, because he wanted to leave space for whatever was happening to Abigail. “And I don’t know what Abigail might do, if she might provide you with anything, but if she does…”

      Lilah hesitated a moment. Then she leaned down and took Abigail’s hand, squeezing it. “Maybe I could have the Porapeth gift.”

      “Maybe,” Imogen said.

      “What if she doesn’t give it to me?”

      “It is hers to give or not to give,” Imogen said. “And if she chooses not to, understand that she may have seen something.”

      Could she have seen something about Imogen?

      That didn’t seem right. Benji had made it clear that he could not see anything when it came to Imogen. He had tried, and he had attempted to follow what he had seen, wanting to observe anything he could, but he had not been able to do that. So why Imogen?

      That was a question that Imogen had often had. Why her?

      Abigail took a deep breath.

      Zealar flew overhead, building power, though he did not release it. The ground had been leveled around where he circled, leaving a barren landscape littered with the bodies of monsters out of a nightmare. Most of them were made of stone, though some were twisted hunks of broken wood, and still others were pieces of sharp metal that gleamed in the fading daylight.

      “Imogen?”

      She turned back.

      She had thought it was Lilah calling for her, but it wasn’t. It was Abigail.

      Abigail looked up at her. “I see,” she said, her voice faint, wispy.

      “You will join Benji,” Imogen said.

      “I see,” she said again.

      “What do you see?”

      She rolled her head to the side, and as she did, she squeezed both Lilah’s and Imogen’s hands. Then Imogen felt a strange trembling.

      It was soft. It was a light whisper, one that joined her, swirling into her mind. The sense was faint, but distinct. A fragment of power. And then it mingled and merged with what she believed to be Benji.

      Next to her, Lilah gasped.

      “I can feel it,” she said. “She gave me a gift.” She looked over at Imogen, and then she frowned.

      Imogen had been given a fragment of Abigail, a bit of her Porapeth power, though Imogen wasn’t sure why. It mingled with the sense of Benji deep inside her, as if they were meant to be united.

      Then there was a burst of light. Silvery light. It went streaking up overhead, and out, toward the sky.

      Abigail may have given Lilah and Imogen fragments of power, but she had not given all of it. Most of it went up, joining with the sky, with the stars. And with Benji.

      “What did she see?” Imogen asked, looking over at Lilah.

      “I don’t know.”

      There was nothing here, really, other than Abigail.

      At least, not that Imogen had seen.

      She ran her hand along the ground, feeling the rock, and feeling the energy that was here. There had to be something here that would help her understand just what Abigail had been after, and what she had detected. But even as she focused, feeling the energy all around her, Imogen could not tell what more was here. She just believed there was something more.

      She spread her hand out and around, tracing the stone, and then she began to push.

      This time, she pushed using what she had been given by Abigail.

      It was a strange thing to do, stranger still in that it seemed easy, relatively so, to do. She could feel the energy, and Imogen began to detect that power, and that connection, so that she understood just what she might be able to do. By holding on to the connection, she could feel something more, and she recognized that there was a certain power within it.

      It was that power that combined with what Benji possessed. It seemed faint, but it was simply a matter of trying to make sense of it, a matter of understanding the power that was there, and a matter of feeling what it was, and how it was. The more she felt of it, the more certain she was of what she detected.

      It was what Abigail had provided. It was the connection that she had gifted. And Imogen saw.

      She spun suddenly.

      It was significant, and enough so that Imogen could feel the energy but could also feel the way that it was rising within her.

      “Did she show you this?” she asked, focusing on Lilah.

      “Did she show me what?”

      “What I see. I see…”

      Several of the silvery strands of possibilities circled around her, giving her more to focus on, but she did not know what to make of them. Power coalesced, and she attempted to understand that power, but she found that she could not. She saw bursts, and it took her a moment to realize what it was.

      It was Aneadaz.

      “She ran from him,” Imogen said. “And I know where he was sending these creatures from.”

      “What do we do?” Lilah asked.

      Imogen wasn’t sure. Aneadaz was the real threat, as was Timo, and this Chauvan, but for now, it was primarily Aneadaz. She had to find some way to overwhelm him, but she wasn’t sure what that would involve. Aneadaz was a fragment, and magic could not be destroyed, just transformed. She knew that.

      There was a question in Lilah’s eyes, which mixed with an uncertainty that Imogen understood. Could they stop Aneadaz?

      A silvery form floated near her. “We need to go,” Master Liu’s fragment said.

      Imogen looked at him. “What do you mean, we need to go?”

      “Can’t you feel it? Our people need us.”

      While standing there, she began to feel a trembling of power.

      It was faint. The distant, vague sort of sense was such that she couldn’t quite detect the source of it, but the combination of Benji and Abigail opened up different possibilities from what she’d had before. More than that, she had gained a level of control she had never had before. She forced those silvery strands out from her, straining to better understand.

      “I see,” Imogen said, and she turned to where Lilah was crouching next to Abigail still. It was strange for Imogen to know the possibilities, but stranger still was that those new possibilities felt different than what she’d ever seen with Benji’s gift.

      But it wasn’t what she could see on her own.

      She didn’t have the knowledge to do that. She didn’t have the experience. There was what Benji offered her, but even what Benji offered was not enough. It was only once Abigail began to add her connection that Imogen began to see something more to make sense of it.

      I see.

      And she did.

      “You will need to use the Porapeth gift to know what is here,” Imogen said. “In time, you will be able to see the possibilities. Right now, I don’t know how to control the gift myself, though the addition of a bit of Abigail’s power to what Benji provided gives me more than I had before. I can see the possibilities in ways that I could not before.”

      Lilah watched her. “But I don’t see those same possibilities. I feel like they are there, but I do not know how to control the gift.”

      “And I’m not sure that I will be able to help you find any way of controlling it, either, only that there are possibilities. It is not a matter of control.”

      “I can feel incredible power.”

      “Yes. As you will.” Imogen closed her eyes for a moment, and she began to see the various possibilities before her. And she knew what she needed to do. “It is time for us to find Aneadaz.”

      “You know how we can? If we can?”

      “Oh, I know that we will.” Imogen could see it. And as she focused on the possibilities, she also saw something else. If she were to bring others with her, if she were to bring her people with her, they would not survive. This was something that she had to do, that Lilah had to join her on, and surprisingly, the fragment of Master Liu had to help.

      With a burst of Lightning Strikes in the Storm, Imogen carried them up toward Zealar.

      Eleanor had stayed atop him, waiting.

      “We just lost another Porapeth. The last Porapeth.”

      “What does that mean?” Eleanor asked.

      Imogen breathed out heavily. No more Porapeth. It was the end of an era, the end of power. What would it be the beginning of?
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      The group of three traveled for a while atop the renral before Imogen realized Zealar didn’t go in the direction she had thought he would.

      “I think we’re not headed the right way,” Imogen said.

      The renral carried her out and away from where she thought they were supposed to go.

      But then she wondered why. Hadn’t she seen where they needed to go? And because she had seen it, she had thought to convey it to Zealar. But as they traveled, Imogen began to question whether what she had seen was right. Could Aneadaz somehow influence what she observed?

      He had drawn on Porapeth power, so it had to be at least somewhat possible.

      And Zealar seemed to know that, carrying them to where the renral knew they needed to go, bringing them back to the Heart.

      “Why are we going this way?” Lilah asked.

      “I don’t know. I was showing Zealar an image,” Imogen said, realizing how strange that sounded, but also knowing that was exactly what she had been doing. “And this is where he’s brought me. Why is that?”

      Eleanor had been quiet, but as soon as she took in the scenery around them, that changed.

      “Are you not connected to the renral the right way?” Eleanor asked.

      “I thought…”

      Maybe it wasn’t how she was connected to the renral.

      Maybe it was the image.

      And though she attempted to do so, she could not push all the way through the image. Something seemed to resist her.

      At first Imogen wasn’t sure what it was, but the more she focused on it, the more she began to see just what it was that she had been viewing, and the more she recognized what it was.

      The image had been incomplete.

      Not only had the image been incomplete, but it had been modified.

      It seemed impossible, but Zealar’s intrinsic resistance to magic allowed her to see through what was ahead of her. She saw the Heart, the base of the plateau. She saw where she had first seen Aneadaz, Timo, and Chauvan. She saw the creatures. That was the true image. Finally, she focused on what she saw off in the distance. Energy.

      And Zealar streaked toward it.

      The ground below her was a roiling landscape of Leier destruction. Their homes. Their villages. Everything about the Leier had been taken away from them. No differently than it had been taken from the Koral.

      They fragmented my people.

      “What are they doing?” Eleanor asked.

      Imogen looked at what Eleanor had indicated, and she saw the circling of the renral. There were dozens of them, and they were making a strange, fluctuating pattern as they hovered in place, power cascading down.

      And Zealar was heading over the top.

      Imogen frowned. “I don’t know.”

      “It seems they’re creating magic,” Lilah said. “Can the renral do that?”

      “Well, we’ve seen that the renral have a resistance to magic, and from what I’ve seen, they also have a way of creating magic, though it’s different than anything else that we have encountered. So…” She shrugged. “I guess that’s a long-winded way of saying yes. They can.”

      “It’s amazing,” Lilah said, her voice a whisper. “I remember you talking about the renral and the power you’re able to summon from them, but I thought it was tied to your connection to the renral, not that the renral themselves were able to do anything quite like that.”

      Imogen could feel power flowing, the renral shifting their complicated pattern to something new. She didn’t understand the pattern but saw flashes through the possibilities of what the renral demonstrated. More than that, she began to realize this power could add something to her own.

      Zealar reached a point above the other renral.

      An image flashed in her mind. Imogen knew what she needed to do.

      “Go with Zealar,” she said to Eleanor and Lilah. “Defend the Heart. I don’t know what they intend with these dark creatures, but we need to defend against them.”

      “First?” Eleanor asked.

      “This is something I have to do.” She took out Master Liu’s stone, into which he had once again retreated as they had departed Abigail’s cabin. “And I think—no, I know that I’m the only one able to do this. I’ve seen it.” She looked back at Lilah, holding her gaze. “And if you focus on the gift you were given, you will see it as well.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means this has to happen.”

      With that, Imogen jumped.

      Even though she had separated from Zealar, the connection remained. Power flowed through him, and she borrowed even more of it.

      She streaked down through the renral, down through the circle that they made, and shifted from Lightning Strikes in the Storm, which she had been drawing upon, to Petals on the Wind, before shifting from that into the renral pattern. It was the renral pattern that she needed. That was what she had to add to in order to succeed, though even as she dropped, Imogen wasn’t sure that she could succeed in this. But it was the only thing she could see. It was the blinding bright light.

      And as she came to land, she realized she was not alone.

      She looked over. Lilah was there.

      “What are you doing?” Imogen asked.

      “I saw something, too.”

      That was the only thing that Lilah was able to say to her.

      Imogen felt power streaking toward her, and she had just enough time to react to it.

      She spun, blade outstretched, Tree Stands in the Forest.

      Renral power coursed along the branches of her Tree.

      “I thought I would find you again,” a familiar voice said.

      She looked ahead. Timo was there.

      Imogen had Lilah wrapped inside her Tree, protecting her. She didn’t know if Lilah had any way of creating her own barricade, but this would at least offer a measure of protection until Imogen had to attack.

      “You can release them. They won’t hold. We’ve created countless fragments. It is over, Imogen.” Timo motioned toward the renral circling overhead.

      He was thinner than she remembered. His hair was cut short. His eyes danced with a manic energy. And there was something about him that seemed angry in a way that Timo had never been before.

      Not only that, though. He looked powerful. He seemed to be radiating a distinct energy beyond what Timo had ever possessed.

      “They’ve held you back so far, obviously, you and your master.” Imogen looked around and realized that it wasn’t just Timo, much like she had suspected. There was this other figure—Chauvan—and the fragment of Aneadaz.

      He glowed with a bright silvery light. The energy emanated from Aneadaz, and he seemed to be drawing upon even more power.

      He was drawing upon the Heart.

      It was making them stronger.

      Had he been here the entire time?

      Timo laughed. “Are you only now seeing it?”

      “Am I only now seeing what?”

      “Think of all the searching that you’ve done. I’ve been here, watching. We have all been. And you’ve gone on your little quests, thinking you could save them. But you have strengthened him.”

      Not upon the Heart, Imogen suddenly realized.

      He was drawing upon the Leier and the Koral. Somehow.

      Timo didn’t move. He didn’t need to. “You brought them all here, concentrating this power. And thankfully, you made it easier for us. Keeping them here, keeping us all here, has allowed us to draw what we need. This was a place of power long ago. A way to concentrate it. Store it.”

      Imogen blinked.

      Store it?

      There was only one thing she could think of. Fragmented power.

      It had always been said that her people went to stand among the stars and watch over the living, but what if those fragments had stayed here in the Heart?

      Her extracting that dark power had only helped Aneadaz.

      “If you still serve him, then you know he’s not going to give you anything,” Imogen said.

      “Oh, but there is where you are wrong,” Timo said. “He has made his promise to us. To me.”

      “You would take the promise of a dead Sul’toral?”

      Timo glanced past him. “Is he dead?”

      “He’s a fragment.”

      “No. When you killed him, he did not fragment. He remained intact.” Timo grinned. “And because he did, he grew stronger. And now you can do nothing.”

      “What do we do?” Lilah whispered.

      “We have to use what we see.”

      “I don’t understand how to do that yet. Abigail never taught me… Wait.”

      With that, Lilah jumped forward.

      And she lunged at the one known as Chauvan.

      Timo chuckled. “She is inexperienced and poorly trained. She won’t last long against him.”

      “I don’t think you really understand what she can do,” Imogen said. “She trained with Abigail.”

      “And who do you think he trained with?” Timo laughed. “Your friends couldn’t even save you.”

      There was something about the way he said this that left Imogen’s insides cold. “My friends?”

      “Your friends. You went chasing after your bond quest, and then you abandoned your people. You left for those outsiders.”

      “And what did you do?”

      Imogen had a flicker in the back of her mind, something that suggested to her that she was wasting too much time, and in doing so, she was only going to give Timo the opportunity to grow stronger.

      Not just Timo. Aneadaz.

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out the stone. She set it on the ground.

      “An enchantment?” Aneadaz said. “Do you really think an enchantment will work against me? And it certainly won’t work against Chauvan. The man you know as the Chain Breaker was trained by the same person who trained Chauvan. He was the first.” He said this with a sneer, as if taunting her over her own title.

      Imogen jerked her head around, looked over at Chauvan. Lilah was holding on to power, and she wrapped tendrils of energy around him, but Chauvan was spinning, his blade a blur, and he deflected all of them.

      She wouldn’t be able to withstand that, would she?

      It depended upon how much Lilah had learned during her time with Abigail.

      But Lilah had made her own choice. Imogen had to make hers now.

      She leaned down, still holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest. “I need your help.”

      A beam of silvery light erupted. Master Liu did not take on a solid form, holding merely his beam.

      “Deal with Timo.”

      It was a difficult decision for her. Imogen would rather have been the one to deal with Timo, as she felt he was her responsibility, but given all that he had done, he had become all of her people’s responsibility.

      She needed to deal with Aneadaz. He was the primary threat.

      As Master Liu streaked toward Timo, blade forming, Timo reacted, though hesitantly. He seemed… surprised.

      And then Imogen shifted.

      She darted toward the power that was Aneadaz.

      She held on to her Tree Stands in the Forest and felt him. He was powerful. Even more powerful than the last time she had seen him. And there was something else to him that she had not felt before.

      Aneadaz did not even move. “I think I should thank you, First,” he said, again making the title into a taunt. “You freed me. I did not know I could become so much more. Once I saw this place—truly saw it—I knew what I could be.”

      “And now I will destroy you.”

      “You couldn’t kill me in life. What makes you think you can kill me in death?”

      “The fact that I know the truth about fragments.”

      Aneadaz started to grin, and an angry power emanated from him. “Fragment? Haven’t you seen that I am no fragment?”

      His power bloomed. A pair of blades appeared in his hands, silvery blades that seemed to be made of Porapeth power. Given what he had done, and all that he had sacrificed, and the power that he had siphoned off the other Sul’toral—and now possibly even the Leier and Koral—Imogen thought that she understood.

      He was powerful.

      But she also understood something else.

      He had wanted her here.

      That much bloomed in her mind, as if he had anticipated—which he probably had, as he had grown with his Porapeth connection—that she would be here.

      He wanted her power. He wanted her fragment, like he wanted the power of all fragments. And she would not give it to him.

      She darted toward him, blade outstretched, and he blocked her easily.

      She countered, sweeping her blade around, shooting out the renral power, but each time she did, she felt resistance. Not only had he gained more power, but somehow—impossibly—he had gained more skill.

      He barely deflected her, not bothering to look in her direction as he did, and seemed barely strained by the effort.

      “It’s quite lovely,” he said. “I realized that this was possible when you began to speak of the Porapeth. And I started to understand the truth. But then, given the way we drew upon Sarenoth, I should have known. This was always the possibility. This was always the end goal.”

      “And what happens if you become the one someone draws upon?”

      “Oh, there are none strong enough to draw upon me.”

      “Are you sure I’m not?”

      Everything stilled for a moment. Distantly Imogen was aware of Timo battling with Master Liu, and she heard the strange sizzling of energy coming off Master Liu and his blade as he attacked Timo, along with the occasional grunt coming from Lilah as she battled with Chauvan, though neither of them seemed to have the upper hand. And there was the energy that she detected here now. But it was more than just that energy. It was the power that she possessed as Imogen Inaratha, now First of the Leier.

      “Do you think you are?”

      There was a weight in the question that left her wondering if he knew something she did not. What possibilities had he seen?

      When he darted toward her, power exploded from him.

      She reacted.

      The renral power exploded from her. When she had faced Aneadaz before, the renral power had been the key to stopping him, and this time, she had assumed it would be the same, but it didn’t seem to work that way. Even though she could feel that power within her, it didn’t slow him as it had before.

      The renral circling overhead kept him from getting too close, but how long could they do that? Eventually, their power would fade.

      “You do not have anything near the necessary skill,” he said.

      “And how do you know?”

      “Because I have absorbed all of your skill.”

      With that, Imogen felt something that she had not before.

      And she understood.

      Fragments. He had absorbed fragments.

      He had skill that she did not think he should. And she had felt and seen the way that he was fighting. She had struggled with him in ways that she had not expected. Even when she had faced him in life, he had been competent and capable in ways that she had not thought he should be. She had not known how and had assumed that he had trained, but what if that was not the case at all?

      She radiated her Tree Stands in the Forest and sent it shooting out and around him, holding him inside. Aneadaz began to turn, as if to carve through her Tree, but Imogen held him, using the crackling power of the renral.

      There was a finite amount of power from the renral that she could use, and so she knew that she had to be careful, but even as she felt that power crackling around her now, she also recognized something else about it.

      There was a fragment.

      She hadn’t expected a fragment, though why shouldn’t she have?

      Master Liu.

      Aneadaz turned to her, and she felt his dark smile. “You recognize it?”

      “I recognize what you have stolen.”

      “And do you recognize how I’m going to use your past to claim my future?”

      “You made a mistake, Aneadaz.”

      “Oh?” He cocked his head, frowning. “And how did I make a mistake?”

      “You believe I only learned from him.”

      With that, she sent the renral power crackling through her Forest of Trees, which surrounded him, and began to pull.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Imogen could feel the energy starting to bend as she siphoned it off Aneadaz, but she felt him trying to fight. She wasn’t attempting to strip Aneadaz of all his power, nor was she trying to fragment him. Imogen suspected that was the reason she did not fail immediately.

      He was strong. Impossibly strong.

      Perhaps it was because he was a fragment—as she had seen something similar with Master Liu—but perhaps it was simply because he had not fully absorbed that power. She wasn’t even sure if such a thing was possible. Benji was a part of her, but only because his fragment permitted it. When she had held on to Master Liu, those fragments had fought.

      And so she drew upon Aneadaz’s power, trying to force it through her and separate it. It began to build, cascading around her, in such a way that Imogen thought she could shatter it.

      The renral shrieked overhead. Imogen pushed more power through herself, and through the Trees. And the renral energy continued to cascade around her, crackling from the branches of her Forest, and strike Aneadaz.

      He fought.

      Imogen pushed more.

      Then the renral energy surged. She felt a shearing, and gradually a blade of pale silvery energy began to peel free from Aneadaz. He cried out, and he spun, his twin blades in hand, as if he was going to target her and try to cut her down, but Imogen continued her fight and continued to sweep her blades of energy down to pare off that power so that she could free Master Liu’s fragment.

      Aneadaz pulled against her, making it far more difficult than Imogen had anticipated. She struggled, straining with the effort of resisting Aneadaz and with his pulling on the power that she drew off him.

      The fragment of Master Liu struggled with Aneadaz.

      At first Imogen wondered why, but she realized he must have bonded with the fragment in some manner. And if so, she had to deal with that aspect as well. But regardless of how Aneadaz had drawn on Master Liu’s fragment, Imogen had an advantage that Aneadaz did not. The fragment was not immune to renral power.

      A surge of electrical energy coursed into Aneadaz, and he could no longer hold on to the fragment as he had before. And then it was done. The fragment separated.

      Imogen focused on the shearing of power, and she continued to separate it as it split away from its bond with Aneadaz, gradually growing increasingly potent.

      Aneadaz strained, but Imogen ripped the fragment away from him so that he could do nothing more to Master Liu. The willowy figure of silvery light was all by itself. Imogen pulled, and then she shoved it outside her Tree Stands in the Forest.

      Aneadaz turned to her. “Did you think that would be enough to remove me?”

      “I don’t know,” Imogen said. “But I do know that you don’t deserve his fragment.”

      Aneadaz started to laugh. His definition in this form, silvery as he was, was still far more than Imogen thought he deserved. He was far more defined than he should be. And an overwhelming sense of energy emanated from him despite the fact that he was in this silvery, shadowy form.

      “Do you think he is the only one of your sacred sword masters that I have killed over the years?”

      “Perhaps not,” Imogen said. “But you didn’t understand fragments until recently.”

      He started to laugh. It was strange to hear this fragment laughing, but then again, Benji had often laughed at her, making sure that she could hear and feel the way that he was cackling at her and amused by her power.

      And even now she could feel the sense of Benji buried within her, even though she could not tell if there was anything more that she might be able to uncover from what she was detecting.

      That sense of Benji was there, but it didn’t do anything, nor did he help in any way. It was as if Benji was trying to refrain from showing too much of himself to her.

      “Fragments,” he said. “Ghosts. Power. All of it will be mine. From your refuge.”

      He tried to come toward her, but Imogen was still holding Tree Stands in the Forest, crackling with renral power, and she let that energy flow through her in a way that she knew would push him back. She didn’t know how long she’d be able to hold him back.

      “You aren’t enough to deal with me,” Aneadaz said.

      And with that, he exploded with power.

      Imogen had to retreat, drawing her Tree back, and she realized that she was not enough to withstand Aneadaz. He had taken the power of the renral in some way.

      It was power that he had never had in life, but in death…

      “No,” Imogen said.

      “As I said, First,” he said, sneering at her, “you know so little.”

      And then her Tree failed.

      Imogen was thrown back.

      The explosion of energy sent her tumbling.

      She landed on her backside. She hurriedly got back to her feet, holding on to the renral power, while also forming her Tree again.

      Aneadaz streaked toward her. His energy was crackling, streaming toward her in a way that left Imogen knowing she wasn’t going to be able to fight this off.

      And Aneadaz seemed to know that, too.

      Then he was there, looming over her. He had his pair of silvery blades in hand, and they elongated. Then he brought them together, joining them into a single blade held overhead.

      He whipped it down toward her.

      Imogen brought her slender sacred sword master blade up and caught it, forcing some of her own connection to the Leier power through her to try to overcome what he was doing, but it was not enough.

      She felt him starting to slice through what she was holding, the power beginning to fade, and gradually, but still far too quickly, he was pushing through.

      Imogen could not withstand him. He knew it. The silvery, translucent fragment of power was more than she could overwhelm.

      She had one more thing that she could try.

      The renral power was overhead.

      The patterns shifted, and as she looked up, she recognized it. Finally.

      She held up her sword and drew the power of the renral into the blade.

      And then she sent it out toward Aneadaz.

      But he seemed to absorb it.

      Even the renral weren’t enough against this form of him.

      And Aneadaz smiled tightly at her.

      “As I said, First, you know so little.”

      He brought his blade up, and as he prepared to swipe it down, Imogen knew that there would not be anything that she could do to stop it this time.

      But she didn’t have to.

      Master Liu was there.

      His fragment, at least.

      He caught Aneadaz’s blade. There was something about the fragment, the power, that countered Aneadaz’s fragment even better than she could.

      The other fragment of Master Liu was nearby, little more than a haze of silvery light. She hurriedly wrapped her Tree around it and pushed it, sending it sweeping over toward where the other Master Liu was, and she forcibly pushed it into him, squeezing it through him, until the fragments were unified.

      The suddenness of it left a flash of silver, and the energy exploded.

      A burst of power pushed Aneadaz back a step.

      Master Liu suddenly held out his blade, and he blazed more brightly than he had before.

      Was he complete? Did it even matter?

      Master Liu swelled with power, and as he turned, he continued to glow, flowing with silvery power.

      Aneadaz chuckled. “This? I killed him once.”

      “You killed Master Liu. You won’t kill his fragment.”

      “You think I won’t?”

      A pressure pulsed against her, and Imogen spun.

      Her blade was outstretched, whipping around in Axe Falling.

      The other attacker stepped back.

      Timo.

      He glowered at her. Imogen held him at bay. He couldn’t overpower her Tree, not the way Aneadaz could.

      She glided toward Aneadaz, but a flash in her mind, a possibility that occurred to her, told her that she needed to turn. Timo was there.

      She spun again, whipping her blade out. How had he gotten past her barrier?

      But maybe Timo wasn’t nearly as defenseless as he once had been.

      But she was more than she had been as well.

      A flash of possibilities came to mind.

      She looked around. Lilah was still fighting with Chauvan, and acquitting herself better than Imogen would have expected. Imogen held Timo at bay and was thankful that he wasn’t able to get any closer, but as she watched, Master Liu and Aneadaz continued to battle, the blazing silver energy whipping around in an undulating pattern. Aneadaz had the upper hand. With every passing moment, Master Liu was pushed back.

      Aneadaz had more power than Master Liu.

      But then, of course he would. He was Sul’toral. He had drawn upon power over the years, stolen it, and had changed himself and become something more.

      Master Liu was descended from the Porapeth, but he was not Porapeth.

      An idea came to her.

      Everything was going wrong. If she did nothing, they would fall.

      They needed to stop Aneadaz most of all. Even if she fell to Timo, even if Lilah fell to Chauvan, they had to stop Aneadaz, as he was the greatest danger to her people.

      And though she was busy fighting her brother—or the man who had once been her brother but now was someone unrecognizable—she could still help Master Liu.

      As she thought about it, she could feel the possibility shifting, and a surge of bright white light came within her, telling her what she had considered was a good possibility, and it might work.

      She stepped toward Master Liu as he came toward her. She shifted, pulling him inside her Tree, and she pushed out the senses of Abigail and Benji, forcing them from herself and into the fragment of Master Liu.

      There was no resistance. Imogen had not known whether there was going to be, but as she could feel the energy flowing, it went into Master Liu, and the silvery form solidified even more. It took on a series of shapes. First, there was Master Liu, and then it flashed, and she saw Abigail’s face, and then it flashed again, and there was Benji.

      And then they all blended.

      It was strange and powerful and different.

      She looked at the fragment, as she didn’t know who was in control, and nodded. “Please take care of him.”

      Then she released the Tree.

      The new fragment went after Aneadaz.

      With the addition of two Porapeth to whatever Master Liu possessed, the power surged. There was a startling blast of power, and it swirled around Aneadaz in a pattern Imogen could scarcely follow. Some of it had to be Abigail’s instructions, but some of it was Benji, and some of it came from Master Liu.

      It formed a blend of powers unique and different from what she had ever experienced before. And the combination was powerful, growing ever more powerful. Somehow.

      Drawing upon the Heart, she realized.

      Master Liu sent his sword blazing, but it seemed at times as if he carried multiple blades, as if each of the fragments represented in the blend surged outward at different times, anticipating where Aneadaz would move and what he would do.

      Then the combined fragment exploded forward, catching Aneadaz.

      Imogen couldn’t help but stare.

      The fragment pulsed with power and then did something that Imogen had not expected. The fragment, that which was Master Liu, Benji, and Abigail, swelled to double its size, and then Aneadaz shattered.

      A shimmering of light exploded. Fragments of energy shot out, as if thousands of stars streaked away. Those fragments became smaller and smaller, not even drops, just mist.

      Wind whipped around, and Imogen suspected that was Benji’s influence.

      Then the fragments scattered. Aneadaz had been shredded so much that his fragment could not re-form.

      And he was drawn toward the Heart.

      Into the Heart.

      Imogen could scarcely move. She could scarcely breathe. Could it be over?

      No. It wasn’t over. Her brother was still here. Chauvan was still here. And she had to deal with them.

      Imogen shifted her Tree Stands in the Forest, and she focused on Timo. She darted toward him, and he surprised her by doing something that she had never seen before. He began to ripple, twisting, contorting, and then he was no more. It was as if he had folded out of existence.

      She looked over to where Lilah was battling with Chauvan, who did the same sort of thing. He folded out of existence much like Timo had.

      They were gone.

      But Aneadaz was defeated.

      Lilah wiped a bead of sweat off her brow, and she turned in place as she breathed out heavily. “What next?”

      Imogen looked up at the plateau. “I don’t know.” She turned to Master Liu, or what she thought was Master Liu. She wasn’t even sure if that was what he was anymore. At this point, the fragment might be more Benji and Abigail than Master Liu.

      But as she watched, a finger of silver split away, then another, and they drifted away from the fragment of Master Liu and floated back toward Imogen before blending into her. She felt a surge, and then she was aware of the connection that she shared with Benji—and Abigail.

      “Why?”

      “Because your path has not ended,” Benji said.

      “You could reunite your fragments.”

      “I don’t need to be reunited. I am reunited.”

      She turned to Master Liu, who stood before her, his sword still glowing, but then even that began to retreat, fading back into nothingness, and he looked at her. He had the same face that she remembered from when she had first arrived at the sacred temple, the same hard yet somehow kind eyes that looked at her with an expression of interest. Appraisal.

      He bowed his head. “Master Inaratha,” he said. “I should thank you.”

      “No. I should thank you. You saved us.”

      “I was only the tool. You were the one who guided me. Had you not tried to save me, and the fragments that were me, I wouldn’t have been able to do anything.”

      Imogen tried not to think about what that meant. If she had not found his fragments, what would have happened to her, and her people, and Aneadaz?

      Maybe she wouldn’t have had enough strength to withstand the attack and would not have been able to fight him off, but even with everything that she had done and poured out of herself, she had still barely had enough.

      “Are you complete?” Imogen asked.

      Master Liu seemed to hesitate, and there was a shimmering of silver flowing through him. “As complete as I think I can be any longer. Perhaps there are small splinters that remain elsewhere, but I am whole enough for what I would like to do.”

      “And what is that?”

      Imogen had no idea what a fragment would even want to do, though Master Liu had certainly helped them, and without his help, she doubted that she would have been able to do much.

      “What all Leier want,” he said, and he turned his attention to the sky.

      Imogen smiled. “Go. Sit with the ancients. Watch down upon us. Guide us.”

      “I think that perhaps you will be the one guiding us, but I will be watching, Master Inaratha.”

      The silver began to dissipate, but not completely. It streamed upward, forming a band that slithered, racing up toward the sky as if it were a shooting star going in the wrong direction, before it streaked back toward the Heart.

      He would be with their people.

      She breathed out. “That was something.”

      “What do we do?”

      Imogen looked up at the Heart towering overhead, feeling the strange energy that pressed upon her. It was the place of her people. Back when they were a unified people. But that had changed.

      “The Sul’toral are gone. At least in their original incarnation. Unfortunately, other Sul’toral remain. Timo. This Chauvan. And perhaps even others who want to learn what they have. So we need to be prepared.”

      Lilah looked up. “You would bring us all together here?”

      “There was a time when I thought that was going to be necessary,” Imogen said. “A time when I thought that this was going to be the safe haven for our people. It was once, and I had started to believe that it could be again.” As Imogen looked up at the distant Heart, she wondered if such a thing was even possible. “We’ve been isolated for so long, and I now believe it has been too long. Our people are connected again, but now we need to be more than just connected. We need to reunite with the rest of the world.”

      She looked over at Lilah and waited for her to join her. Once she did, Imogen wrapped her arm around her waist, and using Lightning Strikes in the Storm, she shot upward, through the ring of renral that had prevented Aneadaz, Timo, and Chauvan from using their power more widely, and up toward the Heart.

      When Imogen landed on the plateau edge, Jorend was there, along with other Leier, all prepared for a battle. Jorend tipped his head at Imogen, and then he frowned as he turned his attention to Lilah. There was a look in his eyes that Imogen found herself smiling at.

      Was that interest?

      Good.

      A powerful Koral shaman and a powerful Leier sword master.

      “We have defended the Heart, First.”

      “You’ve done well.”

      He looked down. “The renral acted… strange. We thought they were going to attack the creatures, but they didn’t. They simply circled.”

      “It’s because of the renral that you didn’t face anything worse.” She told him about Aneadaz, Timo, Chauvan, and what had happened to Abigail.

      Eleanor dropped down from Zealar and strode toward Jorend, looking at Lilah, and then she nodded to the other Koral that had gathered along the plateau edge, all preparing for the possibility of battle, though now there would be none.

      “What would you have us do?”

      “We can no longer stay here,” she said, her voice raised. Not in a place like this. She understood why her people had left. The fragmented power was powerful—and perhaps more than they could withstand in life. “We are a unified people. We can call ourselves whatever we want. Leier or Koral, or something new. We will find our place. But our place is no longer in these lands. We must move. We must join the world and join the fight.”

      Jorend looked over. “Where would you have us go?”

      “There’s a place far from here where we can find others who will help us in our fight. Friends.”

      Imogen knew where she would go. It was where she had first found herself, and where she would find her friends again as she chased Timo and Chauvan and whatever new Sul’toral there might be.

      It was time to return to Yoran.
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        * * *

      

      Imogen’s story doesn’t end here! You can read more of her point of view in the next book in The Chain Breaker series: Faith of the Fallen.
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        * * *

      

      If you haven’t started The Chain Breaker, grab The Risen Shard where Imogen first appears!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Unbroken. 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.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com
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