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INTERLUDE

        

      

    

    
      The sacred temple looked different from this vantage. The mountain stretched up, almost impossibly high, the white snowpack making it appear cold and imposing in a way that it had only partially felt during her time there. It had never been the temperature of the sacred temple that had been cold, though. It had been the people.

      And now she headed away.

      This was not how Imogen had planned to leave the sacred temple. She had envisioned leaving the sacred temple as a master swordsman, having come with such promise. But that dream had quickly been dashed as she had come to learn that she was not the superior swordsman that she had long believed herself to be. What did it matter that she had been one of the youngest Firsts of the Blade in her village when there were dozens of them all throughout the Leier homeland?

      Having come to the sacred temple the way that she had, and with the imposing cold having taken so many promising candidates until only Imogen and one other had remained, she had believed that she had earned the right to train and the right to stay.

      Master Liu had proven her wrong.

      She rested her hand on her blade. At least he hadn’t taken it from her.

      “What should I do, then?” Imogen had asked him, though she hadn’t really expected an answer.

      He’d stood next to one of the tiger sculptures, the eponym of their sacred temple, and had stared off into the distance, as if watching the swirling snow to find answers within the wind. “Let your quest be the guide.”

      “But my quest is impossible.”

      There were many of the Firsts of the Blade who took bond quests, though generally they did so because they didn’t know themselves well enough to know how they might be able to serve the Leier. Imogen had believed that she knew. She had come to believe that she had proven herself well enough to serve her people, either as a master swordsman or within the army, though Master Liu had made it clear to her that General Derashen did not want her.

      “The quest is not worthy unless it is challenging.” He still hadn’t looked at her. Ever since she had made the decision to leave, he had not looked at her. It was almost as if he wanted to hide his disappointment, or perhaps it was his way of showing his anger at her failings. “Do you want to find yourself worthy?”

      Only then did Master Liu look in her direction. He leveled his gaze at her, and she felt a trembling deep inside.

      “Of course I do,” she whispered.

      Imogen hadn’t even dared to draw her sword and had not taken an opportunity to spar with him one more time, knowing that would make no difference. She’d been in the sacred temple for the better part of three years, and though she had been shown the sacred patterns, she had never mastered them to his satisfaction. That had been her failing.

      She had believed that she was precise, that she knew enough to use those sacred patterns in ways that could prove her worth to Master Liu, but every time she tried to show him what she had learned, he had called her sloppy.

      Her. Sloppy.

      “If this is what you think I must do, then I will do it. I will prove to you that I am worthy.”

      Imogen hated that she’d said it that way, as if she had to prove something to him.

      And he knew.

      His lips quirked. Master Liu was old, and he watched her, his wrinkled brow furrowing, his pale, thinning hair pulled back into a bun. His robes flowed around him, looking overly large for a man of his size. Still, despite his age and apparent frailty, Master Liu was the greatest swordsman that Imogen had ever encountered. She had never threatened him.

      “Do you think it matters if I feel you are worthy?”

      “I do if you won’t continue to train me,” she said.

      “And what must you choose?”

      “I choose to…” Imogen looked at the tiger. It was a massive sculpture, one that was regal and proud, and one that would not run from a challenge. The tiger never did. Imogen, on the other hand, had.

      Three years.

      She’d come when she was fifteen. She had thought that by the time she was this age, she would have returned to her people with notches on her blade proving her worth. Instead, here she was, ready to depart her land, leave her people, and head into the unknown, all because she had proven she didn’t belong.

      Master Liu regarded her, and for a moment, she saw a little sympathy in his eyes. “You see this as an ending where you should see it as a beginning. What you have believed about yourself may be wrong, but that doesn’t mean that you can’t take another look and find a new truth.”

      She nodded, uncertain about what she could say, feeling shame.

      “That is the purpose of the bond quest, Imogen Inaratha. You must learn who you are, and what you are meant to be. Let the quest guide you. Let the quest show you what you must learn.”

      Imogen had no idea how the quest could show her anything other than that she no longer belonged with her people, but she wasn’t going to say that to Master Liu. She wasn’t going to challenge him about anything, as she had little doubt that he wouldn’t understand. This was the sacred sword master of one of the five sacred temples, a man who helped guide their people and who had trained all the greatest warriors of the Leier.

      “Will I be permitted to return?” Imogen asked.

      He regarded her for a long moment before he turned his gaze away, looking out over the snowcapped peak and torrents of snow that began to twist and spin, dancing on the wind. “I cannot say. Only you can decide if you will be permitted to return.”

      It was a cryptic answer, and the kind of thing that she should have expected from somebody like him.

      She waited for him to offer her another measure of advice, to provide her with some well-wishes or perhaps to offer her some hint of what she might do to be successful, but he kept staring out and away from her, watching the wind, watching the snow, and ignoring her.

      When Imogen finally turned away, heading toward the trail leading away from the sacred temple, she did so feeling as if she had truly lost some part of herself.

      Perhaps it was foolish to feel that way. There had been a time when Imogen wouldn’t have cared what someone like Master Liu said, as he had known who and what she was, but her time here had proven that there were so many others of greater skill, so many who had progressed, eventually getting a notch on their blade and leaving with the sacred sword master’s blessing. Not like Imogen was.

      She blinked away the tears streaming into her eyes, more angry than anything else—at least, that was what she told herself. Perhaps it wasn’t entirely anger. There might be a part of her that was sad, but not because she had failed Master Liu. No. She was sad because she had failed herself. She had believed that she was destined for greatness.

      And here she was, one more sacred sword master who was a disappointment to the Leier. That was all that she was now.

      Days passed as Imogen trudged down the mountainside, watching the snow swirling around her, feeling the cold on the wind as it whipped at her cloak, pulled at her hair, tugged at everything as it tried to push her farther and farther down the mountain.

      She had to brace herself, knowing that there was danger in losing her footing. Heading down was just as treacherous as heading up, though as she went down she felt as if the mountain itself were pushing her, guiding her along the trail, forcing her to climb up snow-covered rocks and scrape her hands as she dug into the stone for grip before she found the trail on the far side of some boulders that were piled up before her.

      When Imogen finally reached the base of the mountain, she turned, looking up. The wind wasn’t quite as cruel here and didn’t tear at her the same way, but it didn’t need to be. There was enough cruelty in what she had endured to make up for it. She looked up the mountainside, watching the snowcapped peak, looking for any sign of the sacred temple. From here, she could not see it. She still felt as if she had some connection to the sacred temple, as if she could almost feel it, but she knew that was imagined. She took a deep breath, tore her gaze away, and turned, heading west.

      Imogen would complete her bond quest.

      And then she could consider returning.

      But only then.

      It was late on the third day after descending the mountainside when she found the narrow road running away from the Leier homeland. It was strange for there to be a road like this, as they didn’t have many travelers in the homeland, but it was hard-packed and only a little overgrown, suggesting that someone traveled through here. Ruts along the road suggested wagons. When she reached a branch point, she paused. One direction headed north. Koral lands, she suspected, though Imogen had never been to them herself. She’d heard the stories of the Koral, and the danger that they posed to her people, but had never seen them herself. Had she joined the army, or had she gone with Derashen, she might have come to experience that danger firsthand.

      Now she never would.

      What did it matter to her that the Koral and their shamans practiced the kind of magic that her people knew to be dangerous and dark? Imogen would never have to deal with that unless she succeeded in her bond quest and managed to return.

      She followed the road. The wind pushed on her, as if it were guiding her, sweeping her along and lifting her pace, forcing her from the rocky foothills out into the grassy plains, and from there toward forested land that was unlike anything she’d ever seen before. Her homeland was nothing like this.

      She paused and camped for the night at the edge of the forest, not afraid of entering. That was what she told herself, at least. Imogen didn’t believe that she feared anything in the forest, though she did hesitate to enter it. Strange, mournful sounds emanated from inside, which left her with fitful and poor sleep so that she did not feel as if she were well rested by the time she awoke.

      Imogen sat with her back to a trunk, her mind a blur. She knew that she should get up and work through her traditional patterns—or perhaps even the sacred patterns, though there was no point in that any longer, as she could not use them in any meaningful way—but she was still too tired. Instead, she let her mind wander, moving through the patterns internally.

      She’d once heard Master Liu talk about using the patterns like this, holding on to them in her mind so that she could see them in ways that she couldn’t otherwise. Imogen had never attempted to do so and did not know if it made much of a difference, as she would much prefer to work through the patterns with the blade in her hand. Still, as tired as she was, she didn’t think that she could hold her sword the way that she needed to.

      As she forced her mind through each of the patterns, she marched through them. When she was done, she felt more awake than she had before. She got up, looked at the forest, and started inside. The darkness swallowed her, and she hurried along, letting the wind force her forward. She didn’t know exactly where she was heading but had a general sense of where she needed to go. Master Liu had provided her with that as well. Not only had he given her the bond quest—something unusual enough for their people—but he had given her instructions on how to begin. He had really wanted her to leave.

      It took nearly a week to cross the forest.

      In that time, Imogen heard strange howls, an occasional shriek, and other soft murmurings that threatened to force her to turn away. Each time she felt the temptation to do so, she thought about what it would be like if she returned to the homeland having not completed her bond quest. She thought about what it would be like to return to her village having failed in the sacred temple. She thought about what a disappointment she would be to her people.

      And to her brother.

      That pushed her the most.

      Imogen had never been particularly close with Timo. He had always looked up to her, and she had been so focused on mastering the patterns that she hadn’t bothered to be there for him the way that she should have been when their parents had been lost. Imogen wondered if, in hindsight, that had been a mistake. She could have helped Timo progress the way that she had progressed. She could have helped him find mastery of the patterns so that they both could have gone to the sacred temple.

      But then they both would have failed.

      By the time Imogen reached the edge of the forest, she was tired from having not slept very well. She was hungry from having scavenged only for berries and small grubs, not having wanted to venture off the road so that she would lose her way, and she was thirsty. She had encountered a stream only a few times. There had been times when she’d thought that it was the same stream that she kept coming across, as if the stream itself were creating a circle that she followed, pushing her back the way that she had come, but she had continued along the road and found her way free of the forest.

      Imogen should have made better preparations for leaving the homeland and the sacred temple, but that was not what one did on a bond quest. It was the warrior and their blade. Nothing else.

      While trudging forward, Imogen stumbled.

      She lay on the road for a long time. She lost track of how long she was there. The sun shifted in the sky, but given her mindset, Imogen had no idea how long that was. The only thing she knew was that a faint tension along her skin had begun to build.

      It took her a while to realize what that was. She had trained to detect it but had never done so.

      Magic.

      Imogen sat up. Her sword was unsheathed in a moment, and she looked around her.

      There had been no sense like that in the forest. For everything that she had feared she might encounter, she had not come across anything to suggest that there was any strange magic in the trees. This was the first time that she had come across anything.

      Magic.

      She got to her feet, looking around, and began to focus. She was tired, hungry, thirsty, and filthy from the road.

      None of that mattered any longer.

      She was Leier.

      And she was a warrior. She was a First.

      She was trained to handle magic.

      The tension on her skin began to build. It started slowly and crept along her back, such that she turned, facing away from the forest. That was the direction of the magic.

      That was where she needed to go.

      Had Master Liu known she would find this here?

      It was about midday when the tension began to build again, and Imogen recognized that the magic was intensifying. She had found a stream, paused to drink, and yet still felt hungry, though increasingly she wondered if that even mattered. She could survive without food. She needed water.

      A solitary shape in the distance caught her attention, and when she turned to it, the tension intensified. That was the source of magic. Imogen darted toward it, sword in hand, racing toward whatever that strange shape might be, thinking that she had found a sorcerer. Maybe she could complete her bond quest and return, though it couldn’t be so easy. A bond quest worth anything would not be easy.

      When Imogen reached it, it was little more than a pillar of stone shaped like a strange, sinewy, snakelike creature. The level of detail on it was incredible. She’d never seen anything quite like it. She worked her way around it, following it from its barbed tail up to its head, where two intricately carved eyes looked out at her, tracking her as she moved around.

      She stood, feeling the energy and the strange tension, which suggested there was some sort of magic twisting and constricting around her.

      Imogen brought her blade up. She met a strange resistance.

      Then the stone pillar began to twist.

      The tension all around her intensified.

      Imogen squeezed the hilt of her blade and then spun, carving toward the stone. She didn’t have much hope that it would make a difference, but surprisingly, when the blade touched the stone, some part of it broke off, dropping to the ground. There was a soft hissing.

      Imogen twisted, following traditional pattern twenty-two into traditional pattern eighty-seven, the combination supposedly effective against magic, when the stone pillar continued to twist.

      She jumped back, freed.

      The pillar continued to twirl, spinning, until it seemed as if it were something alive, and then the snakelike creature started to slither toward her, massive fangs bared, the barbed tail swishing from side to side, a soft and painful buzzing filling the air to go along with the magical tension within her.

      The sensible thing would have been to turn and run.

      Imogen wasn’t sensible.

      She was Leier.

      She may have left the sacred temple in disgrace, and she may have failed to learn the sacred patterns, but that didn’t mean that she would run from magic.

      She focused, holding her blade, and darted in to attack.
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      The distinct tension in the air was the only sign that Imogen had of sorcery being used near her. She glanced up at the sky, noting the position of the sun, which showed that it was midday, and there was still quite a bit of time ahead of them before they finished their hike and were able to rest. The air carried with it a hint of some of the mountain flowers, a sweetness that she had always found appealing, but more so now given what they had experienced in the time that she had been leading the Leier.

      She signaled for a stop, and her hand went to the hilt of her sword, as it often did. Even that wasn’t totally necessary, she suspected. Imogen could perform the sacred patterns without the blade and would likely be able to call upon the same sort of magic as she could through the blade without the sacred patterns.

      Jorend moved close, looking over at her, his brow furrowed. “What is it?” He tilted his head to the side, and he swung his eyes all around him, as if he were going to find some attack she’d missed.

      “Sorcery. At least, sorcery near enough that I can feel something of it. I’m not exactly sure if it comes from the Society or from her.”

      Imogen strode forward, gliding on one of the sacred patterns, preferring Petals on the Wind despite its limitations in the confined space of the mountain pass. The others around her had taken up positions on either side of the narrow path, waiting for her next instruction. They followed her commands quickly, something she still marveled at.

      “Then we should be careful,” Jorend said. “You still haven’t fully mastered that gift.” He kept his voice low as he said this, as if he were keeping some grand secret, and perhaps to him he was.

      Imogen’s gift was the one that Benji had given her, granting her the remnants of his own ability, allowing her the connection to a kind of power that she once would never have believed herself capable of. She was Leier, after all, and her people abhorred sorcery in all its forms. In this case, though, it was not so much sorcery as just magic—pure, unfiltered magic.

      It was the kind of power Benji had always possessed and claimed that she would never be able to understand. And he was right. Imogen didn’t understand it. She could use magic, and could even control it in ways that still seemed amazing to her, but understanding it was something else completely, and it was possible that she would never reach that level.

      “Wait here,” she said to Jorend.

      As she started forward, she half expected him to argue with her, but he did not. Instead, he darted forward, his own sword unsheathed, watching as they made their way down the gentle slope. Given the contours of the mountainside, it would be easy enough for something to surprise them. Scouts surrounded them, searching for anything unusual. They had not uncovered anything, but they were Leier, and therefore not necessarily prepared for all kinds of magic.

      Imogen shifted from Petals on the Wind into Lightning Strikes in the Storm. It was a simple, abrupt change, but the suddenness of it sent her shooting forward, and it allowed her to glide down the mountain. Once she had, she found a buildup of pressure near her.

      It was like a latticework of energy. It crisscrossed from boulder to boulder in front of her. Imogen wasn’t sure she would have known what it was had she not been attuned to it. Nearby she could feel Jorend coming close. She raised her hand, pointing for him to go back. He had gained skill with the sacred patterns—all the Leier traveling with her had done so as well—but he was still no match for her. She doubted that he would be a match for Lilah either.

      She had been trained by a Porapeth. Lilah had access to magic and skill that Imogen would not understand. Imogen had defeated Lilah once, but she had no doubt that Abigail and Lilah would regroup and make additional preparations. This time they would not be surprised by the gift Benji had given to Imogen.

      “I can feel it,” Jorend said, his voice soft, as if he didn’t want to disturb the sounds around him. It was a measure of how he had begun to understand things he had not before that he chose such silence.

      “If you can feel it, then you understand the danger. The presence here is too abrupt,” she said, frowning as she tilted her head to the side.

      Imogen began to focus on Tree Stands in the Forest. For its simplicity, the pattern was challenging. Tree Stands in the Forest was one of the most important of the sacred patterns, and there were times when she thought it was the most important sacred pattern. It was the one that guided her beyond this one sacred pattern and into all the others that she used.

      “I can’t tell what she intended here,” Imogen said.

      And that was part of the problem. Imogen was not a sorcerer. She was Leier, and she knew how to disrupt magic. Although she was a sacred swordsman, one of the few who truly understood the sacred patterns in a way that would help them understand the power and magic that came from their sword movements, there were still limitations. She could not use magic quite as easily as sorcerers did, and she did not have the same capabilities with magic as even the shamans did.

      She had other talents, though.

      She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest and used the power that flowed from her to probe at the spell across the path. Lilah had been trying to hunt them, attempting to pick them off while doing her master’s bidding.

      “I think she anchored up the slope,” Jorend said.

      Imogen frowned. That would be new for her. Typically, Lilah would try to use blunt magic, though powerful. Her beginning to weave it in a more complicated manner and making it so that it was harder for them to navigate along the path like this was a measure of either her desperation or her irritation. Perhaps she had grown in skill as well. Abigail was not done teaching her, Imogen knew.

      “You might have to go up there and tell me what you uncover,” Imogen said, glancing back at him. “I want you to focus on Tree Stands in the Forest and—”

      Jorend smiled at her tightly. “I know what you need me to do,” he said. “I have been paying attention to the lessons.”

      “You haven’t always been the best of students,” she said, offering a hint of a smile to tease him.

      “Compared to you, none of us are.”

      He offered another grin, and then he scrambled up the rock. When he reached the rock where he thought Lilah had placed the spell, Jorend paused. Now he began to trace a faint pattern with his feet. It was Petals on the Wind, though it was a tighter version of it. He was fluid, but in a way that was unique to Jorend.

      That was part of the training that Imogen had taken time to understand. Each of them had their own abilities, and each of them had their own unique potential, and each of them had their own way of reaching the sacred patterns. Imogen’s connection to the sacred patterns was different from the connections of so many others that she had faced. She had a vastly different knowledge, and a vastly different world experience, that permitted her to reach the sacred patterns in ways others could not.

      A boulder tumbled from high overhead, plunging down the mountainside directly toward Jorend.

      He wouldn’t be able to react in time, even with the sword that suddenly appeared in his hand. He was strong, but this boulder was massive.

      Imogen focused.

      Her time with Benji had taught her in ways that her time with Master Liu had not. When she’d been in the sacred temple, she’d learned about the sacred patterns, and she had come to understand the magic she could eventually harness, but it wasn’t until she had begun to travel with Benji that she had started to see the world in different ways.

      And now she anchored, pushing roots down into the ground, using that to build up a base, and then arced that power out and up over her. It was like forming true branches that sprang into existence, curling up and over her head, and they framed her in a way that would offer a layer of protection.

      She managed to form it just as the boulder reached Jorend.

      A surge of a different kind of power began to build.

      It pressed in upon her, pushing down upon her Tree Stands in the Forest, as if trying to overwhelm her sacred pattern. It was will against will. Lilah attacked, using whatever magic she must have laced into the boulder to crush Imogen, Jorend, and the remaining Leier. If Imogen did nothing, Lilah would destroy all of them and the peace that Imogen had brokered. She would kill everyone she had ever been around.

      Imogen pushed with the sacred pattern, molding it into an even more powerful Tree, sending branches arcing up to defend herself, and her people, in ways that she had not before.

      It worked.

      The boulder bounced down the slope, careening off the rocks.

      Jorend looked over at her. “That was a very near thing.”

      “I don’t think she’s done,” Imogen said.

      With that, another crack came, this one building with a strange, heavy groan, like some massive giant waking, spreading its angry limbs, before it began to tumble down the mountainside.

      And as it did, Imogen could tell that Tree Stands in the Forest wasn’t going to be strong enough. What was a tree against a rockslide?

      She looked up to Jorend. “Get back down here,” she commanded.

      She was the general, and with the whipcrack command in her words, he came gliding down the side of the mountain, rejoining her. They would need to take quick action, especially if Lilah had some way of commanding rock and dropping it on them.

      A flash came into Imogen’s mind. It was barely more than a blink of an eye. Little more than that, but with it came a startling knowledge. It was the gift that Benji had given her. It was the gift of possibilities. She didn’t have those possibilities often, as she didn’t fully understand Benji’s gift quite as well as she wished to. When the possibilities appeared for her, Imogen had learned to react.

      She pulled Jorend with her, backing into the mountain pass, and then she framed Tree Stands in the Forest in a different way. It was a powerful pattern, but in this case, she didn’t need it to be powerful. She needed to brace it against the walls of the canyon she made her way through and use the arcing branches she formed with her magic to shield them.

      They wouldn’t be able to outrun this rockslide.

      “Will this work?” Jorend asked.

      “I don’t know. I’m still working through the possibilities.”

      The thundering sound of the rock tumbling down the mountainside began to build, and with it was carried the strange dust, that of earth and moisture and the sizzling energy of magic that was carried underneath all of it. Imogen braced by pushing the branches overhead.

      It was an anchor, moving from one side of the mountain to the other, not all that dissimilar to what Lilah had done when she had placed the magical trigger—at least, that was what Imogen thought it was—but in this case, Imogen didn’t need to be anchored to the rock. She needed to form a barricade.

      It formed a blockade over her, pushing against the onslaught of the rockslide. When the first rock struck, there was pressure. It was faint, and then it bounced free. More rocks slammed into her barricade before cascading off to the side.

      Movement caught her attention. It wasn’t the boulders that she had expected.

      It was something else.

      This was a creature, some sort of fox, wolf, or perhaps some dark magical creature Imogen didn’t even have a name for. It appeared in between the rocks, and everywhere that it touched, the ground trembled again, as if its passing was what had caused the rockslide. It wound through the rocks, bouncing from one place to another, and each time it did, the ground trembled again, the thundercracks building, until the boulders continued to cascade down toward them.

      Imogen braced herself for the inevitable and looked over to see Jorend watching but also concentrating. She noticed the look on his face, and she could feel what he was doing, the effort of Tree Stands in the Forest as his own branches laced up overhead, beginning to create his own barrier, which started to work as he attempted to shield them from the attack.

      It might not be enough.

      Then she felt something more. Another pattern. Then another. Each Tree Stands in the Forest. They wound together, intertwining their branches.

      The Leier had come.

      Imogen glanced behind her. “When they reach us, I’m going to make a run for it.”

      Jorend held his hands clenched tightly at his sides. “You should let someone else take the risk, First.”

      “I might be able to stop this,” Imogen said.

      “You saw her?”

      Irritation filled his voice, and she understood. Jorend felt betrayed. So many of them felt betrayed by Lilah. They had worked with her, wanting to offer her a place, but she had not wanted that with them. She had betrayed them and had been working for someone else the entire time she’d been with them. Imogen had known betrayal before, and it stung. For her, it might have been worse, because it had been her own brother who had betrayed her. And worse was that Timo remained out there, chasing power and perhaps something more that she did not quite understand.

      Imogen smiled tightly, tucking her raven black hair back, wishing that she had a tie to keep it in place. The whipping wind seemed to catch it more than usual despite Tree Stands in the Forest, which should have been shielding her. “I saw something. Whatever is up there is causing this rockslide, and until we stop it, we won’t be able to get out of here alive.”

      She expected Jorend to argue with her. Instead, he nodded.

      When the first of the Leier began to arrive—many of them Firsts of the Blade, as Imogen had long believed herself to be—she looked up, noted the position of the creature that bounced off the rocks, causing more of the rockslide, and then braced herself.

      She would go against the strange creature for her people.

      She released Tree Stands in the Forest, shifted to Lightning Strikes in the Storm, and blasted forward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Her blade reached her hand the moment that she shifted patterns.

      It was a simple thing for Imogen. She reacted as quick as thinking, as quick as breathing, and it felt as much a part of her as anything ever did. Her blade had now been notched with a dozen different markings, naming her a sacred sword master, though Imogen no longer knew if marking in those notches along the blade even mattered. At one point in her life, such notches marked on her blade would have been all that she ever cared about. Now they were simply a way of denoting her position for others and did nothing for her own sense of standing.

      Boulders bounced toward her, but she was Lightning Strikes in the Storm, her blade outstretched. As soon as it struck a boulder, it exploded in a rain of debris. She shattered through it, still streaking upward, and it took her a moment to realize what she was doing. She was flying, shooting upward on the sacred pattern, that power guiding her up into the sky, as if she were drawing upon true sorcery.

      Another thought came to her then. What would her friend Gaspar think of her now? He did not enter her thoughts nearly as often as he had when she’d first set out from Yoran. With the Chain Breaker having left Yoran, Gaspar would have been left alone. Of all the people she had left behind, he was the one she missed the most.

      He had no opinion about sorcery—at least, no opinion that suggested he cared much about it. He had always carried enchantments on him and had even used other ways of controlling power. Imogen remembered the very first time that he had come across her, holding on to a light that she had thought was sorcery, only to later learn that it was little more than enchanted light, and how protective of that enchantment he’d been. It was minor magic, even then, but she’d come to appreciate that minor magic, had come to appreciate the purpose in it and how that minor magic could turn the tide of a battle. It was the very first time that she had started to see magic in another way, something different from the dangerous and violent viewpoint that she’d had of magic while growing up.

      Another boulder bounced toward Imogen, and she reached a ledge, spinning her blade—Axe Falling. The blade struck the stone. It had no right to shatter it the way that it did, but her blade and the pattern itself were magic.

      Where was the creature?

      Imogen was high enough up on the mountainside now that she could see her people. They had formed a line snaking down into the valley that she and Jorend had explored, and there were hundreds of them. So few compared to what they had been.

      Many of them had died, picked off over time, but those who remained were something different from the Leier, and something different from the Koral that had come before. They had become a single people bonded by experiencing violence and pain they would never have imagined, bridging the divisions among them to create something greater. Imogen was determined to keep them that way.

      But first she had to get them back out of this mountain pass and beyond this dangerous land. A flicker of movement, little more than what looked like a tumbling boulder, caught her attention.

      She wasn’t sure she would have noticed it had she not been looking forward. It was almost easier to see the creature from below, to see the way that it was bouncing from one side of the valley to the next, as if ricocheting off the walls. From this angle, Imogen couldn’t see it nearly as well. Everything was the color of stone that blurred past her, only streaks of color mixed within.

      Then it reached the stone wall, where it once again took on the coloration of the rock.

      The movement was unnatural, though. It did bounce, ricocheting, but it was the sort of bounce of a creature in complete control of where it moved.

      Each time it touched the rock, it sent another massive boulder tumbling down. Was the creature shearing stone off with barely more than a glancing blow?

      How was she supposed to stop that?

      The movements didn’t seem to form any sort of pattern, and Imogen couldn’t tell where the creature would go next. As it touched one side, sometimes it would bounce across the valley, crashing off the rock on either side, and other times it would jump up or down along the stone face, ripping free more boulders. Magic involved patterns and repetition, in Imogen’s experience, but none of what this creature did showed any evidence of a pattern.

      The only way that she was going to understand what might come next was to embrace the power Benji had given her and try to find some core within herself so that she could summon that power, so that she could know where the creature would be.

      Imogen could almost imagine Benji laughing at her attempt to use his power and the way she fumbled around with it, struggling to maintain some understanding of what he’d given her and failing. She could almost imagine his voice in her mind, guiding her.

      But she didn’t have to imagine.

      His voice was in her mind.

      He was a part of it. And why shouldn’t he be? He had told her all along the truth of himself, that he was magic, not just that he had magic. He had laughed every time she’d challenged that assertion, laughed every time she’d questioned what he meant and how he had become magic.

      “Can you see the wind?” His voice was there, directing her.

      Could she see the wind? Could she hear the stone? Could she smell the water?

      And could she tell anything about this creature?

      The answers didn’t come to Imogen as easily as they had come to Benji. He had known truths she didn’t know, and he had known magic for far longer than she had. Though she might have some aspect of his gift, and she was increasingly hopeful that that gift would guide her in a way that would help her understand the power that she had and what she might be able to do with it, she didn’t know if she could use them in any sort of meaningful way. The only thing she had was the possibility that she might be able to draw upon Benji’s experience, and she might be able to use it, and she might be able to find some real truth in it.

      The creature bounced.

      Imogen felt a flash. It was almost as if something brushed up against her mind, distantly, a faint shimmer, maybe the wind, or maybe the groaning of the stone, or perhaps even Benji himself murmuring to her and telling her where to go.

      She focused, and with Axe Falling, she leaped.

      It was a simple sweep of her blade, and she brought it up, down, but she fell freely, gliding through the sky, bouncing through the debris raining down, none of it redirecting her.

      And then she was upon the creature.

      It twisted at the last moment. It had a strange, blunted face, and eyes that snarled, practically gleaming with hatred, and a strange ring of metal around its neck. The creature was blocky, practically looking as if it were carved from the stone itself, though Imogen didn’t have the sense that it was some sort of enchantment. It looked—and felt—alive.

      Benji’s voice was there in the back of her mind again, as if he were still there with her, still walking alongside her, still guiding her. “Take the damn thing off, First.”

      As she tumbled, all too aware of how quickly the ground was coming up to her, she reached for the circlet of metal around the creature’s neck and tugged it off, ripping it away quickly. It snapped under her grip.

      And then she was nearing the stone.

      But she didn’t crash into it. Instead, she hit the canopy of Tree Stands in the Forest. Dozens of trees that stood in the forest.

      Her people. The Leier. They cushioned her impact and prevented her from falling too fast and too hard and helped her glide back down.

      But they didn’t permit the same with the creature. It struck the barrier, bounced off, hit stone, and twitched.

      For a moment, Imogen thought that the creature was dead, but then it got up, shaking a moment as it looked down at her. In that moment, the malevolence in its eyes was gone, and then it bounded off, shearing more rock free, before it plunged down the mountain and disappeared. The trembling of the mountain continued, but not with the same intensity as it had before.

      Imogen breathed out a sigh. She still had her sword, and she had the circlet of metal in her hand. She sheathed her sword and glanced at the others with her.

      “What was that thing?” Yoril asked.

      Yoril was one of the Firsts that she had worked with ever since joining the army, and he had embraced the idea of the sacred patterns in ways that very few other than Jorend had. He had progressed to the point where he was skilled in ways that Imogen wished she had been when she had left the sacred temple. He didn’t fight the magic within those patterns and recognized that there was something powerful to them. Perhaps that was truly the key to it. It was understanding the magic within the sacred patterns and understanding that the patterns themselves were not to be fought but to be flowed with, and that their power was to be used in a way that would help guide their people.

      “Some creature I think Lilah sent after us,” Imogen said, holding up the metal band. “I need some of the Koral shamans to study this.”

      Yoril took it from her carefully. “It’s strangely warm. Slick. And what are these markings?”

      Imogen hadn’t explored it. She wasn’t a sorcerer, and she doubted that she would understand anything about the metal necklace other than the obvious. “It’s an enchantment. Some sort that allowed her to control that creature. At least, that’s my suspicion.”

      “And what is that creature?” Yoril asked.

      Imogen stared up. The rock continued to tremble every so often but didn’t tumble down at them any longer. The valley had become unstable. They would have to navigate carefully, probably holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest as they braced themselves passing through, so that they didn’t end up with rock crashing down on them.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Something they sent at us. Regardless, we need to move through here quickly—and carefully.”

      They didn’t know how much farther they had to go before they reached a more open pathway, but at this point, Imogen didn’t even care. Her people were prepared.

      Jorend stayed with her, as he often had since they had fought Abigail and the others.

      “It seems a strange choice for her to make,” he said when most of the others had begun to move through. He flicked his gaze upward. “Using a creature like that.”

      “Do you think it’s the only one she’s going to use on us?” Imogen asked.

      He shook his head. “No, and I suspect she has more planned, but what do you think she’s really after?”

      Power, Imogen suspected. Maybe Lilah was after Benji’s power. At least, there had to be something to that. Abigail had seemed to be after Benji’s power, though Imogen still didn’t understand why. Abigail and Benji were both Porapeth. Unless it had been about forcing one path over another, and Abigail had needed Benji’s power in order to exert that influence.

      Whatever it was, Imogen did not know if she could counter it.

      They made their way through the valley, though Jorend stayed near her, as if he had to protect her from the stone or one of the other creatures that might appear.

      “What about the rest?” he asked.

      She smiled tightly. “The rest?”

      “You know, the other creatures you rescued. You’re creating quite the menagerie.”

      Imogen snorted. “Not intentionally.” She flicked her gaze to the sky. It had been weeks since they had seen any sign of the small renral they had saved. They had flown past them, leaving them. It was for the best. Renral were dangerous creatures, regardless of Imogen’s belief that the young renral she had saved would not harm them. “And I’m not exactly sure that I would call it a menagerie.”

      “Maybe you wouldn’t, but others have. First the renral, then the thebit”—that was a catlike creature they had dealt with only a week ago—“and now this strange stone wolf?”

      At the mention of a stone wolf, Imogen’s lips curled in another smile. It wasn’t a stone wolf. She had encountered a stone wolf, and this was not that. Those enchantments had been something almost comforting to her.

      But there were other creatures that she had saved. The thebit were difficult to deal with, at least at first. Small and able to burrow through stone, they would come at dawn, barely doing much more than making their presence known. It was almost as if they wanted her people to be aware that they were there, but nothing more. Imogen had saved them from Lilah as well, though they hadn’t been under the same sort of controlled enchantment as this stone creature had been.

      Imogen had needed to use her sacred patterns on them to keep them from attacking, and that had settled them enough that she could try to study them. She still didn’t really understand them, only that they were not dark creatures, as she had dealt with before. Just unsettled.

      “It’s just this land,” she said.

      “Or it’s you. Or him.”

      Imogen nodded, smiling tightly, and couldn’t help but think about Benji again. She doubted she was the only one whose thoughts went to him, but she was the only one who had known him as well as she had. He was a Porapeth, an enigma to any of the other Leier, but to Imogen, he had become a friend. A mentor. He was someone who had helped her make her first steps along the path to understanding her magic.

      “We’re going to have to go after her eventually,” Jorend said.

      Imogen nodded. “Eventually.”

      “Do you think you can get back to the homeland?”

      That was the question that Imogen had not answered, and one that she was not sure how to answer. She had promised to bring them to safety—all of them. While getting the Leier to the homeland would bring them to safety, it would not offer the same protection to the Koral. Now that Derashen was gone, and Imogen led, she believed that she could prevent any military action against the Koral, but even that wasn’t her greatest concern.

      It was Abigail—and learning the true extent of her plan.

      “We follow where you lead, First,” Jorend said.

      Imogen smiled at that. First of the Blade. There had been a time when she had called herself that as a title after leaving her homeland while serving on her bond quest, using it to establish a measure of authority among those who didn’t understand what it meant, but among people who had lived and trained and learned the way she had, it was something else. With how far she had progressed with the sacred patterns, calling her First now might be something of a slight, though it was not meant that way. This was a compliment, a way of respecting her, and a way of stating that she was first among them.

      And perhaps she truly was.

      She wasn’t sure she would feel the same way when she reached the homeland and came across a master of the sacred patterns, but even then, Imogen wondered if it would even matter. She had defeated two sacred sword masters with twelve notches. That meant that she was more skilled than anyone in the homeland other than the sacred sword masters.

      “Then we get to the valley and try to make our way back home,” she said.

      “And what about Lilah?”

      “I haven’t decided.”

      “We won’t let anything happen to the others,” he said.

      Imogen turned her attention to Jorend. He had become a friend. And she tried not to be surprised by how he had not called them Koral, only others. What were they now?

      They were her people. And they would do what she asked, though she worried that she might lead them astray and into the kind of danger that they were not prepared for. She had to keep training them.

      Those thoughts plagued her as she made her way through the narrow passageway. They reached a low point, where the valley opened up, and there was no longer the threat of rock tumbling down upon them. Grasses stretched up as high as their waists, and trees now began to dot the landscape. A herd of deer roamed in the distance, meat that they could hunt and eat. It was a good place to stop, but also a good place for a trap. It was the kind of place that Lilah would know they would want to stop at, where she would probably have set some sort of protection to ensure they suffered if they did. But seeing the reaction of her people to the valley, Imogen knew better than to push them even harder now.

      She signaled to Jorend that they would take a break. They made camp quickly and had a fire blazing, pushing back the darkness. The air smelled of smoke, of the flowers growing throughout the valley, of the grasses and the trees, and distantly something else.

      As Imogen sat outside the circle of the fire, meditating, her mind raced through the various possibilities, unable to shake the one thought that lingered within her, the one thought that kept plaguing her. It was the one thought that had driven her all along.

      Benji had planned for much of this, but what was his plan?
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      As she meditated, Imogen felt as if she flowed through some of the sacred patterns. She could see them spreading out before her, as if in that trance, that mind state that she had fallen into, she could see those patterns begin to take shape and spread out around her, creating something that was unique, different from what she had ever experienced before. It was beautiful in a way but also deadly.

      It felt to Imogen like there should be some sort of answer. She looked over at Jorend, separated from her body enough that she could see everything around her, floating above and apart from it.

      Laughter drifted through the back of her mind, suggesting that Benji was there taunting her, prodding her. Which fit with Benji, of course. He probably was out there somewhere, taunting her for some foolishness that he believed she had. It was his magic, wasn’t it?

      It was not only meditation for Imogen. It was her way of focusing on the sacred patterns and feeling that power. It was her way of preparing.

      And floating as she was, she traced out Tree Stands in the Forest, feeling the energy that pushed down from her, arcing up and around, creating a dome of branches that circled her people. Imogen could hold on to that, but she wondered if she could hold on to more than just a single sacred pattern at a time.

      “Now you’re beginning to use your skill,” Benji said.

      She looked over, and it seemed as if he drifted out of a speck of light that grew ever brighter. This was all part of meditation, she knew, but it was something she needed to understand. Benji had seemed to be there in her mind when she had been facing the creature. That hadn’t even been the first time that it had seemed as if Benji were still with her. She needed to know if he was.

      “Are you really here?”

      “After everything that you have been through, you want to question magic now?”

      She smiled. “Are you still magic?”

      “You are damn right that I’m still magic. What did you think I would become? Dust?” He floated closer, and Imogen could almost see something within him as he did. That speck of light began to pulse, growing lighter and brighter, as if some star were twinkling just for her benefit.

      It was enough to make her think of the beliefs of her people, how the dead would live among the stars, to be counted as eternal warriors against the night. Was that what Benji was now? Some eternal warrior?

      He started chuckling. “Don’t go looking at me like that.”

      “How am I looking at you?”

      “Like some sort of specter.”

      “Actually, I was thinking that maybe you were a star.”

      Benji snorted, then drifted even closer. He seemed to be taking one more form, though that might just be Imogen’s imagination. Maybe it was her mind and this meditative pattern that gave him that form and made him seem more real than he had been before. “A star? That’s right. I seem to remember that your people have strange views of the stars and the celestial heavens, and all that belong within them.” He drifted even closer, and she could practically feel his presence. It was like a breath of wind touching the back of her mind, a weight that reminded her of the stone in the mountains, and even the dampness that she had smelled.

      Had he been there all along?

      It raised another question, but it was the same question Imogen had been asking ever since she’d seen him die. Despite what he had claimed, Benji had a plan for her—and she couldn’t help but feel he was still guiding her.

      There were times when she felt like she needed it, but there were other times when she worried that she didn’t have an opportunity to choose her own path.

      “You don’t need me,” Benji said. “I think you want the reassurance of a mentor, but you don’t need one. As soon as you left the sacred temple, you finally started finding your own way. What did I tell you, First? Go and find your own way. Don’t let anybody tell you what to do.”

      “Actually, I seem to remember you trying to tell me what to do most of the time,” Imogen said.

      Benji flickered, as if the star were twinkling more brightly. “Well, I suppose you should listen to me. I am a Porapeth, after all.”

      “Benji the Elder,” she said.

      “Exactly.”

      She could almost imagine him smiling at that, if he’d had a face. Instead, light flickered again, and there was a faint stirring, the one of energy that seemed to brush the back of her mind, something that triggered a memory, a feeling, a sensation of him there, but then it was gone.

      “What have you learned, First?”

      “We’ve been trying to make our way through the valley, but Lilah, and probably Abigail, has been working against us.”

      “Oh, she’s going to keep working against you. I have a feeling that you will run into her a time or two before either she gets tired or you destroy her.”

      “Lilah or Abigail?”

      He was silent for a moment.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I just realized I can’t see.”

      “You found me.”

      “Not like that, First. I can’t see. Then again, you have been able to see for quite some time, so I suppose that shouldn’t make me altogether worried. There’s something about you, First, that has made it so difficult for me.”

      “Difficult enough that you died.”

      “There you go again, feeling sorry for me. You do understand that I am Benji the Elder.”

      “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      “You really don’t know much about your own people, do you?”

      “I know as much as I can learn,” Imogen said.

      “No. Your people never bother to look into stories or try to understand the past. You’re so focused on trying to defeat what you fear that you’ve never paid attention to anything that happens around you. Only a few remain who are so interested.”

      “The sacred temples.”

      He started laughing. “Sacred. Magic. Call it what you want. And I know that you’re starting to question, and it’s about time that you did, Imogen.”

      She stiffened and realized that even though she was meditating, even though she was in this space where everything was surrounding her with power and light and energy, there was something far too odd about talking to Benji.

      Benji always called her First.

      “Is it really you?” she asked.

      For a moment, she could imagine his own hesitation, as if he was struggling to understand.

      “I don’t know.”

      It was a strange admission for Benji.

      “Did you really die?” Imogen asked.

      “I told you that I was magic, First.”

      “First now, and not Imogen?”

      “Is that what worries you?”

      “Well, I have dealt with Abigail and those who serve her, and—”

      “And you’ve come out on top. I’m starting to think you really don’t need to worry about as much as you think you do. You are far more powerful than you give yourself credit for. I’ve been telling you that since I first met you, haven’t I?”

      A comment like that sent relief sweeping through Imogen. He had been telling her that since they had first met. Maybe this really was Benji. If so, could he teach her and guide her to help her understand her purpose?

      “Why did you choose me?” She looked down and could still feel and see the way that her Tree Stands in the Forest arced up and over, creating a barrier around her people. It was a protective layer, but as she focused on it, she was aware of something pushing against it, some power that was starting to squeeze it. Were they under attack, or was something else happening?

      She didn’t know if Abigail was out there. Nor did she know if Lilah was out there, trying to harm her people, thinking that while Imogen was incapacitated—or seemingly so—that they would come at her.

      “You did choose me, didn’t you?”

      There was silence for a while, and then she felt Benji coming closer. As he did, she felt him. She truly felt him.

      She’d been questioning whether it was Benji, and whether it was even possible that he could be real, but feeling his presence, the magic of the energy radiating from him, she couldn’t deny the fact that she believed that it was him. She knew Benji, had felt his magic and his presence, in ways that so few people ever experienced with the Porapeth.

      “I don’t know,” Benji said. “I came to you because I saw I needed to. I stayed with you because I didn’t know what else I was seeing. I lingered there because I kept hoping I’d find answers, but the answers never came to me the way I hoped they would. And now, when I have reached this point, I can’t help but question whether or not this was what I needed to be doing all along.”

      She could imagine him laughing, but he didn’t. He was quiet. He was pensive.

      “I have been searching for her,” he said.

      “Lilah or Abigail?” Imogen asked.

      “I don’t care about the sorcerer. You can manage her just fine. Oh, I know that she is getting a little bit big for her britches and has decided to take you on. The little fucker isn’t thankful for everything we did for her. You know, we saved her—at least, I think we did. Maybe we never did. Regardless, we brought her along with us, and we made her think that we had saved her. I think that’s enough. And this is how she repays us?”

      Imogen chuckled. “I don’t think that Lilah cares so much about how she repays us. I think this has all been about trying to prove something to Abigail.”

      “Maybe. Maybe it was all about finding your brother.”

      Abigail had used Timo, but Imogen still didn’t know what she had used him for. Imogen didn’t understand why Timo had been chosen, or what that might mean.

      “He’s out there,” she said when Benji didn’t say anything.

      “Of course he is out there,” Benji said. The sense of him drifted closer, a vibrant sort of energy that glowed near her. She could feel it pushing against her, almost as if he were trying to guide her.

      “What is he after?” Imogen asked.

      “The same thing that you should be after.”

      “I don’t want to be a Sul’toral.”

      “I don’t think that he does, either,” Benji said. “He may not see it yet, but if you can help him understand, and if you can help guide him, I think he could be shown what he needs to do, and he can be taken to where he needs to be. I think that you can guide him the way that he needs to be guided.”

      Imogen wasn’t sure that was possible. She’d seen Timo, and she’d seen the rage in his eyes when she’d stopped him from killing Benji in the first place, and she had followed him when he had chased the branox queen. Having stopped him from his attempt to steal that power, Imogen no longer knew if her brother was the man that she had known when she was younger. He had changed.

      And she had as well. She had the thing he wanted.

      Timo had been chasing power, and Imogen had been given it. Not because she had been chasing it, but because it had found her despite her attempt to run away from it. It was almost as if magic had found her regardless of what she had wanted.

      “I thought you were a part of my mind,” she said.

      “I gave you some of my gift, so maybe I am. I don’t really know. It doesn’t matter, either. All that matters is that you use it the right way. Otherwise, I’m going to come back and haunt you. You don’t want me to come back and haunt you, Imogen. I can tell you that I am ferocious when I come here and decide to torment somebody.”

      “So now you’re a ghost?”

      “What else am I? You get to decide what I am now. Of course, your people like to think of me as a star in the sky.”

      “And you always told me that you were magic.”

      “I am. And now it’s time for you to start to understand.”

      He moved away, and as he did, Imogen noticed a tracing of light that was flowing from him. It was subtle, but as she saw it, she began to see a pattern within it.

      “You want me to follow,” she said.

      “I need you to follow,” Benji said, his voice growing distant.

      He wasn’t moving away from her so much as he was creating the light from a distance. It was a massive pattern, something different from what she had seen when she had been training with the sacred patterns, but at the same time, it was still a pattern. What were the sacred patterns but some magic on a grander scale? And that was Benji as well.

      He was magic, on a much grander scale than she was. And if he could still teach her, if he could guide her even now, who was she to ignore it? He was Porapeth, and even now, Imogen didn’t understand what that was. When he’d been alive, she’d thought that she knew, but connecting to Benji in this way suggested that she had barely scraped the surface of his ability.

      Imogen started tracing the pattern, but it didn’t work.

      “Not like that, First,” Benji snapped, his voice coming from a vast distance.

      Now it was faint, almost muted, and it seemed he was irritated with her. What had she done to anger him so much? She had been following the direction.

      “How am I supposed to do this pattern, then? Walk me through it.”

      “You always need someone to hold your hand so tightly? You’re the First. You’re now the general. You’re the head of your people.”

      He was showing her the pattern, but she realized something. In this space, meditating as she was, she might not be able to do anything with it. And maybe that was the point. She floated while watching Benji create the pattern around her. He demonstrated one after another, and she found them sinking into her mind as if they were memories, lingering as if she had seen them before. Dozens upon dozens of patterns.

      Some of them massive, vast and grand, and others small and controlled. She had no idea what the patterns did, but that wasn’t the point of what Benji was showing her. Benji had never really been able to teach that aspect of magic. Benji was magic, and though he could use it, it wasn’t the way that he used it. He wasn’t a sorcerer, and he wasn’t part of the Society, and he wasn’t able to teach the way that others would.

      Imogen tried to maintain her focus on what he demonstrated, steadying her breathing the way that she once had when first learning the blade, steeling her mind so that she could concentrate, as everything began to fade and a light flickered, growing distant.

      “I need to know what you’re trying to show me,” she said.

      “I have shown you. Now you have to figure it out.”

      “What about the other aspect of your abilities?”

      “What about it?” his voice said, coming from a distance, but it seemed as if he wasn’t flowing quite as far away from her as he had been before. Maybe now he was waiting, trying to see what more she wanted from him.

      “I want to be able to see.”

      He chuckled, and as he did, there came a flicker of sound from the back of Imogen’s mind. Then it came toward the forefront. “You have always been able to see, First. You just have to open your eyes.”

      With that, the sense of Benji began to fade again, becoming little more than a speck of light, and then even that retreated, faint and faded, little more than a star blinking in the sky. Imogen tried to summon Benji back, but he was gone. She was left wondering if he had ever been there, or if it had been her imagination.

      The patterns that he had demonstrated were there in the back of her mind. She didn’t know their purpose, but Benji had believed it necessary to show them to her. So she settled back, meditating to work through them. She wanted to understand. When she had focused on her sacred patterns, the ones that she had learned in the sacred temple, she had not learned them nor mastered them by practicing them. Imogen had needed to prepare her mind for them, which then had prepared the rest of her. As she traced these patterns, one after another, and built them in her mind, she suspected there was magic to them, but she did not understand it. Not yet.

      She would try to gain that insight. Benji wanted that for her.

      But even as she did, she still wondered how much of his path she was following. He had told her to find her own path, but how could she find her own path when it seemed as if he continued to nudge her along his?
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      Morning came all too early, pale sunlight threatening to push through dark clouds that hinted at coming rain. Imogen was tired, having not really rested. It was difficult to rest when her mind was tracing through Benji’s patterns, trying to come up with some understanding about what they did, and why Benji would have shown them to her. There was a part of her mind that questioned whether it had been Benji at all—perhaps it had been Abigail masquerading as him, which was something Imogen could easily imagine Abigail attempting to do.

      It seemed impossible, though. Benji knew her, and whoever had been there in her mind had known her the same way. Abigail wouldn’t know of the things that Imogen and Benji had talked about. It left Imogen believing that she had actually spoken to Benji.

      Which lifted her spirits.

      Imogen shouldn’t need that, but she had missed his presence. That surprised her. Benji had become more than a friend in the time that they had journeyed together.

      The rest of the camp was slow to awaken.

      Imogen stretched and began to make a circuit around the campsite. Petals on the Wind flowed from her, the way that she often flowed through Petals on the Wind, and she tested for any magic that she might have to disrupt. Thankfully, she didn’t feel anything.

      Imogen had come to recognize the sense of Koral magic from their shamans, an energy that steadily improved as they continued to study and master magic despite the constraints that had been placed on them over the years. Time with Lilah, and around Imogen, who made suggestions about how they could use their magic, had led the shamans to experiment in ways that they had not before. It had made many of the shamans far more capable than they had been. Some were proving quite capable.

      “You stayed apart from the rest of the camp last night,” Jorend said, striding over to her. His hair was neatly brushed, and his skin gleamed with a sheen of sweat, as if he had just been going through a sparring session.

      Imogen flicked her gaze past him, noting the small group of Leier soldiers, and suspected that was exactly what he had been doing. “I was meditating.”

      “Did you find any answers?”

      “I think there are always answers to be found while meditating,” she said, careful not to share with him the full experience. Jorend might believe that she had seen Benji, but she wasn’t quite sure what to make of it herself.

      “What do you want us to do now?”

      Imogen breathed out. She had been thinking about that following the meditation, tracing through the patterns, beginning to piece together aspects of them, but there had not been any answer within the patterns that she had seen. She had thought that maybe Benji had given her some secret, some way of guiding them to an answer that she couldn’t find on her own, but there wasn’t anything more to the patterns.

      “I think we keep making our way back to the homeland,” Imogen said. “We’re getting close. If we can stay ahead of Lilah and Abigail, I think we can get back to the homeland safely. Then we can decide what we need to do about the Koral.”

      “And your brother?”

      Imogen smiled tightly, staring off into the distance. What was there for her to say?

      She had not spent much time talking to Jorend about her brother. The only person who had really known anything about him had been Benji—and unfortunately, Lilah. Other than that, Imogen had made a point of keeping it to herself, mostly because she was somewhat embarrassed, and because she worried about how others might react were they to learn that her brother had been the cause for so much of their destruction. Perhaps that was a mistake, though. Her people deserved to know the truth of what they faced.

      “My brother is still chasing power,” Imogen said. “And I fear what it means for us, and what it means for me. I fear what I might be forced to do.”

      “You don’t think that you will be strong enough to bring him down if it comes down to that?”

      “It’s not skill or strength that I fear so much as my compassion for my brother. I worry that will overwhelm me. Not his skill, though. At least, not that I’ve seen. It’s possible that he has progressed.” Timo had been chasing power, and whatever he had acquired from the branox queen had changed him, Imogen was sure. She wasn’t sure how much it had changed him, nor did she know how much power he might now possess. “Timo was always skilled, always chasing me, though. And I was the most skilled in my village.” She trailed off, feeling a hint of strange satisfaction at that comment. It was the same pride that had led her to chase the dream of going to the sacred temple, and the same pride that had made her think that her time in the sacred temple had been a waste. It was that same pride that had forced her out of the bond quest—a task that had been given to her by someone else.

      Always by someone else.

      Increasingly, she knew that she would have to find her own path and not keep following Benji’s path, or Abigail’s and whatever she tried to force Imogen to do.

      She shook those thoughts away, holding Jorend’s eyes. “He gained skill during his bond quest, but he also gained a desire for power. And there’s a part of me that questions whether I’m doing the same thing. I’m not chasing power, but power is coming to me nonetheless.”

      “There is a difference between one who wants power to rule and one who wants power to lead.”

      Imogen smiled, thinking back to their time in the sacred temple together, and wondering how she would have reacted then. They were wise words, and she could even imagine Master Liu saying them to Jorend. It was almost as if he were still speaking to Imogen after all these years.

      “Perhaps,” she said. “And it makes me wonder which I am.”

      “I would never have thought you wanted to rule.”

      “I didn’t think that I wanted to lead, either.” Imogen looked at the people gathered around them. Had she not taken the lead, these people wouldn’t have survived. It was because of Imogen and her taking on responsibility that they had pulled through. And if she had taken another path? She suspected many—if not most—would have been slaughtered by the branox. “I can’t say that others won’t view me as chasing power so that I can rule.”

      Jorend started to smile. “That’s your concern?” He laughed, smacking his hand on his thigh, and glanced back at the people. “Do you know how long some of them have studied with the sword?”

      “I know how long everyone has studied with the sword,” Imogen said.

      Jorend turned back to her, and there was a glimmer of a smile in his eyes, but it didn’t reach his lips. “Exactly. Every single one of them is like you, First. Every single one of them has trained from their very first steps to understand and master the blade. All have wanted progress in service of the homeland, but it took you, First, to show them something they had not learned in all the years they had trained.”

      “And all it took was making them realize that what we have been taught was lies,” she said, her voice a whisper.

      “Every single one of them prefers to know the truth rather than believe a falsehood. It is not easy, but learning the truth is better. Harder, but still better.”

      Imogen nodded to him. He wasn’t wrong, and it was the very same thing that she had said to others. The idea that Jorend would be the one providing her with guidance left her smiling to herself, a little amused.

      “We could stay here for the day,” Jorend said. “The people would be comfortable. We can hunt. I’ve seen deer, and there’s clean water, and—”

      “We can’t stay. We’ll become a target if we do. Abigail and Lilah are not done with whatever they intend.”

      Jorend tipped his head in a slight bow. “We will do as you command, First.”

      There was a part of her that had grown tired of them calling her First. They said it out of respect, but she would almost prefer that they refer to her by her first name. But perhaps that was who she was now. She had earned the title.

      When she had been on her bond quest, trying to destroy the hyadan, she had come to understand that there was some other purpose to what she was doing, and something more that she could do. She had taught the people that she had worked with, demonstrating skill they had not had otherwise, helping them learn how to fight with the sword and become nearly as skilled as any Leier. Despite her protestations, Imogen had led before.

      She had to treat her people here the same way that she had taught those she had trained while on her bond quest. She had to be the First if she wanted to get them out of here to safety, stop Abigail, defeat Timo if he were to return, and return to the homeland.

      Imogen looked off into the distance. She saw a spiral of smoke.

      She frowned.

      It was up to the west, slightly northerly, and far enough away that they would not be bothered by it, but it was definitely smoke.

      “Who do you think is out there?” she asked, pointing.

      Jorend turned, frowning as he stared off into the distance. “Probably a wildfire.”

      Imogen looked at the grass around her. “We have seen plenty of moisture. It’s not dry enough for a wildfire. This is something else.”

      Maybe Abigail. Maybe Lilah. Maybe Timo.

      As Imogen looked at the others around her, she knew that she couldn’t leave them behind. They had already faced too many strange creatures, and there was a danger that even more would appear.

      “Get everybody ready. We’ll keep moving to the east.”

      Jorend nodded, and the people quickly broke camp and then began the steady march along the valley. Imogen took up a rear position, though she paused every so often, using Tree Stands in the Forest to test for any presence. There were others in the vanguard doing the same thing, chosen for their skill with the sacred patterns. None encountered anything.

      It was on the morning of the next day, after they had camped in a place not at all dissimilar to where they had camped the night before, when Imogen noticed a trail of smoke off in the distance again. It seemed a little closer.

      When she tested their surroundings with the sacred patterns, she still did not feel anything. There was an emptiness.

      What she probably needed to do was follow one of the Porapeth patterns, but Benji had not yet taught her how to follow the whispering of the wind, or what the stone knew, or even what the grasses might be able to tell her.

      And maybe that was what he had shown her.

      Her mind flicked through the various patterns that he had demonstrated. Some of them were small, and some of them were massive, on a much grander scale than she’d ever attempted before.

      She started small.

      Jorend looked over at her at midday of the third day since reaching the green part of the valley, as Imogen started to dance through a faint pattern that Benji had demonstrated. She could feel the pattern flowing within her, and found herself moving steadily, trying to guide herself through the steps, thinking that if Benji knew something about this pattern that could help her understand its purpose, he could have said something. He had not. She tried to move through it.

      “Are you trying to find a new sacred pattern?”

      “I’m trying to replicate what the Porapeth attempted.”

      There had been a time when such a comment would have seemed ridiculous. Even now, Imogen felt somewhat ridiculous saying that to him. The idea that she would somehow be able to copy Porapeth magic seemed insane to think about, but it wasn’t just replicating his pattern that she was trying to do. She was trying to use that pattern, trying to recognize something within the magic that he had possessed, and trying to find some way to copy that aspect. And as she began to move through those steps, feeling the pattern beneath her feet, she could feel some power that was there, some way for her to trap even more power.

      “Can you find anything?”

      Imogen shook her head. “Not as easily as I would like.” She glanced over and shrugged. “Again, he was a Porapeth.”

      Or is.

      She’d been trying to meditate in the evenings, and each time that she had, she had not come up with any better answer for whether or not Benji was still alive. She had seen him, or thought she had, and had noticed how he had dwindled, fading into nothing, but what if Benji was alive? What if he had not faded the way that she had believed? What if he was still out there, following them, looking down upon them from the stars above, much like her parents.

      No, she decided, shaking those thoughts away. If Benji was out there, he was still connected to magic in some way, and it was that which had allowed him to follow and look upon Imogen and connect to her. It wasn’t anything in the stars, and it certainly was not anything like her people had once believed.

      “When you figure it out, can you teach the rest of us?” Jorend asked.

      They had complete faith in Imogen’s ability to understand all of this. She had to prove that she deserved that. She continued tracing a pattern, trying to work through it, and found that nothing changed. Either she wasn’t using it the right way, or she hadn’t found the secret in the pattern.

      It was late on the fourth day since reaching the grassy valley when she heard a shriek.

      Renral.

      They had last seen the renral after defeating Abigail, though they had been renral that Imogen had saved. The renral were still in their lands, though. All were ready for the possibility that the renral might attack once more. The Leier trained in the sacred patterns immediately formed Tree Stands in the Forest, creating a canopy over them, protecting them. They waited.

      The shrieks didn’t come again.

      It made for a restless night.

      The following day, Imogen kept moving, now taking a position in the lead, and noticed a hint of smoke closer, ever closer. She kept glancing at the sky, looking for signs of the renral, and kept expecting that they would be under attack at any point, but it never came.

      Imogen knew that she should be thankful for the fact that no attack came, but there was a part of her that began to question whether they were being funneled someplace. She believed this course was taking them back to the homeland, but what if it wasn’t?

      She found Iosef, the lead Koral shaman, and walked alongside him. He had on his long robe and his enchanted protective necklace, which all the shamans carried, and he was clutching the necklace, murmuring to himself.

      When she smiled at him, he squeezed more tightly at his charm, bobbing his head toward her.

      “How well do you know these lands?” Imogen asked, keeping her voice low.

      Iosef frowned. “I can’t say that I know them all that well,” he said. He tipped his balding head up, glancing at the sky, before turning back to her. “These lands once were under our control, but we abandoned them long ago. Your people pushed us out of here.”

      “My people didn’t want any of these lands,” Imogen said. “We were in the mountains.” And this was not the mountains. She wasn’t sure what this was supposed to be for them, but she was certain that there was some aspect here that was beyond what she knew.

      “So where are you guiding us?”

      Imogen knew to be careful. Leading them toward her homeland put the Koral in danger, but they couldn’t retreat to the Koral homeland. They had been blocked by the rockslide caused by Timo’s actions. The only way to reach it would be through the Leier homeland.

      “I’m guiding all of us the only way that I know.”

      “Do we need to be concerned?”

      The Koral were not nearly as afraid of her as many of the Leier were. They viewed her differently, mostly because she had proven herself in ways that even General Derashen had not.

      “You don’t need to be concerned,” she said. “Besides, I intend to keep our people together. We have fought long enough. It’s time our people did more than just survive. I would like to see us thrive.”

      Our people. That was what she had said, as that was how she saw them in her mind. She didn’t know how many others felt the way that she did. It was possible that the Koral or the Leier might decide differently once they returned to more familiar lands.

      Iosef nodded slowly. “We’ve been trying to stay ready. The renral worried us. The last time… Well, you know what it was like the last time. You were there.”

      “It’s more than the renral. It’s the fires, too.”

      Imogen looked over to see Vinat, one of the Leier Firsts, marching alongside, looking off into the distance.

      “The fires have been moving closer,” Imogen conceded.

      She tried to use Tree Stands in the Forest to find some understanding but felt nothing.

      “We haven’t been attacked in many days,” Jorend said, coming up beside her. “The First has been protecting us.”

      “Of course,” Vinat agreed, and yet Imogen worried that perhaps they were more concerned than they were letting on.

      For her part, Imogen was more concerned that she was letting on as well. They were out in the open. When they had been in the mountain pass, she had at least had a feeling that they had some way of navigating through there, and protecting it, defending it, but out here, exposed as they were, there was nothing that would offer them the same measure of protection. She had to be careful. She wasn’t sure what they needed to do, only that perhaps they should send out scouts.

      The caravan had stopped, watching her. Many had moved close enough that they could hear her. They were waiting on Imogen to make a decision.

      She looked over at Jorend, holding his gaze. “Perhaps it’s time for us to scout the fires. Not all of us, but we can gather a few well-trained Leier and Koral shamans, and they can circle out and get word to us of what they find.” Having them work together was a part of how she intended to keep all her people connected. “The rest of us will make other preparations in case the renral attack again. We will keep moving, though.”

      Iosef looked over at her. “What else would you have us do?”

      She looked around at the Koral shamans. There were more than she had believed there to be when she had still been living in the homeland. “I have a few ideas, but we are going to need to start thinking creatively. Are you up for that?”

      Iosef frowned at her. “Of course, First.”

      She smiled tightly. “Good. Here’s what I need from you.”
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      Imogen had started to notice magic all around her. Most of it seemed to be sorcery, but not all. She had increasingly come to recognize the overwhelming sense of sorcery, the way that her skin began to tighten, and how everything around her seemed to change, constricting in such a way that she could scarcely ignore it.

      Did her people know that magic was so prevalent outside the homeland?

      Did Master Liu?

      Maybe he did know, and that was part of the reason that he had prompted her to leave the homeland. She couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps he had known all along that she might find something here.

      Imogen made her way toward the city in the distance. She had passed several villages over the last week, not daring to enter any, but she was tired. She wanted a place to rest. Imogen had grown irritated and no longer wanted to sleep on the road, propped up against a rock or a tree, trying to find some way to get restorative sleep. It was time to find a bed.

      She didn’t know anything about the outside world other than what she had heard in stories. Within the homeland, most believed that the outsiders lived like heathens, and while that was possible, seeing the city in the distance, and the architecture of tall, gleaming buildings and curved towers, Imogen couldn’t help but question whether that was true or merely one more tale that her people told.

      And there had certainly not been any stories about the kind of magic that she had faced.

      Most of it had been creations designed out of magic. She didn’t even know what to call them. They weren’t alive, but they were definitely magic. She had followed them, trying to make sense of the different types of creations that had attacked her, but there was nothing consistent about them. Some had been more successful than others, and some were more violent than others, but the kind of magic that she had encountered was consistent.

      She was left wondering about it, and left wondering about the purpose behind it.

      Magic was dark, dangerous, and used by sorcerers to control.

      This was just magic.

      As Imogen approached the city, she saw another strange carving, though it was not alone. There was one on either side of the road. She slowed, hand going to the hilt of her sword, already starting to process which of her patterns she might use, but hesitating. She was tired, and these strange contraptions had done nothing to try to target her. Imogen wasn’t even sure if they could. She didn’t know if there was anything in these items that would harm her. The only thing that she knew was that it seemed to her that they had an element of power to them.

      “You stay there,” Imogen muttered.

      One of the carvings looked something like an animal, a wolf or something similar, and reminded her a little bit of the carved form of the tiger from the tiger temple. Were the tigers in the tiger temple magical?

      No. Imogen thought that if they were, she would have been aware of that. She thought she would have felt something from them, even if it was subtle. She had felt nothing. Which told her that they were not magical, like these other creations were.

      When the sculpture didn’t turn toward her, she moved on.

      It was the first time she had chosen to leave a magical sculpture alone.

      What had she become?

      Imogen stopped, feeling as if she had shamed her people even more.

      She was Leier. She was meant to fight magic. To destroy it.

      But these items were not trying to harm her. They weren’t even trying to harm the city. As far as she had been able to determine, these items did nothing more than stand guard, as if providing some measure of protection over the city itself.

      Magic used for protection.

      There was another reason for Imogen to stay her hand, but it was harder for her to justify as one of the Leier warriors, and a First at that. If she were to fight everything magical, there was little doubt that she would have every opportunity to throw herself at multiple attackers. She had no desire to face an entire squadron of sorcerers that she had only heard rumors of but had never seen in person.

      She had struggled to cut down the magical constructs, so Imogen couldn’t help but wonder how she would fare against an actual sorcerer.

      And here she had thought that she knew what to do to bring down sorcery. She had trained in the traditional patterns, become a master of them, and had learned the sacred patterns, but none of that had made much of a difference against those constructs, as she had been told it would.

      Imogen tore her gaze away from the sculptures and headed into the city.

      The Leier homeland didn’t have any cities. Not any longer. There had been a time when her people had come together in a place called the Heart of the Leier, but that had been so long ago and had been lost to so much violence that it was no longer a gathering place for them. Now they considered their homes to be in the countless villages scattered around the countryside of the homeland, all brought together by the sacred temples and the army, uniting their people in a way that the Heart once had. So as she approached the city, Imogen wasn’t sure quite what to make of it.

      It was noisy. She noticed that at first. She had heard the sounds from a distance, far enough away that she recognized the sounds of shouting, bells tolling, strange hammering, and just a general din that had worked its way toward her.

      There were smells as well. A foul, unpleasant stench seemed to linger over everything. It was like water that had stagnated too long. Imogen tried to ignore it, but it seemed to permeate everything. Was that what she would smell like if she were to remain here? Cleanliness was sacred within the Leier homeland, and her people cherished their baths, not only for the communal nature of them but also as a way of soothing aching muscles after hours spent training.

      Dirt seemed to hang over the buildings, looking as if mud had splashed up on the stone walls, though the ground was relatively dry and fairly hard-packed. Everything seemed to be made from a dark gray stone, giving it a dingy and dreary appearance. Most of the buildings were single-story, though many stretched taller, and as Imogen got closer to the heart, as she assumed it to be, she found that there were even taller buildings, and much larger altogether. There was one part of the city where an enormous wall stretched up around a palatial building unlike anything she had ever seen before. She stood staring at it, feeling as if there was something here that she needed to understand, but also feeling as if she was so far from home.

      And she was.

      Somebody bumped into Imogen from behind. She felt a hand slide around her waist, flickering like a lizard’s tongue, before starting away.

      Imogen spun, sword in hand, and jammed the blade upward toward the assailant’s throat.

      It was a boy.

      His eyes widened, and he froze. The boy was dirty, like the buildings, and he was wearing little more than tattered robes. He flicked his gaze to her face, then to her sword, before his mouth quivered. Tears streamed down his cheeks. “Please. You don’t have to hurt me.”

      His voice was a little too high, uncontrolled. Not at all the kind of boy who had trained to fight the way that boys in the homeland did.

      “Did you think to steal from me?” Imogen asked.

      The boy’s voice quavered again. There was a bit of a hitch to his chest, but it seemed to be controlled.

      An act?

      Did he really think to play her for a fool?

      “I was just checking to make sure that you weren’t—”

      He spun, streaking off down the street, racing away from her. When Imogen had moved through the streets, she had weaved around the people, carts, and wagons, and the occasional animal in the thoroughfare, but the boy barreled through, blending in.

      Imogen had nothing on her for the boy to steal, but the idea that somebody would even try still shocked her.

      She looked at those she saw around her, and truly looked this time.

      Within her homeland, the villages worked together to ensure that people had enough to eat. They were either farmers or fighters. It was a simple division, and those who could fight, or wanted to fight, were supported by those who either chose not to or could not. Carrying a blade was considered an honor, but so too was working a shovel or hoe in service of the Leier. It was part of the reason that Imogen had always wanted to fight to protect her people. She had been protected by them ever since her parents had been lost, and she thought that she could offer them something in return.

      The same wasn’t true here.

      Most of the people that she saw on the streets had tattered clothing, and far too many of them were dirty. Everyone was in need of a bath. Imogen had noticed that when she’d first come to the city, having smelled it. And now she was all too aware of it.

      She turned her attention back to the palace. There was wealth there. But only there, it seemed.

      She found her way around the wall, watching everything in the street around her, not wanting to be surprised by another young thief. She kept her sword in its sheath, though she wondered if anyone would even say anything to her. It was doubtful that they would. She didn’t see many people carrying any weapons, but those whom she did notice with weapons were given a wide berth by all the dirty locals.

      When she reached the opposite side of the palace, she noticed a maroon-robed man flanked by two others. Imogen backed toward the wall, watching. There was something different about this man. There was something different about the two soldiers with him.

      As the maroon-robed man approached, she felt a shivering tension, one that squeezed along her spine before passing. It took a long time to do so.

      Magic.

      It had to be the maroon-robed man. A sorcerer.

      Imogen had never seen a sorcerer before. She pushed away from the wall, and she trailed them. She didn’t get too close, but she was curious. Who was this? Why was he here?

      She followed them as they walked in the direction from which she had just come, then took a side street and followed it down a hillside to another walled building. This one was made of towering stone, and the mere presence of it left Imogen’s skin prickling, as if there was something here that might squeeze and constrict. As she watched, the maroon-robed sorcerer reached the wall, did something magical to it to create an opening, and then stepped through, leaving the other two men on the outside.

      Imogen must have stepped too close. One of the soldiers turned to her.

      “You there,” he said, his words accented, carrying with them a strange tone that had a certain harshness to it. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Watching,” Imogen said.

      “You aren’t permitted here.”

      “Really? Who says I am not?”

      “The Society,” the soldier said.

      Imogen frowned, and as she had no idea what the Society was, she turned away, looking at the tall stone structure, trying to make sense of what she saw. She ignored the two soldiers. One of them started across the street toward her, his boots loud against the cobblestones. What kind of soldier didn’t care about the noise he made as he approached?

      Then again, there was the possibility that he wanted her to know that he was coming, that he made no point in masking his presence, simply because he didn’t think that he needed to.

      “I said that you are not permitted here.”

      His hand remained near his sword.

      Imogen smiled. Did he want to fight?

      He wasn’t magic, but he was working with someone who was. And in that regard, he might as well have been a sorcerer himself.

      Imogen needed to know how she might fare against someone like this. She had her suspicions, especially given the noise of his boots and the overly confident way in which he strolled toward her, along with the bulky look to his frame. A real sword master wasn’t bulky. They were strong, but only as strong as they needed to be to have the necessary precision in their actions.

      “I will go where I choose,” Imogen said.

      With a flourish, she unsheathed her blade, holding it carefully.

      The man glowered, and then he darted forward.

      He was slow. It was almost enough to make her hesitate, as she had no intention of harming somebody who obviously thought he was more skilled than he was. It would be like fighting a child. When the other joined in, Imogen decided to give them an opportunity. She defended only.

      They fought with aggression. She had to give them that. There was no coordination, though. Two men against one should give them an advantage, but only if they chose to take that advantage. These men obviously had no idea what kind of advantage they could and should claim, and instead, they simply threw themselves at her at the same time, unmindful of how one attack influenced another. It should have been a dance, moving in unison, forcing Imogen to take predictable actions. Instead, neither man paid much attention to what the other did.

      And so she blocked, twisting, ducking, before driving the flat of her blade into one man’s wrist, forcing him to drop his sword, and twisting close to the next one, dropping her elbow into his midsection, and then dancing back out of reach. He held his sword out toward her, the tip of it wavering, whereas Imogen’s sword did not.

      “Go back to your station,” Imogen said. “I simply wanted to see what was here.”

      The other man grabbed for his sword, scrambling to lift it, and then he looked at his partner. They rushed her as one.

      Imogen shook her head. They wouldn’t even qualify for a Third of the Blade, as they had no technique, nothing other than mindlessness, which was not useful in a fight. Obviously.

      She spun, slapping at one man’s wrist, forcing him to drop his sword—again—before kicking, driving her heel into the back of the other’s leg. He stumbled, and then she struck him in the back of the head, causing him to sprawl forward.

      It had taken only a few minutes. Little more than that. The man who remained conscious was panting, whereas Imogen barely needed to take a breath. Thankfully, her time in the sacred temple had not diminished her skill with the traditional patterns. She had not continued to practice them with the same ferocity as she had before heading to the sacred temple, but she had practiced and sparred with many of the other disciples.

      She was watching the building when some part of the wall began to change. It started to glow ever so softly. It was a faint energy, little more than that, and as it glowed, Imogen felt the tightness along her spine again, and it began to intensify.

      Magic came for her.

      She stood in the middle of the street, sword in hand, as a dozen men spilled from the wall.

      A distant part of her felt the temptation to remain and attempt to keep sparring with these others, though they probably wouldn’t see it as sparring. She knew better than to tempt fate too long. Imogen had come to try to make sense of the sorcerers, and their protection, and had seen that they were lacking.

      Maybe this was what Master Liu had sent her to do.

      But not yet.

      Imogen backed away, but she had taken too long, or perhaps she had not really wanted to back away. Whatever the case may be, the soldiers surrounded her.

      She had fought the other two without any intent to kill. She doubted they would have approached her in the same way, but there was no point in harming the child who didn’t know better. A dozen…

      A dozen would be a bit more of a challenge. But if they were all less than Thirds in her land, then they wouldn’t pose any danger. Besides, this was her bond quest. And a bond quest was designed to test one of the Leier, to help them find who they were meant to be, and to help them find growth, along with presenting an opportunity to become something more. Imogen could not do that without pushing herself.

      She held her blade up, waiting.

      They approached her casually, none of them bothering to pay much attention to the two men lying on the ground, nor did they pay much attention to the fact that Imogen seemed unconcerned about their approach. They would come at her without any coordination. And when they did, Imogen would take them down.

      This was her bond quest.

      This was how she would learn what she needed so that she could return to the Leier—and the sacred temple.

      As the swordsmen converged upon her, she wondered what this had to do with magic, and why Master Liu had sent her here.
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      Imogen scouted off to the east of the caravan. She’d been looking for the better part of the last hour, expecting that she might find something there, but so far, she had not. She anticipated that Abigail and Lilah were still out there, hunting for them, and so she knew that she needed to be doing the same thing, trying to figure out just what it was that they were going to do to her people.

      They had found nothing of the fires that she had seen. The scouts had been out and back without finding anything. She knew what she’d seen, though, and wanted to keep looking. It was part of the reason that Imogen had kept hunting, searching so that she could uncover something out there, but her search had not brought her any closer to answers.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, and she started to think about just what it was that Benji had shown her when she’d had visions of him. There had to be something within those visions that she might be able to uncover, but even as she tried to focus, she did not uncover anything.

      That didn’t mean that she could not keep trying to meditate and keep trying to find those answers. Every time the wind began to blow, gusting in a certain direction, it pushed on her. Imogen was reminded of Benji and of the connection that they shared. It wasn’t a connection that she would ever have expected to have, but now it had become one of the most important connections in her life. That still seemed surprising to her.

      A soft scratching sound caught her attention, and Imogen looked up. There was evidence of animal movement out here, and Imogen had been careful, making her way along the hillside, thinking that if she were to find some creature, she wanted to be ready for it. So far, she had not encountered anything more. There had been no further sign of that strange creature that she had freed from Abigail’s hold. Nothing more like that, but she suspected there had to be more creatures, and she believed that they weren’t done with their attack.

      When a scratching sound came again, Imogen hurried toward it.

      This time, she was convinced of what she’d heard. It was definitely there. And if it was, that meant that some strange animal was after them. Perhaps it was trailing them, or perhaps this was another attack. She didn’t know what Abigail might try to pull. She only knew that Abigail had already proven that she was interested in attacking Imogen and forcing the caravan to take a specific direction.

      Imogen reached for her sword. She hadn’t needed it so far, but there was no telling what she might ultimately require. She drifted, Petals on the Wind, flowing forward.

      She saw nothing.

      No sign of the smoke that had caught her attention. There was no sign of any activity out here.

      She turned, looking off into the distance. They had been heading away from the mountains and winding their way through them. The path would eventually lead them back to the Leier homeland, she knew, but only after traveling this way for a long time.

      Long enough that Imogen started to wonder if perhaps that really was the way that they should be taking.

      She hadn’t told the others, but at what point did they need to consider changing their direction? They had been planning on this, heading this way, because they thought that they needed the safety of the Leier homeland, but at what point would it not provide the kind of safety that they had once believed it would?

      Imogen focused on the distant landscape again, looking for signs of anything to suggest the attackers, or perhaps what she might need to be doing, but she still saw nothing more.

      A gust of wind picked up, and it pushed on her. The wind had been doing that for a while now, attempting to whip around her, and though Imogen understood there was some sort of warning in it, she didn’t know what that warning was. Benji had tried to tell her something, she believed, but she didn’t know what. And given that it was Benji, it was very probable that what he had attempted to show her was little more than the wind. He had been convinced that she could learn to master the wind the way that he had, and Imogen wasn’t as convinced of it. Then again, when it came to Benji, she had learned it didn’t really matter what she was convinced of. He would try to reveal what he thought she needed to know, regardless of what she believed.

      Imogen had started to turn when another flicker of movement caught her attention. This time, she was certain of what she had seen.

      She turned back to it.

      A long, slender silver lizard poked its head above a rock. The creature had to be no more than the size of her arm, and it had a long tail that snaked out, flickering at her while the creature watched her.

      “What about you?” Imogen whispered. “Are you corrupted like the others?”

      She saw no sign of a necklace, as she had with the others, so she didn’t think that it had been somehow influenced the way that they had, but she didn’t really know. It was possible that it had been.

      She would wait. She would watch. And if it decided to attack her, well, then she would have her answer.

      The lizard continued to watch her.

      Increasingly, Imogen felt as if it were watching her with a knowing look. That had to be her imagination—only as it stared, tongue the only thing moving, she didn’t think that she imagined that look. The lizard did have a form of intelligence.

      Another scraping sound caught her attention, and Imogen turned briefly, ever so slightly, and she saw another of the creatures.

      Slowly she became aware of three in total. They were all off in the distance, standing apart, and they all watched her as if she was a threat.

      She didn’t move. Instead, she focused on Tree Stands in the Forest. If the creatures decided to approach, Imogen would be ready for them, and she would push them back. But only then. If they left her alone, there was no reason for her to do anything.

      The wind picked up, shifting again.

      It was blowing from behind her, as if the gusts were trying to carry her toward the creatures. She resisted.

      “If you plan on trying to show me something, Benji, you’re going to have to be clearer than that.”

      Imogen felt ridiculous talking to the air, but she wasn’t about to have Benji force her along some pathway without having some explanation as to what he intended to do.

      And she believed that this had to be Benji. What else could it be?

      The wind shifted. Now it swirled, forcing her back a step.

      That was annoying. It pulled at her hair, twisting it, tangling it, and yet Imogen ignored it. There was no point in paying attention to the wind as it gusted like that. There was no point in letting that be a distraction.

      Instead, she focused on these creatures. That was what she thought the key was, even if she didn’t know why. First the stone creature.

      Well, not first. That had just been one more in the line of other creatures that had been used against her.

      Every so often, Imogen would see movement in the sky, and she would look up, half expecting to see one of the renral, but they never came closer. They were dark specks in the distance, often imagined rather than anything real, though there were times when Imogen would close her eyes, and she could practically feel them out there, as if the renral were connected to her in some way. Thankfully, they hadn’t attacked. Imogen didn’t know if her people would be able to withstand another renral attack. Their numbers had dwindled, though many of her people now had a better understanding of the sacred patterns than they had before, so it was possible that even with diminished numbers, they might be able to handle something greater than what they had so far. Maybe.

      Frustration began to build within Imogen. She took a step forward, making her way toward the lizard. The one that had been watching her the longest flicked his tongue out at her, and then it spun and scurried away.

      It headed away from the mountains.

      Lizards like that were odd. They had some in the Leier homeland, but nothing quite like that. At least, nothing that Imogen had experienced before.

      She swept her gaze around the landscape one more time, finding no further evidence of fire, before jogging along a circuitous loop back toward her people.

      By the time she reached them, it was late. The camp had been established. Jorend and the Koral shamans had done a good job getting everything organized, and a fire blazed brightly. Imogen nodded to several of the people in the camp before pausing and watching as a pair of Leier held long, slender wooden swords. They had been acquired at some point along the journey, though Imogen didn’t remember any of her people having grabbed those lengths of wood. Perhaps they had carved them free from trees they had passed.

      Gergan was older, First of the Blade, whereas Sephar was younger, and he had a single notch on his blade. Normally, the notched soldier would have been the superior one, but as Imogen watched, Gergan led, learning what Imogen had demonstrated of the sacred patterns, and drifting in the Stream through the Trees.

      It was fluid, and it caught Sephar off guard.

      But there was an aspect of it that wasn’t quite right.

      Imogen stepped forward. “Like this,” she said, unsheathing her blade in a single movement. She turned to Gergan, held out her blade, and prepared herself.

      The sacred pattern was simple now that she knew the truth of it. She could follow it, and she could flow through that pattern, and she let it guide her as she did. It drifted through her energy, carried her through each of the steps, and she couldn’t help but be reminded of how Master Liu had taught her this very same pattern at one point. Imogen had always been sloppy to him. She had always thought that she had no potential to be anything other than sloppy.

      “Do you see the difference?” she asked Gergan.

      She realized that Sephar had been paying attention as well and had modeled her movements. It wasn’t surprising. What did surprise her, though, was that four other Leier warriors had stopped what they were doing and hurried over. Even two of the Koral shamans had come to watch. Imogen had wondered if she might be able to work with the Koral shamans. There was no reason that they couldn’t learn the sacred patterns as the Leier did. The only difference between the two was that one used the blade and one used magic. If they could blend the two, there was a possibility that the patterns might be even more effective. Given that the Koral were aware of magic, and had never resisted it, she couldn’t help but think that this was a possibility.

      “I see, First,” Gergan said, tipping his head in a bow. “Do you have another you would be willing to teach?”

      Imogen glanced off into the distance. There had been no further sign of any fires. Nothing to suggest they were in any danger. She had scouted for any creatures as well but found no evidence that Abigail was sending anything like that at them. For now, she was left to believe that they were as safe as they could be.

      That should reassure her.

      And to a certain extent, it did. Knowing that they didn’t have to worry about a possible attack from a Porapeth left Imogen with a bit of relaxation, but it was only a little. She knew there was still danger out there. Worse, she had no idea what Abigail had planned for her, only that given her Porapeth abilities, she would definitely have something planned for Imogen—and probably the rest of the Leier.

      Which meant that Imogen had to prepare her people so that they could defend themselves.

      Such as the opportunity she had now.

      “We will go through each of the sacred patterns again.” She raised her voice loud enough so that anyone nearby could hear. “I will demonstrate, and then I would ask that those of you who have mastered one of them—those of you who I have told have mastered one of them—work with those who have not.”

      There was a murmur of agreement.

      Imogen could be the only one who taught. And it was times like these when she knew that her people needed to progress, times like these when she knew that her people had an opportunity to progress.

      And they had. As strange as it seemed to her, given how long it had taken her—and Jorend, who had spent even more time at the sacred temple than her—to master even some of the sacred patterns, these people had progressed.

      “Let’s begin.”

      Imogen started with Tree Stands in the Forest. It gave her an opportunity to look at the others around her. It seemed to her that all the Leier had come—including Jorend. He stood among the others, unmindful of presumed rank, watching every movement Imogen made. There had to be a dozen Koral as well, including Eleanor.

      What would the sacred sword masters think of Imogen teaching those who had never been chosen to go to one of the sacred temples?

      They’d probably be angry. Then again, Imogen was angry that the sacred sword masters had held back that knowledge from those who could have used it. Had they learned the truth, perhaps Imogen would have been better prepared, and perhaps the Leier army would have been better prepared. Then again, as she looked around, and she saw Leier mixed with Koral, she wondered if perhaps her people would not have been ready even then.

      Maybe the sacred sword masters had known something. Maybe the Porapeth had guided them.

      Like Benji continued to guide her now.

      But Imogen was determined to keep moving, keep teaching, and keep her people learning what they needed to know. It was the only way they would stay safe. But as she worked, she wondered if it would even be possible to stay safe. Given what they had encountered, and the dangers that they knew existed, was it possible to keep all her people safe against Porapeth—or worse?
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      Imogen continued to practice the patterns that Benji had shown her while meditating, but she did not find the answers that she knew had to be there. She felt as if she needed to piece it all together, but nothing formed in her mind the way that it normally did. There were different kinds of patterns, some small in scale and some larger. She had mastered none of them.

      Maybe that was the problem, then. Maybe what she needed to be working on was the larger patterns, the ones that Benji had settled in her mind. But as she tried working on them, she failed to understand them.

      She kept hoping Benji would come back to her, that he would visit her once again, but there was no sign of him. Imogen didn’t even know if Benji could return. She found herself looking at the sky and watching the stars, thinking that maybe there would be a message or some way for Benji to return, but there was nothing more than darkness and the occasional twinkling star, and the tug of energy that left her always hopeful.

      A shriek split her concentration, and Imogen immediately braced, forming Tree Stands in the Forest. She got to her feet, pushing down and forming the roots of the pattern, and then arced up overhead, bracing the branches so that her people would be protected from the renral attack.

      Others around her did the same, creating a vast canopy of invisible powered Trees that arced over their heads, providing a barricade. The attack never came.

      Imogen released her Tree Stands in the Forest. She found Yoril standing near the fire, sword in hand, body tense, concentration written on his face. He had a measure of irritation flickering in his eyes, a reflection of the effort required to connect to the sacred patterns while trying to defend the others around him.

      “You can relax,” she said, touching his arm.

      Yoril looked over at her, and the tightness in his jaw, and that in his eyes, finally started to fade, and he released the sacred pattern. She could practically see it the moment he did. Being able to see the power within a sacred pattern was unusual. Had Benji always known what she was doing?

      Knowing the truth about Benji and how he was magic, she suspected that he had known when someone was using another form of it.

      “I don’t want another attack,” Yoril said. “We lost so many during the last one.”

      “That was weeks ago,” Imogen said soothingly. She found herself looking at the sky and hoping that Benji might be one of the eternal warriors who could grant them a measure of protection, though the warriors were never said to be Porapeth. They were Leier. “We might have heard them, but we don’t have to fear them.”

      She wasn’t going to convince anybody. They feared the attack just as she did. And how could they not? So many had suffered from the renral attacks, and there was good reason to fear them, despite the fact that Abigail had been the one to instigate those attacks.

      Imogen started to say something when another shriek split the sky, loud and painful.

      She immediately focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, readying for the possibility of an attack, watching as Yoril did the same. When no sign of the renral came, she gradually began to relax. As did he.

      Imogen made her way through the camp, and when she reached the edge, she began to turn back toward the campfire. It crackled brightly, pushing back the darkness of night. They were a large enough party that they didn’t fear revealing their presence, but Imogen didn’t know if the campfire would draw renral or other dangerous creatures to them. Perhaps it didn’t matter. They were prepared for that possibility.

      She found Jorend and motioned to the campfire. “We need to have scouts out.”

      “The scouts are back. When they heard the renral, they thought they needed to be here.”

      Imogen frowned. “Maybe that was for the best,” she whispered. If only she had some control over the Porapeth ability to see. She had used it a few times but never controlled it the way that Benji had. It had come to her under duress. “We should scout for the renral.”

      “What if that’s what they want?” Jorend looked over at her. “You have been the one telling us that Abigail has forced you to react in some way, even using her to do it. What if they are trying to draw you off to attack you on your own?”

      “I’m not so sure they can attack me,” she said.

      He frowned. “She’s a Porapeth.”

      Imogen nodded. “She is, but I think she’s limited in what she can do—at least in what she is willing to do. I don’t understand it, at least not well, but there are certain restrictions to the Porapeth intervening. And that’s why she’s been trying to guide with others. When it comes to this, the possibility of another attack, I don’t think that she is capable of controlling it directly.”

      She wasn’t sure if that was true or not, which left her wishing even more for Benji to provide her with some answers. Did the gift of Porapeth power protect her from another Porapeth?

      “And I did defeat her champions,” Imogen said. “If she has trained others, we might have more trouble, but I think there’s a limit to how quickly she can prepare them.”

      There had to be a limit. The others had possessed considerable skill, but it would take time for Abigail to replenish her champions. Lilah was her only hope, and though Imogen had defeated her, Imogen understood that Lilah was progressing the same way that Imogen was. In time, Lilah might still prove to be a dangerous adversary. Just not yet.

      “I think we need to see what is out there,” Imogen said. “We need to send scouts.”

      “I wish the sacred patterns provided us a way of doing that without risking ourselves.”

      “I’ve been trying to come up with something,” Imogen admitted. “I think the sacred patterns can show us, but it’s a technique that I don’t quite know. I don’t feel like I know the secret of that power quite yet.” She stared off into the distance and could almost feel an energy out there. Maybe this was meant as a distraction. There had not been any further attacks in several days, which left Imogen wondering if the fires they had seen moving close to them were what she feared.

      There was another possibility. Someone could be coming to them for help. Coming in an attack felt too direct. That was not the kind of thing Abigail would do. She preferred subterfuge, masking her intentions, which the fires would certainly not permit.

      The night went slowly. By the time the dawn broke, Imogen hadn’t slept, but neither had most of the other Leier within the camp. They were all watching the sky, holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest, and they passed the morning in a haze of sleeplessness. The Koral had gotten rest, mostly because they had come to learn that their enchantments and their sorcery would only offer so much protection for them. What they really needed was some way to set those enchantments and protections so they could be alerted to any sort of attack even when they were sleeping. They needed enough of a warning that they could defend themselves, but there had not been an opportunity to test those protections yet.

      There was no further smoke in the distance. It had been getting closer and closer, but now Imogen had seen nothing for a long time. Then, around midmorning, there was another plume of smoke, but this time it was on the opposite side of the trail.

      “Send the scouts over there,” Imogen said to Jorend. “Make sure that they approach it carefully, and make sure they’re as protected as they can be.”

      “How did they get around us?”

      “I’m not so sure that they did,” Imogen said carefully as she looked around. “I’m not exactly sure what’s going on, but it is not as straightforward as we believed.”

      That bothered her more than she wanted to let on. She was supposed to be leading. If she had been able to scout, she might have had the answers by now, but that was not what her people needed from her. More than that, she worried what would happen to the rest of her people if something were to happen to her while scouting. They still needed her.

      But she also knew what she should be doing. She had to prepare someone to take her place were she to fall. What kind of leader would she be if she did not?

      They had only gone for another hour or so, passing along a section of grasses that were up to their shoulders, a small grove of trees in the distance, when Imogen noticed another fire, this one off to the east. This was now the third direction she’d seen something like that. One behind, one to the east, and one to the west. It couldn’t be the same group unless they were using enchanted creatures…

      Maybe that was what they were dealing with.

      Imogen was moving forward to investigate when another shriek broke the quiet.

      A renral.

      Everything was coming to a head.

      Why here, though?

      Imogen probed with Tree Stands in the Forest but felt nothing. Others around her were doing the same thing, and probably finding the same emptiness. She had to do more. Imogen was the First, after all. She had to be more.

      She pushed deeper.

      As she did, she began to feel something. It was faint. Pressure, but of a sort that had been present all along. It had been so subtle, and so continuous, that she hadn’t even paid attention to it.

      Imogen motioned to the others to stop. How could she not have noticed that before?

      She pushed deeper with her sacred pattern.

      Magic.

      It was the distinct energy of sorcery. Imogen had been so focused on the distractions around her, on the renral, on the smoke, that she had not been paying much attention to everything else. They had served as distractions. She had made a mistake.

      Imogen focused and began to feel a steady building of energy. She could feel the source of it, and she crouched down, running her hands through the grasses, feeling what seemed like a track. A path.

      It cut through the grasses, invisible, but now that she was aware of it, Imogen knew what it was, knew how it felt, and knew that she could follow it. She guided her awareness along it, using that understanding to help bridge the distance, and she found something there.

      There was not just one track but two of them.

      Parallel. It was some invisible, magical road.

      Where was it guiding them?

      As Imogen got to her feet, looking around, feeling that energy, trying to understand just what it was and where it was coming from and what it was trying to do to them, she heard another shriek.

      The renral started to swarm. She looked up, noticed the darkened shapes circling overhead, and began to count one after another.

      There were nearly a dozen of them.

      And they were coming straight toward them.
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      They had faced the renral before. They were vicious and violent creatures that had their own sort of magic mixed into a part of their being. When Imogen and her people had faced the renral before, they had done so against only a few at a time, never so many, and never like this. The creatures were sweeping toward them out of the west, their shrieks splitting the air. There was something almost haunting about that call. The unsettled murmuring from her people told Imogen all that she needed to know about their reaction to the sudden appearance of the renral.

      Could her people be strong enough to bring down that many?

      Against a few, she thought they could be. Tree Stands in the Forest was strong enough to protect them against that kind of threat, but against a dozen…

      That was a very different danger.

      Standing out in the open would leave them vulnerable. The trees might help.

      “Get to the trees,” Imogen said, motioning to a nearby grove.

      Jorend sent up the command, and the others began to fall into line, quickly taking up their positions, and began to move, but it seemed almost as if the shoulder-high grasses prevented them from moving toward the trees.

      “First?”

      Imogen couldn’t tell who had spoken, but she understood the implication in the tone. They couldn’t make it off the path. It was a path that shouldn’t even be there. Now that she was aware of it, she could feel that pressure squeezing on them, funneling them somewhere.

      Probably into this renral trap.

      Another burst of smoke on the far side appeared. Imogen took a deep breath, glancing up at the sky, wishing that Benji or another of the eternal warriors might appear, before starting toward the barrier. All she needed to do was break free. Then she could save her people. The sacred patterns would provide that answer.

      She tried Axe Falling. It was a relatively straightforward sacred pattern, and it carried with it enough strength and power that she thought she should be able to break through. She failed. Trying again, she slammed everything into that sacred pattern but could not get through.

      Imogen shifted to Lightning Strikes in the Storm. Now resistance pushed openly against her, so that each time she attempted to fight, she could feel it resisting her.

      She looked at the others with her. “All who can use the sacred patterns need to attack here,” she said.

      The Leier took up positions around her.

      This attack should work. There were enough Leier with the ability to use the sacred patterns now that they should be able to overpower whatever held them in place, but this resistance was far too powerful.

      Why here, though?

      Imogen didn’t have an answer.

      When the renral shrieked again, she looked up to see the dark cloud moving closer. They had only a few moments before they would have to fight. Could they use the sacred patterns against the renral here, or would this place somehow mitigate her sacred patterns?

      It had to be Abigail and Lilah.

      Which meant that Imogen had to lead. She had Porapeth power granted to her by Benji, and she thought that it had to be the key to breaking free.

      On her command, the Leier crashed forward. Each person used their own favored sacred pattern. Each person attacked the invisible wall, slamming into it in a way that left sparks crackling. That crackling energy gave Imogen a moment when she thought that it would work, when pressure was building, but they were pushed back. They had no choice but to retreat. She slammed pattern after pattern at the invisible barrier, but Lilah and Abigail’s sorcery resisted every attempt and kept them confined.

      An idea came to Imogen then.

      “Both sides,” she called out.

      Jorend glanced over at her, then motioned to the other side and the other track that she had detected. Others of the Leier took up positions. She called a command, and they attacked again.

      Imogen focused on several of her sacred patterns. Lightning Strikes, Axe Falling, Rocks Tumbling. None of them worked. None of them were enough. If only she’d had time to master some of Benji’s sacred patterns, that might have been enough. The blasts caused the invisible wall to shimmer, and streaks of power glittered along the surface before dissipating into nothingness, but it never crumbled.

      The renral shrieked again.

      They were getting closer. Imogen could feel them.

      The grasses in front of her began to move, taking on something of a life of their own, undulating. It was on the other side of the invisible barrier. As she focused on that, she began to wonder what new treat Lilah and Abigail had sent in their direction.

      She didn’t have to wait long.

      The grasses parted, and strange thin creatures with whips for arms and fingers, odd-looking heads that bobbed forward, stumbled toward them. At first Imogen thought that they were enchantments. They were similar enough to the kind of enchantments that she had faced when dealing with Sul’toral—sorcerers of incredible power that gifted followers some of their power—but she had no sense of magic coming off them. Just whiplike arms that flailed and slashed at the nearest of the Leier.

      The Leier no longer focused on trying to break through the barrier. They couldn’t.

      They had to focus on this attack.

      Imogen turned her attention to these creatures. She had to give them everything that she could. She had to protect her people.

      Imogen flowed, moving through the sacred patterns, using Petals on the Wind, Stream through the Mountains, carving down one creature after another. It was only after she had cut down three of them that she realized that what she had thought were dense grasses in front of her were not all grasses. Some of them were these creatures.

      They were swarming.

      The creatures came at them with their strange black limbs, heads that bobbed forward and looked like bizarre stalks, and eyes that were made of flinty yellow violence. Long streamers slashed in Imogen’s direction, and it took all her focus to keep them from getting closer to her.

      Someone cried out near her.

      If she could break free of the magic holding them, she could help her people.

      First she had to get past this.

      For each creature Imogen carved down, another replaced it. She had only a few moments before more of her people fell—and not only to these creatures.

      The renral were coming.

      Another shriek. This was followed by another, then another. They were getting closer. Imogen couldn’t hold on to the sacred patterns protecting her people while also battling with these creatures.

      Imogen had never attempted to hold one sacred pattern while summoning complete control over another. She had mixed two at the same time while attacking, but now she needed to do something else. Could she hold on to Tree Stands in the Forest while generating enough of an attack pattern?

      Not while standing motionless.

      She glanced over and noticed Jorend whirling, his blade blurring.

      He was a picture of concentration. He seemed to know that she had turned in his direction, and he nodded to her, focusing on the creatures as he fought.

      All around was the sense of magic exploding as the Koral fought. Against this heavy onslaught, Imogen doubted that would be enough. They had been funneled in this direction and forced to a place where they would have to fight.

      Three more of the creatures surrounded her, taking a position on either side. Whiplike arms came toward her. Imogen paused long enough to become Tree Stands in the Forest so that she could block, but she didn’t have any chance to release it. If she were to do so, one of those whip arms would come slashing at her.

      But she had done something similar once before. She had held Tree Stands in the Forest while also converting it to Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      Could she do that now?

      They were complementary patterns, but Lightning Strikes in the Storm wasn’t going to work on these creatures that way. She needed a band of power that would curve outward and carve through them quickly rather than one by one. Imogen held on to Tree Stands in the Forest, and now there were five creatures around her. Then ten. Then a dozen.

      The other Leier were around her, all trying to hold on to Tree Stands in the Forest to defend themselves, but they were overwhelmed by the sheer number of the creatures.

      Distantly, Imogen became aware of the crackling of energy. She could feel it squeezing her. It was a pressure that she had learned to recognize during her days serving the Leier while trying to hunt down sorcery, but somehow that pressure had been so subtle that she hadn’t even known what it was.

      She couldn’t tell who was responsible, only that it was sorcery.

      What she wouldn’t give for some enchantment that would create Tree Stands in the Forest for her.

      Now wasn’t the time for those thoughts. If she managed to escape, it was something she could have the Koral shamans work on.

      If.

      That was another troubled thought to have. Imogen had survived the branox, the renral, and Abigail. She would not die here.

      Distantly, she heard Benji’s voice in the back of her mind. “Don’t be such a stupid shit.”

      Maybe he was there; maybe he was not. But whatever the case, he was not wrong. Imogen had to stop being so foolish about this. She wasn’t going to die here. She had to use Lightning Strikes in the Storm, but she needed a way to turn it into a carving and curving blade.

      Normally, Lightning Strikes in the Storm was an abrupt use of energy, a shifting of the sacred pattern outward, but if she angled ever so slightly, she thought she might be able to turn it in a way that would sweep in a circle.

      Imogen shifted, transitioning from Tree Stands in the Forest to Lightning Strikes in the Storm, letting it arc out in a burst of energy. When she finished her curve, turning in a complete circle, she immediately reformed Tree Stands in the Forest. It was fast and precise, but she made a point of flowing through it, mixing lessons from her traditional patterns with those of the sacred patterns.

      The creatures that had surrounded her were all down. Every single one of them.

      Imogen marched forward.

      As she did, she held Tree Stands in the Forest again, and once again she spun, arcing power out and around her. It created another band, and she carved down another dozen of the creatures, getting closer to Jorend.

      The renral shrieked. The sound was close enough that she wasn’t sure she had much time remaining before the creatures reached them.

      Jorend looked over, locking eyes with her.

      She spun, Lightning Strikes in the Storm arcing in a circle around her, clearing the creatures away from him. A hint of a smile curved his lips. And then Jorend created the same pattern.

      All around them, the various Leier began to clear the creatures. They had seen Imogen and Jorend and were skilled enough to replicate what they had done.

      They might actually pull this off.

      They just had to carve through these creatures before the renral reached them.

      Smoke drifted in the distance, closer than it had been before. Imogen paused long enough to see if she could figure out where it came from, but she saw nothing.

      Another wave of the creatures came toward them, and she streaked out, swirling power out from her, trying to carve around her people. As she did, she cut through these creatures, twisting, bringing them down one after another, cutting them as quickly as she could.

      Then the renral shrieked.

      They were close.

      Imogen glanced up.

      They circled, having no difficulty crossing the barriers. Of course they wouldn’t. Whoever was in charge of making these barriers had probably sent the renral after them as well. Creatures that should not be commanded were now hunting them. They were smaller than some of the renral they had faced, but still large. Still terrifying. Still ferocious.

      Jorend came close to Imogen. “We can alternate,” he said. “Some of us face these grass creatures, and others hold against the renral.”

      “It may not matter,” Imogen said. “Unless we can cut all of them down…”

      A renral dove. She reacted, forcing out Tree Stands in the Forest, but when she did, she realized that she wouldn’t be able to hold off against it.

      Tree Stands in the Forest would work long enough to hold the creatures at bay, but the moment she released it, the renral could dive. It wouldn’t take them long to reach her, and she might be able to carve down the grass creatures that were coming at them, but could she do that while also keeping the renral at bay?

      And if she couldn’t, what would that mean?

      Another wave pushed toward her.

      She had no choice but to fight.

      Another wave, and another burst of power.

      And then one of the renral broke free.

      It was large enough that it grabbed two of the Leier at one time, carrying them away.

      Imogen renewed her fight, but she knew that it would not make a difference. After everything that they had been through, they would fall here.
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      Imogen was tired. Each time that she performed one of the sacred patterns and cut down more of the creatures, others flowed toward her. She began to question whether she had enough strength to overcome this.

      But her people needed her. She had to lead.

      She paused long enough to form Tree Stands in the Forest but heard another renral shriek. She attempted to push the creature off, using the branches that worked above her, invisible tendrils that shot from her, sweeping up overhead, but though they might protect her, she had no idea how much they did to protect the others around her.

      Anger and irritation began to bubble up within Imogen.

      She needed to have calm. It was the only way that she was going to defeat these creatures. She rarely encountered doubt while fighting, but there were just too many of these creatures. It was the renral, these other strange creatures, and the strange magical barriers that made her feel a sense of hopelessness.

      Another renral shrieked.

      Then Jorend was gone.

      He kicked, trying to swing his blade toward the renral, but the creature carried him away.

      Jorend was gone.

      There were fewer people than before. The Koral remained gathered in the middle, though their sorcery wasn’t going to be enough. Tree Stands in the Forest wouldn’t be enough.

      As the strange grassy creatures continued collapsing around her, she wondered if she might try a different technique. Imogen had been using Lightning Strikes in the Storm, but maybe there would be a way for her to reset it.

      She set her feet and spun, making it nearly a dozen paces before pressure built against her and more of the grass creatures came streaming toward her. She had to reset her sacred pattern, and she arced power out from her. The Koral behind her cried out, and Imogen tried to ignore their panicked sounds. She focused only on what she was doing, only on the sacred patterns, trying not to think about the renral.

      But the renral continued to shriek.

      There were too many of the renral coming. They were coming in waves, much like these grassy creatures were. It likely meant that the renral had finished with the Leier, and now they were coming for Imogen.

      She would fight to defend the Koral as long as she could.

      Not the Koral. Her people.

      She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest and then shifted to another sacred pattern, exploding with a white light that streaked out, carving through the grassy creatures and shooting much farther than before. She spun again, and more creatures streamed toward her.

      The renral circled.

      But they didn’t attack.

      Imogen thought that they were diving toward her attempts at holding Tree Stands in the Forest to batter through her protections, but they weren’t. Instead, they circled above, and every so often, several of the renral would dive, sweeping down with their wings spread, slashing at the strange grassy creatures. As they did, they carved through them in the same way that Imogen’s Lightning Strikes in the Storm did, angling in a wide arc that cut them down quickly.

      It pushed the creatures back. The renral shrieked, diving and cutting and diving and cutting until a clearing was formed. Distantly, Imogen felt something tingling against her. A trembling.

      And she recognized it. Tree Stands in the Forest. It was nearby, but not here.

      Imogen tried to focus on what she could feel from Tree Stands in the Forest. Could there be more of the Leier coming?

      The homeland couldn’t be that far from here, but she didn’t expect any of her people to come to help. They wouldn’t reach them in time. There weren’t enough of the Leier who knew the pattern.

      Master Liu did. That was the only thought that came to mind, but she didn’t think that it was Master Liu. Why would he be here?

      Benji?

      Those thoughts swirled in Imogen’s mind while she tried to fight and hold on to her patterns. And the renral, for their part, were diving and slashing at these grassy creatures, carving through them with wings that were razor sharp.

      Then she felt another Tree Stands in the Forest.

      Detecting just one sacred pattern was unusual enough, but a second?

      What was going on?

      Then another. Then another.

      They were outside the barrier.

      The grassy creatures were falling on the other side of the barrier now.

      And it was her Leier.

      What is going on here?

      Imogen looked up at the renral. Hadn’t they attacked them?

      Then again, she had saved the renral eggs hidden in the cave, and those renral had not attacked her when they had flown past before. She had thought the renral had abandoned them, but what if they had not? What if they had bonded with her—and her people—in some way?

      Imogen fought with renewed vigor.

      And the Leier fought on the other side of the barrier, with such speed and intensity that she could feel the energy coming off them, and the repetitive change from Tree Stands in the Forest to Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      Imogen braced herself.

      Tree Stands in the Forest. Lightning Strikes in the Storm. She could keep her people from falling. But it wasn’t just her. It was the Leier. It was the renral.

      And then the fighting fell quiet.

      Imogen’s breaths were ragged.

      She held her sword ready, continuing to hold on to Tree Stands in the Forest, waiting for another wave of attack. There had been so many waves, so many of the strange grassy creatures, but now they were gone.

      Each one that they had cut down had dissolved into dust, leaving a layer of debris coating the ground. It was unpleasant, piled nearly ankle high, so that it was difficult for them to walk through. One of the Koral shamans, Eleanor, crouched down and touched her hand to the ground, tracing a quick pattern. A flash flickered, and the dust began to dissolve, spreading out in either direction, but still contained by the strange walls that had them blocked in on either side. When it was done, Eleanor looked up, locking eyes with Imogen.

      Imogen looked up at the renral. They were circling overhead, no longer shrieking the way they had. And she found Jorend on the other side of the barrier. He approached, but he couldn’t pass through from his side.

      “What happened?” Imogen asked, moving closer to Jorend.

      “I can’t say,” he said, glancing up at the sky, his gaze lingering on one of the renral. He rubbed his shoulder before looking back at Imogen. “When they grabbed me, I thought that was it. But they carried me over this barrier and set me back down.”

      Imogen looked up at the renral. “They just… carried you?”

      “I know how it sounds, and I know how it feels, but that’s all they did. All of us.” He slipped his hands to either side, and others of the Leier came closer.

      They were all there. All the Leier that had been snatched remained. It was almost as if the renral had known that the Leier had needed help on the other side of the barrier and had moved them.

      But why?

      “I don’t understand any of this,” Imogen muttered.

      “I suspect you bonded with them,” Arvend said.

      The Koral shaman came over to her and looked up at the renral, and other than disgust, as was the case with many who looked for the renral, his gaze seemed to carry an expression of curiosity, and perhaps one that also held a bit of fear. “When we helped them, we did not destroy them when we could have. Perhaps they viewed that as something of an alliance.”

      Imogen frowned. “Have you heard of them doing anything like that?”

      “Not these creatures, but then again, I do not have the same experience with the renral that many others do. They did not visit my lands.”

      The renral were fierce hunters, and they had destroyed much in the Koral lands, but Imogen would never have expected them to come here like this, and she would never have expected them to offer something that seemed like assistance.

      “How intelligent are they?” she asked, keeping her gaze fixed on the renral.

      They were still circling, but then, with a softer shriek, the lead renral, the one that was a little larger than the others, tipped its wings and then angled away, heading off to the east. Then they were gone. Black specks that remained in the sky, gradually disappearing.

      “We don’t know how intelligent they are,” Arvend said, looking over at Imogen. “But I suspect that given what we have seen today, they must have some intelligence.”

      “Now what?” Eleanor asked. She had approached the invisible wall, and she stared at it. “They left us. The others got out, but they left us.”

      “Now we have to bring it down ourselves,” Imogen said.

      She wasn’t sure how she felt about the idea of one of the renral grabbing her and carrying her, anyway. Having been wrapped up by the renral before, and having barely survived it, she didn’t relish that prospect. It might have been better for her own sanity for the renral to have left her alone.

      But how were they going to get past the barrier?

      Power blocked them that Imogen didn’t know how to overcome. From this side of the barrier, they had failed to overwhelm it. And now she was the only Leier remaining on this side.

      What if the renral had known something?

      The thought seemed ridiculous. If the renral knew some way of overpowering the magic involved in making up the walls, it would at least explain why they had taken the Leier to the other side of the wall.

      Imogen began to focus on the foundational sacred pattern.

      On the other side of the wall, the Leier mimicked her. She could feel Tree Stands in the Forest and the way that they were holding it.

      An idea came to her.

      She started to send her roots outward, her branches angling toward that invisible barrier, and began to push against it. From the other side of the wall, the Leier were doing the same thing. They worked from one side to the next, trying to bridge it.

      Imogen might be more powerful than the others—if only more experienced—but having more of them on the other side gave them an advantage. Leverage. As she pushed, that barrier began to press inward.

      It didn’t flex the same way as it had before.

      The others must have felt it as well, as they continued to push. Jorend stood in the center of them, leading. He really had grown far more skilled. His technique was becoming increasingly fluid, much more like what Imogen used. It wasn’t a surprise. He had been a master swordsman even before she had arrived, with a number of notches on his blade. They had probably been somewhat unearned, but he still had those notches, which suggested a level of competence that others did not have.

      Magical branches began to push, roots forming Tree Stands in the Forest, and gradually the barrier started to buckle. It seemed to Imogen that they all recognized that at the same time. They pushed even harder, with renewed vigor.

      The wall crinkled, and it shattered.

      When it fell, it did so with a gust of wind that kicked up the remaining dust, swirling it in the air. Imogen had to bring her sleeve up to cover her mouth, not wanting to breathe in the powdered remains of the strange grassy creatures. The wind swirled out to the east before dissipating altogether.

      Imogen stepped toward the other Leier, letting out a relieved sigh.

      They were not gone. More than that, they had survived something she had believed would be the end of her and her people. But now what?

      All of this was supposedly so that she could help protect her people, so that she could bring them back to the homeland, but increasingly, Imogen was starting to question whether such a thing was even going to be possible. With everything that they had dealt with, and all the magic that was coming at them, would there be a time when she wouldn’t be able to do this any longer? Would they come upon a threat that might be more than what they could withstand?

      She tried not to think in that direction, but this was a Porapeth they were dealing with, along with the sorcerer she had trained. This was more power than any of them had been trained to face. They had to find a way. Imogen would have to train them.

      Jorend watched her, concern brimming in his eyes.

      “We should camp and take time to recover,” Imogen said, looking over at him.

      Jorend glanced at the sky before turning his attention back to her. “Are you sure that it’s safe?”

      “There is a copse not too far from here, and we should be able to use that for a measure of protection. Besides, I think everybody needs some rest.”

      Jorend nodded before moving off to give orders.

      Imogen stood off to the side, staring off into the distance. There were other clouds of smoke near them, but they were farther away than they had been before. She could still feel the trailing energy of the other wall, the other barrier, but now they knew how to destroy it. They could camp here. But once they had, what would they do next?

      Where would they go next?

      Someone—likely Abigail—had funneled them here. Now they had to decide their own path. Would it be theirs, or would it be another path chosen for them?
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      Training had been going well. That was about the only positive thing that Imogen could say. Her Leier had been progressing, many of them now knowing more of the sacred patterns than she had even thought possible to teach as quickly as she had. All of them had mastered an element of Tree Stands in the Forest. They were not as potent as Imogen, but at this point, Imogen had started to question whether that even mattered. It wasn’t a matter of potency so much as it was a matter of having the ability to simply hold a Tree if the situation demanded it.

      It was protection.

      But it was more than just protection. The Tree was the basis of all the other sacred patterns. Imogen understood that now, having gained an understanding of the sacred patterns in a way that she never had when she had been at the sacred temple, and she recognized that once you mastered holding on to the Tree, transitioning to another of the sacred patterns was easier. It was no different from learning defense and offense with various traditional patterns. There were some sacred patterns that were far better suited to protection, and some that were far better for attacking. Learning that difference, and learning which complemented which, had been something that Imogen had continued to struggle with, but she wasn’t struggling alone.

      “It feels like we are moving so slowly,” Jorend said, striding up to her. “And I can’t help but wonder when they might attack us again.”

      It was midday. The sun was up, but it was filtered through hazy clouds, which made it difficult to track its position. The only thing Imogen had a true sense of was light and dark.

      “We’ve found some evidence of them,” Imogen said.

      Jorend nodded, and he patted a pouch that he carried. They had found a dozen more creatures. Not all were angry and violent like the rock creature that they had encountered not that long ago. Some of them actually seemed almost docile. And that wasn’t all the strangeness about the creatures they had encountered. There were some that had the strange jewelry, an enchantment that Imogen suspected was designed to connect them to Abigail and her magic, but there were others that did not. It was almost as if those that carried the enchantments were leading the others.

      “Why do you think she would do that?” Jorend asked.

      “This is one of the Porapeth. I don’t know that we can ever understand.”

      “Has he told you anything?”

      Imogen flicked her gaze over at him. She shook her head. “I try to meditate. Try to see if Benji is going to offer me anything, but he has remained silent.”

      “It’s unfortunate that he can’t be clearer with us.”

      What did it matter that she had grown increasingly frustrated with Benji’s absence? What did it matter that he had given her a gift, but it was a gift that she didn’t know how to use well enough to make a difference in anything that they had to do? What did it matter that she was frustrated with him for what he had done—and that he had chosen to use her?

      Imogen didn’t have that kind of knowledge, and she wasn’t even sure that she would want it.

      “All we can do is keep focusing on what he shows us,” she said. “And we can stay ready. I want you to keep working with the others. I don’t know how much time we have before we have to face anything like that again, but I fear that it’s going to require the Leier—and the Koral—in a way that we have not anticipated.”

      “We’ve been working. All of us have.”

      And by “all,” she knew what he meant—even the Koral had been working. Over time, more of the Koral had come to these training sessions.

      “You don’t think that we should?” Eleanor asked.

      Imogen glanced over to see the shaman coming up, clutching her dirty blue dress to keep it from fluttering in the wind. She shifted a satchel draped over her shoulder, and she flashed a look at Jorend before turning her attention to Imogen.

      “The First has never said that we were permitted.”

      Imogen shook her head. “I wouldn’t say that. You’re allowed to learn, the same as others. If you can gain anything from it, it will help us all.”

      And she meant it. She could easily imagine one of the sacred sword masters growing irritated with her for her willingness to teach those who weren’t of the Leier, but it wasn’t so much that she taught the Koral how to use a blade. She taught them how to flow with the sacred patterns. It was no different from how Benji had taught her to use the sacred patterns even though Imogen was not Porapeth.

      “Of course,” Jorend said, glancing over at Imogen, a hint of a smile curling his lips. “I meant no disrespect.”

      Eleanor planted her hands on her hips, and she glowered at him for a moment before her face softened. “I suppose you didn’t. You have not. It’s just…” She looked off into the distance. Imogen followed the direction of her gaze. “This was once part of our lands,” Eleanor said. “Much of this was.”

      Imogen frowned. “We’ve been going through Koral homeland?”

      “Oh, this hasn’t been Koral homeland for a long time,” Eleanor said. “And it’s taken me a while to realize where we are traveling to. At first it was subtle things that suggested it, but the farther that we’ve gone, the clearer it has become that the Leier homeland is where we’re going. I wondered if you knew.”

      Imogen shook her head. “No.”

      “I thought not. I had hoped that perhaps you might guide us to find more of our people.”

      Imogen looked along the caravan. They were several hundred in total, but not nearly as many as they had been at one point. The branox attack, followed by the renral, and the stress of the journey had diminished their numbers. Not only Leier but Koral. “I’m sorry.”

      “There are some who want to head out across these lands,” she said. “Some who feel like this is a sign. That we’ve come through here, that we’ve reached lands we are familiar with, and that we should take this opportunity to return to our people.”

      “I wouldn’t stop you. None of the others would, either.”

      “But then there are others who have encouraged patience. The First has not led us astray so far, and many of us don’t think that you will.”

      “I don’t know what we might find,” Imogen said.

      “None of us do,” Eleanor said. “The journey has been difficult. Once the mountain collapsed,” she said, and she turned, looking back in the direction that they had been coming from, almost as if she thought that she might see the remains of the collapsed mountain, “we knew that it would be difficult for us to return home. Those of us who understand the geography recognize that it might be impossible, short of going through your lands.”

      Imogen nodded. “I don’t know the geography as well as some, but I fear you are right. It’s why we’ve been heading this way.”

      Truthfully, it wasn’t just that which pushed them in this direction. Partly it was the fact that there was no other direction for them to take. They had this way to go, and no other.

      “I know that, as do the others. It’s just that most of us have started to wonder if we will ever see those we knew before again.”

      Imogen looked over at Jorend. He’d been quiet. What had he been thinking?

      What had the others been thinking?

      She hadn’t learned. She hadn’t pushed, though, knowing that it wouldn’t make much of a difference. Her people had come with her because they trusted her, and because they believed that Imogen knew enough to offer measures of protection, but there was the possibility that they wouldn’t ever be able to get back to the Leier homeland. And that, more than anything else, bothered Imogen in ways that she couldn’t quite place.

      “I’ve been trying to find guidance,” she said, not looking up.

      Eleanor started to laugh. “Praying to your Porapeth again?”

      “I think ‘praying’ is a little bit strong,” Imogen said. “But searching for understanding.”

      “Are you—”

      A trembling cut her off.

      Imogen spun toward the source of the trembling. It came from the mountains nearest them.

      She glanced over at Jorend. “Come,” she said.

      Imogen unsheathed her blade, and she darted forward, flowing on Petals on the Wind. In these foothills they were passing, it was the sacred pattern that made the most sense for what she might need to do and what she might encounter, though it was also a sacred pattern that had limitations to it. Imogen was all too aware of those. It had been useful to her when she had been attempting to stay in the air, but it might limit her when she was trying to flow across the ground. She shifted, borrowing a little bit from Stream through the Mountains, and reached a rocky section of the foothills. Jorend was right behind her, along with three of the Leier and, unsurprisingly, Eleanor and another shaman.

      Imogen looked up.

      “Another of the rock creatures, isn’t it?” Jorend asked.

      “It sounds like that.”

      “Is it trying to attack?”

      Imogen frowned. She listened to the trembling of the stone. It was a strange rumbling, and it sounded a bit like a rockslide, though she saw no evidence of one.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s almost like there is something here, but I can’t make any sense of it.” She looked over, then turned her attention to the mountain in front of her. “We should move carefully.”

      Imogen started picking her way up the rock and hadn’t moved very far when she saw the first split boulder.

      It was closer than she would have expected. She turned, looking back at the slowly moving line of people behind her, and wondered how one of these creatures would have been able to get so close without anyone noticing. They blended into the rock, she knew, which would have made it easier for one to slip in unnoticed, but why here, and why now?

      Had they gotten closer to something Abigail wanted them to avoid?

      Or had Abigail simply found another of the creatures to corrupt and send at them?

      This didn’t make complete sense to Imogen, though. If Abigail were simply gathering creatures to attack them, there would have been other opportunities. There had certainly been other creatures, though they hadn’t attacked in the way that the last rock creature had. And having no sign of that, Imogen wasn’t exactly sure what this might be.

      Abigail was a Porapeth, but that didn’t mean Abigail was the only threat. Lilah, as her sorcerer apprentice, would have the kind of magic that could be used against them, only she had not used it. It had just been the creatures.

      “Something isn’t sitting right,” Imogen muttered.

      “It’s this place,” Jorend said. “I think the people are feeling it as well. There is something uncertain and unsettled here.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “This place has bothered us. All of us. The creatures keep migrating. We don’t know why, and we don’t know what that means.”

      Migrating.

      That was as good a way of putting it as any other, only migrating where?

      Another trembling rumbled, and Imogen looked up. She caught sight of one of the stone creatures perched on a boulder several hundred feet from her. She saw no sign of metal around it. The creature looked down toward them before bounding off and racing out of the mountains, and then away, over the plains.

      “That’s odd,” Eleanor muttered. “We’ve never seen anything like that in our lands before, but now it’s heading there? It’s like it is—”

      “Running from a storm,” Imogen said.

      Another rumble came.

      This one was deep, and it was followed by the echoing sound of three more, as if thunder rolled all around them, and then stone began to pour down the slope, first in small rocks, then larger boulders, which forced Imogen to immediately draw upon Tree Stands in the Forest, sealing the others in with her.

      She wasn’t alone in her sacred pattern, as Jorend held on to it, and even Eleanor did something, though Imogen wasn’t exactly sure what it was. Then the rocks passed, and the trembling faded. When it did, Imogen saw that there had to have been a half dozen of those rock creatures, which now streaked across the plains. An entire pack of them.

      And they were racing from the mountains.

      Racing from the storm.

      But what was that storm?

      Imogen feared that they needed to learn quickly. Otherwise, her people—the Leier and the Koral—would not have an opportunity to run like these creatures did.
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      The meditation helped her connect to some deeper part of herself. As Imogen stayed locked in that pose, her mind drifting, she didn’t find the answers she searched for. No distant star twinkling to tell her that Benji was there, and no cry in the back of her mind, a voice that called out to her. Nothing that suggested to her that he was even there, trying to reach her.

      There was an emptiness. And that emptiness bothered Imogen more than anything else. She had this power, this magic building within her, but she still had no idea how to use it. It was why she had started to focus on her meditation. It was part of the reason that she had wanted to camp rather than keep moving. She needed to sit, to focus, to try to find a way to frame her mind and find that focus.

      What she wouldn’t give to have her friends around her once again.

      They would have been useful against this kind of power. Gaspar might struggle, though he had faced powerful sorcerers and had come through it without any difficulty. Gavin, a man known as the Chain Breaker, had El’aras magic, which made him powerful in a different way. Any of the enchanters that they had worked with might also be beneficial now, especially to create different protections that they could use to defend themselves against sorcery and these creatures.

      Imogen had been thinking of them more often of late. It had been a long time since she had left, or it seemed that way, and having been away from Yoran as long as she had now, she had begun to miss it in ways that surprised her. Yoran was not her home, but it had become one. It was more than just the city. It was the people that were there, the friendships she had made, friendships that she never would have made had she stayed within the homeland. And it was the understanding of the world that she’d gained while there, an understanding that had shown her aspects of it that were different from what she had ever known.

      And now…

      Now she knew the world in vastly different ways. She could feel that power within her, some connection that Benji had granted her that was trying to tie her to something greater, but Imogen couldn’t fully utilize that power, even though she attempted to grab for it and grasp that energy, thinking that maybe there would be some aspect there that she might be able to hold on to.

      Her mind raced through all the various sacred patterns that Benji had shown her, but once again she found herself questioning whether there was anything to them. Once again she found herself thinking that he had revealed some secret to her, but it was in Benji’s riddle-like way.

      So instead she defaulted to the sacred patterns that she already knew. She started working through them, her mind flicking through one after another, before finally stopping at Tree Stands in the Forest. It was the pattern that she was able to meditate the best within.

      She lost track of how long she remained focused on this pattern, holding the meditation, working through various patterns that Benji had revealed, but coming up with no greater answer than she had before. When she finally released the meditation and opened her eyes, she found one of the Koral shamans watching her.

      “What is it?” Imogen asked, blinking away the vestiges of her meditation. It took her mind a moment to clear, almost as if she were waking from some heavy dream. And maybe that was what it was. She still wasn’t exactly sure what she did when she meditated, only that she could feel some connection to something.

      “I just thought I would see what you were doing,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen shifted, looked over the fire that burned. They were gathered within the trees, using them as a barrier that might protect them more than the open land. It was a good spot, she knew.

      “I was focusing,” Imogen said.

      “When I learned how to connect to my power,” Eleanor said, looking down at her hands briefly before looking up and holding Imogen’s gaze, a note of defiance in her eyes as if Imogen might challenge that, “I had to focus on some part of myself. That’s what we are taught, after all. We are told that we have to reach deep inside ourselves and can then use that power to express upon the world.”

      “Sorcery,” Imogen said.

      “We never thought of it as sorcery,” she said. “But I suppose that is what it is. Many of us go off to the Society to learn, but many do not.”

      Imogen understood what she implied. The Koral taken by the Society did not return. They claimed anybody with magic and would teach them, but they wanted to keep them a part of the Sorcerers’ Society, to control those with magic and ensure they remained under their banner. From what Imogen had seen, there were ways of learning about power that could only be taught by those within the Society, though there were also ways of using power not known by those in the Society.

      “If you don’t have anybody return to you, how do you learn to control it?”

      “Many of us have learned things on our own,” Eleanor said, twisting her hands together. “Mostly they are minor abilities. Ways of starting fires. Creating traps. Those sorts of things.”

      Imogen grunted. She had seen Eleanor dissolve the ash that had remained from the creatures. That ability was not minor in any way. “There are others who have magical abilities who have to fumble around and try to understand it on their own,” she said. “When I was away from the homeland, I met many enchanters.”

      Eleanor arched a brow. “What are enchanters?”

      “They are people who have limited abilities—at least, limited in what they can exert their influence upon. Many of them are quite skilled, though.” She picked up a rock near her, held it in her palm, feeling the weight. It was smooth, as if it had once tumbled out of a river, though there was no evidence of a stream or river nearby. As she turned the rock in her hand, she held it out, showing it to Eleanor. “Think of something like this. Enchanters would take it, place magic into it, and turn it into something impressive. Sometimes it would be a weapon. Sometimes it would be armor. Sometimes it would be a useful enchantment.”

      “How useful?”

      Imogen traced her finger upon the rock. “Well, there were these animal enchantments. They were strange, beautiful, and they allowed us to ride upon them, faster than any other creature that I’ve ever been on.”

      Her mind drifted to that time, thinking back to how she had ridden upon the stone wolf, and how much she had enjoyed it. The creature had been powerful and had seemed alive, even if it hadn’t actually been. She had felt connected to it, something that she found strange, though perhaps in hindsight she should not. That connection was likely tied to her own use of magic.

      “It might be easier if we had enchantments like that,” Eleanor said. “We wouldn’t have to stumble along this path. We don’t even know where we’re going.”

      Imogen looked up at her. “I’m trying to get us back.”

      “But back to where?”

      Back to her people. Back to the homeland. Away from magic.

      That was what Imogen had planned as they had followed the path around the mountainside, though increasingly she wondered if there would be safety for all of them when they arrived.

      “I had intended to lead the Leier to their homeland, but now I don’t know. We have become something more than Leier and Koral.” Imogen looked around at the people gathered. They no longer sat separately. They intermingled. For a time, she had viewed them as sword and shield, and increasingly, they had acted so without any prompting. “Unfortunately, this road only leads in one direction. I’m not sure where it will take us. I’ve been meditating on it, but I don’t know if it will bring us to safety.”

      Eleanor snorted. “It would’ve been nice to have your Porapeth still with us,” she said. She leaned back, resting her hands behind her, looking up at the sky. “We had stories of the Porapeth in my homeland. I suppose you had the same.”

      “Some,” Imogen confirmed. “The stories that we had of the Porapeth suggested that they had incredible power, and that they were dangerous.”

      “Of course they would be dangerous. They had magic you couldn’t understand,” Eleanor said, glancing down, and a hint of a smile crossed her lips. “How is it that you stopped fearing magic?”

      “Who said that I stopped fearing it? Maybe I still do, and I intend to destroy all of you.”

      Eleanor’s eyes widened slightly, and there came a slight tension, a crackling of power, as Eleanor reached for her magic. Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, no longer needing to actually be standing in order to hold on to that pattern and power, and anchored herself. It was interesting that she could do so easily. But she didn’t need to use it. Eleanor’s power faded.

      Eleanor let out an uneasy laugh. “Was that… a joke?”

      Imogen shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “I didn’t think that the First had a sense of humor.”

      “Only when I can,” Imogen said.

      Eleanor glanced behind them. “The people have started to question, First. Not you, as you have proven yourself, but I know that the Koral wonder where you might lead us, and if we will even find safety there. Since we can’t return to our homeland, we wonder if it makes sense for you to lead us to yours.”

      It was a valid question, and it was one that Imogen had given quite a bit of thought to, but still didn’t have a solid answer for it. What was she going back for? Was she going back to her homeland so that she could understand the sacred patterns? When she had been there before, she had thought that she would never really understand the sacred patterns. Even now, Imogen wasn’t sure that she could learn in the way that Master Liu had wanted. She had discovered a new secret about the sacred patterns. It was that secret that had helped her know a purpose that she wouldn’t have found otherwise.

      But was that what she wanted? Was that the reason that she wanted to return to the homeland? Was there some other possibility that she might be overlooking by going?

      “I thought that I wanted to go back so that I could understand,” Imogen said, pitching her words carefully. “I was trying to bring my brother back so that he could find the peace that would be found within the homeland.”

      “Peace?” Eleanor asked. “I don’t think your people know peace.”

      “There’s a certain peace found in the steady practice of the blade. There is peace found in focusing the mind and knowing the calmness and stillness that can be found.”

      “There is no peace when you attack my people. There’s no peace when the Leier raid along the borders, attacking and trying to destroy my people. There is no peace,” Eleanor said, her voice dropping to nearly a whisper.

      Imogen frowned at her. Hadn’t General Derashen made it clear that they had left the Koral alone?

      He had been leading the Leier along the border, though. And so many of Imogen’s people had trained to fight magic, believing they had to do so in order to protect their homeland.

      “If it were up to me,” Imogen said, “I would offer whatever protection I could to the Leier, along with the Koral, so that no one has to suffer. We must work together. There are other threats we must face. Together.”

      Eleanor glanced over, and there was a question that burned in her eyes, though it went unasked.

      Imogen smiled tightly. “You can say it,” she said.

      “I don’t know what I’m supposed to say,” Eleanor said.

      “You can say what you’re thinking. That you don’t think our people can have peace. I can see it in your eyes. I can see the way that you’re looking at me, wondering whether or not such a thing is even possible.”

      “Do you think it is?”

      Imogen breathed out heavily. “When I was growing up, I learned that our peoples were different, and that there was a connection to power that my people had, a connection to the blade. At the time, I thought that the blade and the movements that I learned were my destiny.”

      And even now, Imogen still thought that way, but now this belief was tempered with an understanding of the world beyond. It was tempered with an understanding that what she had seen, what she had experienced, and even what she had become were different from what her people taught.

      Perhaps that was her bond quest.

      She had left to try to stop a dark and dangerous magic, the reason that Master Liu had sent her from the sacred temple, but perhaps what he really wanted was for her to come to understand the world, and magic within it.

      Or perhaps it was nothing more than just the desire to prod her into defining her own path.

      “We aren’t so different,” Imogen finally went on. “We’re probably descended from the same people.” She looked up, holding Eleanor’s eyes. “We look the same, don’t we?” She held out her hand, twisting her dark hair, hair that was so similar to Eleanor’s. “And we live so close, but we are so far apart.” Imogen breathed out heavily. “And I think that what needs to happen is for our peoples to find a way to come back together. I don’t know what’s coming, or what we may have to face, but I fear that it’s more than just what we’ve encountered so far.”

      “Why?” Eleanor asked.

      Imogen shifted, moving her sword and focusing briefly on the sacred pattern, testing to make sure that her people were safe. “There are other forces at work in the world. I’ve seen them myself. Far more than I had ever expected to encounter when I left the homeland. I had thought that I was going to find power, and I did, but I found something else as well. I found an understanding of the way in which the world has begun to change. Powers have begun to move. Powers have begun to take hold. Powers that I have felt working around us.” She closed her eyes for a moment. “There are sorcerers of great power, called Sul’toral, who chase a dark power. And now we have the Porapeth seeking to force us along some path of their choosing. What else might we face?” She opened her eyes, looking over at Eleanor, and she shrugged. “That is the question that plagues me. That is what I meditate upon, trying to understand what else we might find, and what other danger we might come across before we find safety.”

      There was a moment of silence, and though Imogen could hear the crackling of the flames, the soft murmuring of the people around them, and her own steady breathing, there was no other noise. No wind gusted, and the darkness around them seemed absolute, as if it were squeezing in upon her, something alive and trying to claim her.

      Finally, Eleanor started to laugh. Imogen looked over at her, frowning deeply.

      “Is that all?” Eleanor asked.

      Imogen shook her head. “What?”

      Eleanor shrugged. “All of this sounds… impossible.”

      “There are times when I feel that way, but then I see what we’ve become. I see what we have faced and how we’ve come through it. It doesn’t feel quite as impossible knowing that we won’t be facing it alone.”

      Eleanor sat up and leaned toward Imogen. “I just want to stop walking. If you can remember how to make those enchantments in that city you describe, please share. My legs are tired.” She leaned back, smiling. “But I don’t really want to fight some great darkness. That’s not why I became a shaman. We just want peace, so that we can live and thrive and help our people.”

      It was what Imogen wanted as well, but increasingly, she wondered if they would have peace or if they had some part to play before they could claim it for themselves.

      Eleanor got to her feet and left Imogen, who began meditating once more, her thoughts rolling through the patterns Benji had shown her, trying to find answers in the stars. If Benji was there with her, his presence was subtle, as if he wanted to stay hidden from her.

      She had to find answers one way or another—before they found her.
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      Imogen jerked awake at the sudden presence of magic.

      The sense of it was incredible, and it started to constrict around her. She jumped to her feet and immediately focused on Tree Stands in the Forest. She’d been sleeping separately from the rest of the people, though perhaps that was a mistake.

      There were several of the Leier standing watch, but none of them looked in her direction. It was almost as if none of them had noticed anything. And as she focused on the power she detected, she couldn’t help but question whether it was meant for only her to notice.

      Benji?

      She’d been dreaming of him again, thinking of the lessons he’d tried to teach in his own way. In her dreams, she felt as if he might even still be there, trying to offer her some insight, but then the dream would shift, almost as if the wind itself were sliding him away from her, and she would fall away to nothingness.

      As she held on to the sacred pattern, she couldn’t tell the source of the magic. It was distinct, though.

      Another sorcerer. Imogen was certain of it.

      She released the sacred pattern and flowed into Petals on the Wind, using that to glide as she detected any strangeness that might be around her.

      One of the Leier glanced in her direction, and Imogen shook her head. She didn’t need somebody coming with her.

      She flowed away from the campsite and farther from the fire. She listened to the sounds of the night around her, listening for any sort of danger that might be there, but didn’t hear anything else. There was nothing. Emptiness. Quiet.

      And as she focused on it, she could feel some other aspect building around her.

      Magic.

      Some presence squeezed.

      Imogen darted forward, stopping before a small clearing in the grasses. Somebody had been here. Imogen made a circuit as she looked around, pausing to use Tree Stands in the Forest to probe, but couldn’t tell what was here. She didn’t think there was another barrier like they had found on the road, funneling them forward, but whatever was here had a distinct signature.

      She looked down, saw the disturbed grasses, and noticed a symbol etched in them. Imogen wasn’t sure what that symbol meant, only that she could feel something to it.

      She brought her blade out and used Lightning Strikes in the Storm, sweeping it down, carving through the marking. It shattered whatever power was there, leaving it crackling around her, fading until it dissipated into nothingness. It had taken more effort than she had anticipated.

      Somebody had placed this. Somebody had gotten close enough to the campsite to have done so.

      Was it Lilah?

      They had to stop letting her chase them and become the pursuers.

      Imogen looked out into the night. When she had become aware of the path guiding them, it had been a subtle influence of magic. Maybe she could uncover that source now, but even as she focused and sensed power, she detected nothing more.

      Maybe there was another way of doing this. Benji had some way of tracing the wind. If she could use that, she might be able to follow a distinct sensation. In the back of her mind, she felt a whisper, faint, but definitely there.

      “It’s all about the magic, First,” Benji said.

      Or perhaps he didn’t. Maybe she was talking to herself.

      Imogen paused, holding her blade in front of her, meditating briefly.

      “You know, you don’t have to be such a bastard. You could show me what I need to know.”

      “And how would you find your own path?” he said.

      “I have a feeling I’m not on my own path. I have a feeling I’m on your path and whatever you’ve decided to set me upon. And if it’s a worthwhile journey, I will take it, but if you’re trying to mislead me…”

      A flickering star above made her think that Benji was laughing.

      “There it is, First,” Benji said. “A little fire. You have to be a fighter if you want to succeed.”

      “Who created this pattern?”

      “Am I there?”

      “I don’t know. Are you?”

      There was another burst of laughter, but it was faint, almost as if the wind itself were laughing now, going along with the star. “I don’t know. Am I?”

      Imogen noticed that the wind was trying to guide her, push her in a specific direction.

      Benji had always talked about listening to the whispers of the wind, the calling of the stone, the sound of the earth. Was that what she was doing now? Could she find some similar technique that would guide her in a way that was similar to what Benji had done?

      There was another distant sound of laughter, the wind carrying it along. “It’s about time you opened your eyes, First.”

      Imogen followed, drifting after him.

      She was certain that was Benji, or at least some memory of Benji. Maybe he had always been a part of the wind, and always part of the stone, part of the earth, and all the magic he’d suggested that she find.

      She followed, listening to his laughter, until she came upon another pattern. She glanced down at the pattern, realizing that it was not that far from where she had been before, though the marking was unfamiliar to her. She was certain there was power within it.

      Imogen unsheathed her blade, and with Axe Falling, she cleaved the pattern, splitting it and shattering the magic.

      She waited for Benji—or the wind—to provide more insight.

      There had been some wisp of the wind that had guided her. Could she follow that now?

      It was little more than swirls of air that carried to her, drifting up into her face, fluttering through her mind. Every so often, she thought she heard faint laughter, and an occasional taunt.

      Benji had to still be there. At least the memory of Benji.

      She followed until she came to another pattern.

      Imogen made quick work of destroying it.

      She recognized something about this one. The distance between them created a pattern. As she focused, she began to see the pattern taking shape in her mind. She had seen something like it before.

      Benji had shown her. It was one of the larger patterns that he had demonstrated, though not the largest. It was a strange, arcing curve, and because Imogen now recognized it, she knew where she had to go even without the wind guiding her. The wind whispered in the back of her mind, providing guidance, and she followed, flowing on the wind as if it were the pattern. It carried her.

      And then she found another of the same strange patterns.

      Imogen shattered it, and then moved on, following the pattern Benji had shown her, circling around the campsite in a strangely irregular shape that was nonetheless a pattern. By the time she reached the far side of the campsite, Imogen was anticipating finding another strange pattern, but did not.

      There was a different sense of energy. It built around her, tightening and constricting.

      Sorcery.

      She was certain of it. Now that she knew she could remove these patterns, she thought she could follow the source of the magic. She moved quickly, flowing on Petals on the Wind, anticipating that it would be Lilah who was responsible for this, though there had been no sign of her ever since they had freed that strange stone creature from her influence.

      Imogen listened to the wind, listening to the whisper, listening to it talking to her in the back of her mind. She listened to the steady breeze, the murmuring that was there, and then tried to find something else. But the breeze had gone silent, as if to avoid sharing too much.

      Where was that emptiness focused?

      When Benji had talked about the wind giving her guidance, Imogen had never really understood. She had to come up with her own understanding, though none came to her now.

      She moved forward, Petals on the Wind, flowing through the grasses. She stayed careful, seeming as if she were on the wind, as if she were a part of it and it was guiding her, helping her slide from place to place. By the time she reached that emptiness, she knew what she was going to find.

      A shadowy form stood before her.

      Imogen braced, and she immediately switched into Tree Stands in the Forest.

      She anchored deep into the ground, not pushing upward with much more than just a hint of a barrier.

      “What do you think you’re doing here?” Imogen asked.

      The figure suddenly jerked, spinning toward her.

      She had been expecting Lilah.

      She had not been expecting Timo.

      He lunged toward her. He looked thinner than he had before, his eyes wild, his skin pale, reflecting the moonlight. The cloak that hung about his gaunt shoulders was overly large, and it was tattered in ways that it had not been before.

      By the time he reached her, his blade had already become a blur.

      Imogen was Tree Stands in the Forest, though. She was a sacred sword master. She was strong enough to withstand any fighter like this.

      But she had forgotten Timo had become a Toral. She had forgotten that Timo had been absorbing power from other creatures.

      She had forgotten that Timo had become something more.

      His blade slipped through the outer barrier of Tree Stands in the Forest.

      Imogen twisted at the last second, releasing her barrier.

      When she did, she brought her blade up, a flick of the wrist, little more than the beginning of Lightning Strikes in the Storm. Then Imogen paused, twisting the attack around to fight off Timo.

      She focused, anchoring once again into Tree Stands in the Forest. She could handle him.

      He might have grown powerful, but so had she. That knowledge gave her greater strength. As she formed Tree Stands in the Forest, she anchored in place.

      “Timo, you don’t have to do this. I can help you.”

      “You should be dead,” he said, his voice hoarse, and almost as wild and crazed as his eyes were.

      What had happened to him?

      “Timo?”

      “You should be dead,” he said. “You can’t stop this. You never could. You always thought you were better than me.”

      He was powerful, and his blade blasted at her.

      Timo wasn’t using sacred patterns, but he was using traditional patterns overpowered by the magic that he now had access to. The combination of the two was enough to crush her outer layer, which forced Imogen to decide whether to hold on to Tree Stands in the Forest or to counter him.

      And as she did, she pushed him back. He raged, chopping at her protection, hacking at it, his sword a wild frenzy of movement, the energy that was blasting off him far more considerable than she had ever imagined. Sparks of light shot into the night, but Imogen did nothing. She stood in place, holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest, feeling power bubbling down and up out from her, creating a barricade of energy around her.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Imogen said again. “I can help you. I can help you return. Your people need you.”

      “My people abandoned me. They abandoned the truth. Even you abandoned me.”

      His eyes glowed, still reflecting some of the moonlight—and even some of the starlight, which left Imogen wondering if Benji was trying to show her the truth of her brother.

      Maybe this was nothing more than Porapeth magic, some way for Benji to show her what she needed to see. But there was no laughter in the back of her mind. There was no twinkling star that she had come to associate with Benji. And there was the sense of Timo.

      No. This had to be Timo.

      “You were working on behalf of Abigail the Lost,” Imogen said. “I know what she was doing. I know she was trying to guide you to use you. I can help.”

      “You can do nothing,” Timo said.

      Again he battered at her, bringing his blade around.

      He got closer, forcing Imogen to twist and bring her blade up, where it crashed against his.

      It would draw the attention of others, draw the Leier to her.

      Maybe that was for the best. With others using the sacred patterns, they could subdue Timo. Imogen no longer knew if she could do so on her own. He had become too wild, and his magic more significant than she had anticipated, so that the only way that she could stop him would be to destroy him.

      Imogen was not willing to do that to her brother.

      But Timo did not hold anything back. She no longer knew if he even could.

      And his power seemed to be funneled through some Toral magic he should not even have access to. Which Sul’toral did he serve?

      Maybe Timo had abandoned the Sul’toral and found a different kind of power for himself.

      Imogen’s gaze went to his hands, looking for the Toral ring. If she could pry that free of his finger… There was no ring.

      She flowed through her sacred patterns, blocking every thrust of Timo’s attack.

      He might be wild with his movements, but his wildness made him even more dangerous—and unpredictable.

      Imogen remained careful. She didn’t want to get caught by one of his errant blows, but she also didn’t want to kill her brother.

      It made her too cautious.

      She defaulted to Tree Stands in the Forest. “I stopped what you were doing. I saw it.”

      That caused a stuttering of his movements. Imogen brought her blade around, cutting through his block. He was forced back a step.

      “I suppose you didn’t know that, but Benji the Elder has shown me the wind. He showed me how to connect to it and see.”

      As she fought Timo, Imogen noticed different branches flowing from him, pale, silvery energy that drifted into the darkness. Each path suggested possibilities. There had to be some way to save Timo.

      “I can help you. Benji will show me.”

      And maybe that was what he was showing her now, giving her guidance on how to save her brother.

      “You can’t be one of them. You can only take their power,” Timo sneered.

      His sword began another flurry of movement. Imogen could feel the sorcery he was drawing upon. She noticed the patterns he was using, the way he was following a distinct flow that carried him from one place to the next, as if he had uncovered some new sacred pattern.

      Not a sacred pattern. Sorcery. Imogen recognized it, having seen something similar before.

      She had to stop him. She may have to cut down her brother.

      But as that thought came to her, paths became clear. There were three now, not four. One seemed to flow toward Imogen, and the other two flowed outward, one heading to the east, one heading to the west, but it was the one that came toward Imogen that she wanted. It felt as if Benji pulled her in one direction, though as she thought about saving Timo, that path shifted, becoming tenuous.

      There had to be some way to help him. She didn’t want to destroy her brother. She had started this journey, and this path, with the intention of saving him.

      And as she stared at Timo, holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest, she could feel that power within her, she could feel the energy that was bubbling, and she could feel his power pushing against her. The path that led back to Imogen began to sputter.

      “I can help you,” she said.

      Timo raged, power exploding from him. Imogen could see only her brother’s face, but his eyes were lost. His eyes told her that Timo might already be gone.

      No! She would save her brother. She could save her brother.

      In that moment, the path sputtered. There was movement near her, and she could feel the Leier approaching.

      “No!”

      She spun, pushing outward with as much energy as she suddenly could, holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest, creating a ring around her, circling Timo.

      Timo looked at her, his eyes focused for just a moment, and he brought his blade up as if he was going to slam it toward her. Maybe that was the only way to bring him back.

      For her brother, Imogen had to be willing to do it.

      Tree Stands in the Forest held. How much longer would it hold?

      The path flickered.

      Timo danced in a quick pattern, and she was prepared for the attack, but it never came.

      Instead, there came a burst of power, and then he was gone. In that moment, Imogen saw two paths, but then they flickered. One headed east, and one headed toward Imogen. At least there was still that path.

      But now she knew where she needed to go.
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      “Are you sure this is how they do it?” Eleanor asked, looking over at Imogen.

      Imogen saw the small wood carving, along with the strange way that she had wound grasses around it, trying to form what looked like a deformed dog. It might work, but Imogen had no idea if it would carry them the way that the stone animals made by the enchanters from Yoran had.

      “Not at all,” Imogen said. “I have no idea what they used for the enchantment, only that they place power into the animal, and once it is set, then the enchantment itself can expand enough that someone can ride upon it. It sounds pretty easy, doesn’t it?”

      She looked past Eleanor, and there were several other shamans surrounding her in the clearing of the row of trees.

      Eleanor started to smile. “Another joke. I can’t believe that the First is trying to make a joke when we’re all struggling with this.”

      “What about mine?” Arvend asked. He held out a rock that he had been chiseling.

      The carving was fairly blunt, enough so that Imogen couldn’t even make out the shape. “What kind of creature is that?”

      “Can’t you tell?” he asked. “I thought you said you liked the stone wolf.”

      Imogen had told Eleanor that, but she didn’t think that she had told Arvend. Did that mean they were trying to make something for her?

      “I don’t know if the shape itself matters so much. I think it’s the magic that goes into the enchantment that helps provide the shape and its form.”

      Imogen shouldn’t be the one teaching about magic. She barely understood it herself other than to understand the sacred patterns.

      “I have this,” Larenol said, holding up a branch. He had carved his more skillfully, so that it looked like a lizard beginning to form.

      Imogen had ridden on something like that before.

      “What about mine?”

      She looked over at the youngest of the shamans who were sitting around her, a girl by the name of Rebecca, who had black hair, pale gray eyes, and skin that was darker than most within the Koral lands. She had freckles on her nose that almost seemed to reflect some of the growing sunlight. She held out what looked to Imogen to be a nearly perfect replica of a renral.

      “Why would you make a creature like that?” Eleanor asked as she looked over.

      Rebecca shrugged. “They helped us. Why shouldn’t I make something that helped us?”

      Imogen stared at it. The depiction of the renral was nearly perfect. She could actually see the wings, the sharp feathers, and the deadly talons. “What did you make it out of?”

      “I made it out of clay, and I added this enchantment to it,” Rebecca said, tracing her finger around the pattern that she had formed on the creature.

      Imogen took it, and she held it out for a moment, frowning. “Do you think you can activate it?”

      “It just stores power. The enchantment was actually straightforward. When you mentioned the creatures holding on to power, I thought that I had a way that we might be able to do it. It was just that creating it was harder than I expected. It takes a bit more power out of me. I’m tired,” she said, looking up at Imogen.

      Imogen could see the fatigue in her eyes and wondered how much it had taken from her. When in Yoran, Imogen had not known how much power an enchantment took to make, and had partly thought that enchanters could make them indefinitely. Having been around the shamans and seeing how much effort it took, she realized that there were limitations to this kind of magic, almost as if they placed some part of themselves into an enchantment’s creation.

      “We should try it,” Imogen said.

      Rebecca nodded. “Do you know how to activate it?”

      Imogen tapped the symbol.

      And then immediately wished that she hadn’t. The renral enchantment began to expand quickly, stretching out massive wings, swiftly taking form. It was made out of what looked like clay, but also some stone, and even a hint of grass. Had Rebecca mixed all of that, or was it some part of the enchantment that stretched out and became this mixture on its own?

      Imogen felt power coming from the creature and stared as the enchantment continued to expand. Others around her gasped, though she did not. This was what she had hoped to find.

      “How did you do that?” she heard Eleanor ask.

      Imogen ignored them. She was focused instead on the enchantment, trying to understand just what it was that she had done, and whether the enchantment would even work. The renral turned toward Imogen and seemed to look at her with eyes that were almost alive.

      She rested her hand on it and began to feel energy within the enchantment.

      “You did well,” she said to Rebecca. “Now we have to see if we can control it.”

      “How?” Rebecca asked.

      “There needs to be a connection to the creature.” Imogen waited to see how the renral might react to her. It didn’t do anything. That was unsurprising. Many of these enchantments were bound to a specific person. In this case, she couldn’t help but wonder if Rebecca was bound to it.

      “Can you do anything with it?” one of the others asked.

      “I don’t know,” Rebecca said. “I didn’t even know that it would work. I just tried to carve this.” She got to her feet, and as she did, the renral turned to her, tipping its head down, bobbing toward her, and locking eyes with her.

      There was a strange, almost vibrant intensity in the creature’s eyes.

      “Go ahead,” Imogen said. “Try to climb onto it.”

      Rebecca looked over at her, her eyes going wide. “You want me to climb onto this thing?”

      “We need to know if it works, and I think that you might be the only one who can control it.”

      “If she’s the only one able to control the creature, then it isn’t going to be much good for us,” Eleanor said.

      “If we can get it to respond to commands, then it will be.”

      Rebecca had started toward the renral when Arvend grabbed her wrist.

      “Be careful. You don’t know what this will do to you.”

      Imogen stepped toward him. “She made it. She will be able to control it.”

      “And what happens if it throws me off?” Rebecca asked.

      “Then I’ll catch you.” Rebecca locked eyes with her, and Imogen shrugged. “Do you think I can’t?”

      “You are the First. Of course you can.”

      Imogen had already started to plan what techniques she might need to use in order to catch Rebecca were she to fall. Tree Stands in the Forest might work, but she might need to try something much more aggressive.

      As Rebecca approached the stone renral, she rested one hand on it. Then she began to climb onto the creature’s back. She did so tentatively, but it seemed as if the enchantment permitted her to do so. The renral waited until she was on its back, and then it took a step forward.

      “What now?” Rebecca asked, suppressing a soft gasp that she had emitted when the creature had moved forward.

      “Now see if you can command it,” Imogen said.

      “How do I do that?”

      “Try talking to it,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen shrugged. “Talk to it. Push power through it. Whatever you sorcerers do.”

      “Shamans,” Arvend said. “Not sorcerers. We are not with the Society.”

      Imogen knew she had misspoken. Of course they weren’t sorcerers. And she didn’t want sorcerers.

      She wanted shamans.

      “Try,” Imogen urged.

      Rebecca leaned forward, and though Imogen couldn’t hear what she said, she did feel something. It was a faint tracing, almost a stirring of the wind. In that moment, Imogen could practically feel some aspect that came toward her.

      What was that?

      She wasn’t sure what it was, nor was she sure why she could feel it so distinctly, but it reminded her of what Benji had been showing her the night before. As that wind stirred, drifting to Imogen’s ears, the renral spread its massive, enchanted wings, and then lifted into the sky. As it did, the creature circled, moving slowly, steadily, taking flight. Rebecca stayed clinging to the creature’s back, bent over, arms wrapped around the renral’s neck, and then the creature circled even more.

      Finally Rebecca started to sit up, realizing that the creature wasn’t going to toss her off. “What do I do now?” she called out.

      “See what else you can tell it to do,” Imogen said.

      If these enchantments worked, then they didn’t have to travel on the ground and run the risk of getting caught by sorcerers. They wouldn’t have to worry about anyone chasing them.

      And Imogen might be able to go after Timo and learn what he was after.

      If Imogen closed her eyes, she could still see those two divergent paths, the one that led to Imogen, which was the one that he hadn’t taken, and the one that led off to the east. That was where he had gone, even though she didn’t know what was in that direction or why he had gone there.

      The renral circled. Other than the strange stirring of the wind that Imogen felt, she had no other sense from the enchantment. The renral circled higher and higher while several of the others called after Rebecca, but she sat atop the renral’s back, eyes wide and a smile on her face.

      Finally she landed.

      “That was magnificent,” she said. “I love it.”

      “Now we need to make more,” Imogen said.

      Rebecca looked at Imogen. “How many?”

      “Well, either you make enough for all of us, or all of you need to figure out what Rebecca did so that you can do something similar. It does not have to be a renral. You can make ground creatures as well.” Though, if it were up to Imogen, she might prefer to fly. Having the ability to look down from above would give them an advantage in watching for anybody out there, Timo in particular. She could also watch for patterns to learn what Lilah and Abigail might be up to.

      Imogen stared at the renral while the shamans continued to talk to each other.

      The detail on this renral was exquisite, and Imogen couldn’t help but feel amazed at how much it looked like an actual renral. She found herself pondering a different thought. The renral might be able to carry them, but there were limitations to enchantments. That was something she had learned in Yoran. Enchantments eventually wore off. It may be different with a sorcerer, or enchanters, and shamans, but she didn’t know. If someone were to lose power while flying, it would be far worse than while a creature was running.

      They had to test the limits before they could trust these enchantments completely.

      But they had a victory. That was what mattered.

      And now Imogen had a way to follow Timo.

      That was what she wanted. That, more than anything else, gave her hope.

      It had been a long time since she had felt any.

      And with the creatures moving, heading out of the mountains, racing from a coming storm, Imogen knew that something was happening. How long did they have before it reached them? How long did they have before the storm swept over them?

    

  







            Chapter Fifteen

          

          

      

    

    







INTERLUDE

        

      

    

    
      Imogen moved along the rooftop, looking down below her. Everything was dark, though the city was well lit, plenty of lanterns glowing in various places, giving Imogen enough light for her to see everything taking place in the streets. She had been staying on the rooftops for the most part, looking for answers, but not feeling as if she had any. There had been no further soldiers for her to fight, but that was partly because Imogen had avoided dealing with them, not wanting to engage unless it was absolutely necessary.

      But she’d finally found a sorcerer on his own.

      He did nothing to conceal his presence. He dressed in the same maroon robes, reminding her of the Leier and the uniforms that the army wore, though these offered no measure of protection. She wasn’t exactly sure why they would all be dressed similarly.

      This sorcerer moved along the street, seemingly unmindful of the fact that somebody was trailing him. And perhaps he wasn’t aware that Imogen was there, and if he was, it was possible he didn’t care.

      She could feel the tension along her spine. It was the same tension that she’d been feeling since coming to the city, but while following the sorcerer, Imogen was even more aware of it than she had been before. He was using considerable magic.

      He turned a corner. She kept expecting the sorcerer to head toward the palace, but that didn’t seem to be his destination. She wasn’t sure where these sorcerers congregated, but she figured that she ought to know. And if she could learn, then she could target sorcerers. That had to be what Master Liu wanted from her, to go after the sorcerers responsible for the hyadan, cut them down, and then she could return to the homeland, and maybe to the sacred temple.

      That wasn’t all of her assignment. She had been tasked with a specific purpose and been asked to find a specific kind of dangerous magic.

      Imogen should start here and find one sorcerer. Then she could track the rest down. Only after doing so could she return.

      There were times when she questioned whether that was really what she wanted. She had believed that she wanted to return to her people, and to her homeland, but returning meant doing so in disgrace. Even if she cut down a dozen sorcerers, would that bring her closer to understanding the sacred patterns? Would that bring her closer to redeeming herself in the eyes of her people? Imogen didn’t think so. And she didn’t think that Master Liu would even permit her to come back if she only accomplished that much.

      She had to finish the bond quest.

      Three people made their way toward the sorcerer from the opposite direction. They were haggard, as so many in the city were. One was younger, a boy who was probably nearly Imogen’s height, but short for these people. And a man and a woman marched alongside him.

      The boy tripped, falling in front of the sorcerer.

      Then Imogen saw the darkness that she’d been trained to fight.

      It happened quickly. At first she wasn’t exactly sure what she might see, but the sorcerer took a step back, stretched one hand out, and the tightness began to build along Imogen’s spine. The boy cried out, everything in his body having gone tense.

      His parents whimpered.

      The sorcerer stood there, looking down at the boy.

      He intended to harm this boy? What reason would there be for the sorcerer to need to attack this boy?

      Imogen jumped.

      She came to a rolling stop just in front of the sorcerer, sword unsheathed, and immediately began to flow through her patterns. The sorcerer turned his attention to her, frowning. There was no look of recognition in his eyes. Nothing to suggest that he understood the threat that she posed to him. And yet Imogen couldn’t help but feel she had to do this.

      “Go,” she said to the boy.

      He had started to get up when there came another tightness along Imogen’s spine, and he collapsed once more to the ground. The sorcerer used magic on him, forcing him down.

      Imogen danced forward, sliding through pattern twenty-two, then forty-seven, and finally mixing into eighty-one, each one a blend of power, and as she did this, she could feel the spell dissipating.

      Imogen had never had the opportunity to test herself against active magic like this, other than with the creations she’d seen in the countryside, but she had trained to do so. Seeing the effect of her patterns, and how they cut through the magic, gave her even more reassurance.

      The boy got up and scrambled back.

      Imogen positioned herself in front of the boy and his parents, blocking the sorcerer from getting close.

      The sorcerer watched her. He was tall, dark of hair, dark of complexion, but otherwise didn’t match the stories she’d heard of sorcery. This one simply looked arrogant, as if the boy had insolently been in his way.

      The sorcerer raised his hand, and Imogen spun, immediately beginning to flow through several of her traditional patterns. She expected the same result as she had achieved the last time, and anticipated that she would be able to deflect the sorcerer, but something struck her. It was a strange, invisible burst of power, and as it hit, she felt herself being thrown back. Imogen hurriedly got back to her feet and immediately began to brace, holding herself in position for her patterns once more.

      The sorcerer chuckled. “A blade against me?”

      “You don’t have anything I can’t stop,” she said.

      He laughed, and she found herself immediately disliking him. He was everything she had been taught to destroy. Everything she had been taught to remove, everything she had been taught to fear.

      And there were many of them here. The city was filled with men just like him, men who believed that they had every right to attack, destroy, and harm.

      Men who believed that their sorcery, and their magic, should be used to cut down others.

      Imogen would not permit that.

      She was a First of the Blade. She had trained. She could do this.

      She slipped forward, blade outstretched, and then darted as quickly as she could through a rapid series of her traditional patterns. She had been out of practice a little bit during her time in the sacred temple. Had she continued training in her village, or even with the army, she would have been far better prepared than she was now. The problem as Imogen saw it was that she had been trying to learn the sacred patterns, and they served no purpose to her. The sacred patterns did nothing.

      Imogen had to try something else.

      The sorcerer moved his hands, slid one foot forward, and it seemed as if there was little more than an invisible shell around him.

      He was waiting.

      Waiting for help.

      Other sorcerers, or perhaps those soldiers that had been there before, all of them to swarm at her.

      Imogen didn’t fear those sorcerers, but she didn’t like the idea of cutting down dozens of soldiers that had been hired—as she assumed they had been—all because the sorcerer felt the need to use them.

      No.

      The invisible shell around the sorcerer could fall. It was sorcery. And Imogen was a First of the Blade.

      She twisted, her blade a blur. She slammed into the shell and felt a faint crackling. She wasn’t exactly sure why, or what it meant, but she knew that was the key.

      She paused again. When she did, the sorcerer moved his feet, traced a pattern in the air with his hands, and looked up at her, seemingly dismissing her as a threat. Maybe she really was not a threat to him.

      He cocked his head to the side, and he watched her.

      Imogen brought her blade forward, out and then back, and then used a sharp strike of pattern five, one that was very similar to one of the sacred patterns that she had learned, and she felt the crackling of the shell around her until it crumbled and shattered.

      The sorcerer looked up, eyes slightly widened, and began to press his hand out. Imogen jammed her blade into his right shoulder, and he rose, letting out a soft whimper as her blade ate into his flesh.

      “Who are you?” he whispered.

      She ignored the question.

      Others were coming. She saw them now. Shadows that suggested there had to be at least ten coming in her direction. Maybe more than that. Enough that she knew that if she lingered, she was going to end up in the kind of fight that she wasn’t sure she wanted.

      Not if she had to fight those who didn’t deserve it. At least, that was the way that she saw things.

      And there might be more sorcerers.

      She might be trained to handle sorcery, but Imogen was not sure that she was fully ready for it just yet. She had felt the power that this sorcerer had used on her, and it had very nearly been enough to overwhelm her. Imogen had thought that she was fully equipped for it, but perhaps she was not. She needed to better understand her limitations against sorcery.

      She backed away. The boy was gone, as were his parents, and she had no reason to continue to fight.

      No reason other than to cut down a sorcerer.

      Which she would, but not yet. Not right now.

      She darted back along the street, reached an alleyway, scrambled along it, and hurriedly scaled the buildings to a nearby roof. When she was there, she slipped her sword back out of her sheath and then scurried forward once again until she reached the edge of a nearby rooftop and could look down at the scene.

      She saw the soldiers surrounding the sorcerer.

      And two other sorcerers came.

      The other two joined the first, and she felt the power that they wielded when they unleashed their magic, presumably healing the sorcerer.

      Imogen continued to watch. They didn’t seem to be aware of her, which she figured was for the best. And yet they also didn’t speak loud enough that she could hear.

      That was frustrating. She needed to know more.

      She waited for a moment and then started trailing the sorcerers. The soldiers surrounded them, guarding. If she could find the sorcerers’ hideout, or wherever their headquarters was, she could make another plan.

      First she would follow.

      Imogen crawled along the rooftop, trailing them, her mind working.

      She had proven that she could break through sorcery, but it was more difficult than she had expected. Fighting an actual sorcerer was something far different from fighting one of their constructs. Perhaps that was a lesson that Master Liu had wanted her to learn. If so, it was a useful one.

      But now that she knew that, she wouldn’t throw herself against such dangers without better preparation.

      The soldiers were easy enough to defeat. The sorcerers were more complicated.

      And once she found the source of their dark power, the dangerous magic that Master Liu wanted her to defeat, she could be done with her bond quest. It was supposed to be difficult, and maybe it still would be, but Imogen finally felt as if she understood what had been asked of her, and what she would need to do.

      Now she just had to do it.
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      Imogen leaned down from the back of the renral, feeling the wind whipping through her hair. There was something quite peaceful about the way that everything felt. The wind swirled around her, and energy coming off the renral slowly whirled, but otherwise, she had an overwhelming sense of calm.

      She looked down, staring at the ground.

      They had six renral flying, all of them enchantments made by Rebecca, who had turned out to be the most effective of the shamans in making these enchantments. The others had some talent with it, but not nearly as much as Rebecca had. They had made creatures, but they were somehow blunted, not nearly as lifelike as the ones that Rebecca had made. They were effective, though. And that was all that Imogen wanted. She needed an effective enchantment that would carry them as quickly as possible.

      From above, Imogen looked off to the east and along the path Timo had taken. She could see it with her eyes open and could practically follow it, as if she were meant to. She wondered how much of that was Benji’s influence guiding her along one specific pathway, and how much of it came from her own burgeoning control over that gift.

      The valley meandered, curving around a massive mountainside that sloped off into the distance. At a certain point, the rock became jagged and brown, and then beyond that, snow capped it. It was possible that on the other side of that mountain, Imogen would find the Leier homeland, though without gaining even more altitude, she wasn’t sure that she would be able to find it. She was tempted to take the renral up along the mountainside to see what else she might make out, but she hesitated in doing so.

      Down below, her people moved in a pattern as they followed the energy sloping across the grassland. And, distantly, Imogen could feel something else.

      It was almost as if she felt the wind, though she wasn’t sure why that should be, or how that should be. Imogen felt that energy in ways that she had not before. Some of it was the wind, but it wasn’t only the wind. It reminded her of something Benji had told her, how there was magic in many things. And perhaps that was all that she detected.

      She had started to feel that same sense from the Leier, along with the Koral, detecting the currents of magic that existed in the world. That had to be the Porapeth gift that Benji had given her, as the Porapeth were magic. Maybe that meant Imogen was now magic as well.

      Jorend circled near her, getting close enough but not too close. He stayed atop his renral, directing it with an occasional whisper that Imogen could feel through the wind. All it had taken was for Rebecca to tell the renral to listen to them. That had been the simple command. From that point on, the renral had answered, agreeing to follow and obeying their commands.

      “You look like you detect something, First. I can see it in your eyes.”

      “Nothing other than the wind,” Imogen said.

      He frowned at her, and Imogen found herself smiling. It was the kind of comment that Benji would have made, and the kind of comment that would have irritated her were she in Jorend’s position. There had been so many times when Benji had talked to her in riddles, speaking of magic in generic terms, but it had given her an opportunity to understand him in ways that she would not have otherwise.

      “Do you think he will attack again?” Jorend asked.

      Imogen had told Jorend about Timo’s attack, along with how he had used magic in the attack.

      Some of Jorend’s irritation came from the fact that Timo had used magic, but not all of it, and certainly not as much as there once would have been. Now it was anger in that he would use magic against them.

      “I don’t really have a good sense of why he placed those patterns around the caravan. I’ve been assuming that Abigail and Lilah were responsible for the trap placed around us, along with the strange creatures that attacked us, but what if that wasn’t it?”

      Jorend watched her. “You think that was your brother?”

      “It’s possible. Timo has chased power. He turned that into his bond quest. And because of that, it leaves me thinking that he may have found something more than what we realize. First he chased Porapeth power, then branox power, all for him to gain the kind of magic only available to one of the Sul’toral. What if he has found something else?” She looked off into the distance. “We know there are other powers in the world, Jorend. Other creatures of considerable magic. And if he used one of them, there might not be anything that I can do to stop him.”

      Short of taking definitive action. She hadn’t admitted that to the others. When she had shared that Timo had attacked, she had told them about how he had surprised her, not that he had nearly overwhelmed her. She had held back. At some point, Imogen had begun to question whether she would have to stop doing so.

      “You said he was using a pattern that you’ve never seen before,” Jorend said.

      “I think it was a sacred pattern.” The wind shifted, and Imogen shifted the renral, tapping on the side of the creature, which had learned to respond to such commands. It was a simple thing to train the enchantment, or command it, she suspected. She wasn’t sure if it was a matter of training so much as it was a matter of directing. “And I don’t know what it was. I feel like there was an aspect of it familiar to me. Maybe it’s something Benji showed me.”

      “You could learn it, then.”

      Jorend said this as if it would be a simple thing. And maybe to him, Imogen learning a new pattern was a simple matter. If only it were so easy.

      “I remember meeting you in the sacred temple,” Jorend said.

      She looked over. “I remember as well. We didn’t care for each other.”

      “You came with such promise. Master Liu mentioned a new disciple at the temple, and spoke of her so highly, and in ways that he had rarely done.”

      That was news to Imogen. “He might not have been talking about me. He didn’t waste any time showing me how little I knew.”

      “He did that with everyone, though. I think you came with a bit more arrogance than most,” Jorend said, smiling to soften the comment, “though we all have a bit of arrogance in the sacred temples. We have to. I was the best in my village, much like I suspect you were the best in yours. There are hundreds of villages like that scattered throughout the Leier homeland. Each of them has a swordsman who has demonstrated superior skill to others. And then they are given an opportunity to travel to one of the sacred temples.” He looked off. “We have to be close to one of them, I think. For a while, I thought that was why you were guiding us here. Taking us to one of the sacred temples.”

      “Unfortunately, that wasn’t my intention.”

      “You don’t have a plan?”

      “My plan was for us to keep moving until we found a way through the valley. I didn’t think we could climb. With as few of us as there are, I wanted us to travel as safely as possible. I didn’t expect for us to be able to navigate through here as quickly as we are now.”

      “But now that we have these renral, don’t you think we should start to explore whether there’s a way out? For all we know, this valley will extend onward, never leading us back to our homeland.”

      Would that be all that bad?

      That thought came from someplace back in her mind. She had been planning on leaving her people out of here, wanting to return to the homeland for a measure of peace, but perhaps that wasn’t where she needed to go first.

      Imogen looked up the slope of the mountainside, thinking about the path she had seen Timo taking. He had continued east, but then the path had faded from her view, making it difficult to know where he traveled or how far he went. He had been going by land, and she thought that he would still do so, unless he had an enchantment like hers.

      What if he decided to go toward one of the sacred temples?

      She didn’t think he had trained in one, but maybe he intended to try to find the truth of their people. As Imogen focused on the vague sense of the path she had seen Timo taking, she knew what she needed to do.

      “We should explore the peak here,” she said.

      “I will go.”

      “I would prefer if you stayed with the others.” She looked at the other renral that were flying with them, all of them giving each other more space, but that was partly because several of them had Koral riders, and they had a different level of control with the stone creatures. “It’s not that I doubt your ability. Far from it. I feel you would be the best to lead our people. But my other concern is that I don’t know what we will find out there. If it requires a sacred pattern, or perhaps something different, I need to be the one to go.”

      She could feel the wind shifting, and it was as if she was aware of Jorend’s hesitation, as if she was aware of what he was thinking, the way he was pausing before responding. When he finally did respond, it was another stirring of the wind, a shifting that drifted toward her.

      “You should take someone else with you,” he said. “Perhaps one of the Koral, in case you need to make another enchantment.”

      It was good advice. Sword and shield. She had been the one to suggest it, and now Jorend reminded her. She motioned for him and the others to land, and they did so. Maybe having one of the Koral shamans able to make enchantments would be helpful. She thought about Rebecca, but she might be needed to make enchantments for the others.

      “I will make preparations while you speak to the shamans,” Jorend said.

      “I’m going with you,” Eleanor said, striding over to her.

      “The people need a strong shaman to watch over them.”

      “They have Arvend. He is the strongest among us. You need somebody to watch over you.”

      “I watch over me.”

      “I know that you want to, but you also tend to think highly of yourself.”

      Imogen frowned at her, and then she saw Eleanor starting to smile.

      She laughed softly. “Yes. I do think highly of myself. I am the First.”

      “Exactly,” Eleanor said. “And someone like you sometimes needs to be brought down a little bit. Perhaps a few notches on your blade should be taken off.”

      Imogen laughed as she looked up the slope of the mountainside. She doubted they would find anything dangerous up there, though one of the sacred temples might be there.

      She gathered several of the Leier, all of them skilled Firsts who had begun to gain talent with the sacred patterns, and told them of her plan.

      Edward was on board immediately. Tolstan needed more convincing, as he wanted to stay behind to guard the caravan. When Jorend suggested to Tolstan that he go with Imogen, he grudgingly agreed.

      They made quick work of gathering supplies, and as Imogen climbed onto her renral, Jorend came over.

      “Be careful. You are confident, and the others are competent, but you don’t know what you might find at the sacred temples.”

      “If I find one of the sacred temples, I will turn away unless there is something wrong.”

      “Then perhaps we should wait here for your return.”

      “Then we just waste time,” Imogen said. She glanced at the sky. It was about midday, which meant that they had much of the day remaining and they could keep traveling farther to the east. “Keep leading them to the east. We will return when it’s safe, and when we get back, we can decide what else we need to do.”

      Jorend clapped her on the wrist, holding it for a moment, locking eyes with her. “Be safe, First.”

      The renral climbed into the air and began to circle higher into the sky. The wind began to push, as if urging them faster and faster. Imogen was leading, but she couldn’t help but feel as if the wind was guiding. And there was something else, something more, there in her mind.

      Whether it was magic, Benji, or her own nervous worry, it didn’t matter.

      They would see what she would find. And hopefully, it would be safety.
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      By the time they reached the snow line of the mountain, Imogen had wrapped her arms around herself. The cold was whipping around her in ways that she had not fully expected. She should have known better. She had grown up as one of the Leier, handling the mountains far better than this. This was nothing to her people.

      But as she looked at the others, she realized they were struggling in the same way she was. They were holding onto the renral, arms wrapped around the enchantments, and held their bodies to them as tightly as possible. They didn’t have warm clothing for this kind of journey. And there was no enchantment, no magic, that Imogen thought might protect these people.

      Each had resolve burning in their eyes, and each was willing to be here regardless of how poorly dressed they might be. They were willing to fly alongside her, to fight, knowing they were doing something useful.

      They circled at the snow line, and then flew up, ever higher, until Imogen could feel the air starting to thin.

      It brought her back to the very first time that she’d come to the sacred temple. That journey had been incredibly difficult, taking the better part of a week as it weaved around the mountain. She had marched with others making their way toward the sacred temple for the same purpose. Everyone had shared the same nervous energy, each anticipating they would learn how to master the sword in ways they had not before.

      It reminded Imogen of the cold.

      She’d been dressed in heavy fur. She remembered the first time she’d slipped the coat on, laughing at the sword master who had given it to her. Imogen had been young, far too arrogant even then. She had gained her skill so quickly and felt superior to others in her village. She had believed her arrogance warranted, much like she had come to believe her confidence had been warranted.

      “Why do I need the fur? I live in the mountains. I am one of the Leier.”

      “And you can freeze like any creature can freeze,” Hodon said. “You wear the fur, or you won’t get to the sacred temple. Once you reach it, you will not need it most of the time, but there will be storms.”

      The way he said it suggested there was something more than just storms to fear, but she couldn’t help feeling he was overreacting. Still, she slipped on the coat and felt its weight hang around her. It was made of yak, and it stank. It seemed as if someone had worn it before her, adding to that stench. Worse, it limited her movements. If she needed to fight, how would she be able to do so in this?

      Once they had set off, Imogen unsheathed her blade every time they stopped, working through the traditional patterns to get familiar with the weight of the coat. She wanted no limitation. Not in these mountains. Not when she had no idea what would be asked of her. And not when she had no idea what they might encounter on the way to the sacred temple. The line of soldiers suggested that there would be danger.

      One of the other disciples watched her. She was a year or two older than Imogen, with jet-black hair that was cut shorter than hers, and a scar on one cheek. Her lips puckered in a sour expression, but Imogen ignored her. After lunch, when they stopped again, and Imogen had moved off to spar once again by herself, the girl came over.

      “Do you really think you’re better than all of us?”

      The comment caught her off guard. Imogen might have expected something like that in her village, given how hard she had pushed and how quickly she had dispatched all her challengers, but she didn’t know this person. Why would she think that of Imogen?

      Imogen had surveyed the other disciples and ascertained that she was the youngest by far. At least a year younger than any of them, and probably two.

      “What makes you think I believe I’m better?”

      “Because you’ve kept separate. Separate means superior.”

      Imogen snorted at her. “Separate means I don’t know you yet.”

      “If you want to know me, then spar with me.”

      The young woman was a First of the Blade. They all were. In Imogen’s village, there were only a handful of Firsts, and on this mountainside, there were dozens of them. Each probably like Imogen, believing themselves a superior swordsman of the Leier and heading to the sacred temple to prove themselves as something greater.

      Imogen shrugged, held out her blade, and tipped her head in a slight nod.

      It was all the permission that she needed to offer the girl.

      The girl was wearing her yak fur as well, but she had not been taking the breaks to practice, not the way that Imogen had. She hadn’t prepared for the extra bulk and hadn’t figured out how she had to move her feet, the way that she had to bounce off her toes, and the extra effort that she had to exert with each movement. It was a matter of strength that forced Imogen forward, a matter of power that guided her. With each step she took, Imogen could feel the effort. It took far more out of her than she had expected, but then, she had been sparring with this coat long enough that she recognized that it would.

      The girl, on the other hand, seemed unencumbered by the jacket. She was powerful, precise, and her movements were quick.

      Imogen refused to let this girl catch her off guard. She danced, ignoring the weight of the coat, powering through as she moved from one position to the next, forcing the weight of the coat out of her mind. It became increasingly difficult to ignore it, almost as if she were drowning in it.

      She wanted nothing more than to shrug it off, but she didn’t dare.

      That would be a sign of weakness.

      And so she redoubled her efforts. She focused, being more precise, more powerful, and bounced with even more effort. It was a surefire way to expend her energy too fast, but at this point, Imogen didn’t care. With a flurry of movements, dancing through as many of the traditional patterns as she could, she streaked toward the girl. When she caught her near her neck, Imogen bounced back, holding up her blade.

      The girl lowered her blade, irritation flashing in her eyes.

      “You fight well,” Imogen said.

      She had fought quite well. Even without the coat, they would have been far more evenly matched than anyone Imogen had faced in quite some time.

      “I wish I could say the same about you,” the girl said.

      “Is that right?”

      “You’re clumsy. You got lucky. If you’d like to spar again, I’ll show you just how lucky.”

      Imogen raised her blade, preparing to spar again, but then they were whistled to move onward once more.

      They climbed, following a trail cut into the mountainside that forced them to make a steady and slow hike up the treacherous slope. Wind and snow whipped Imogen, and she became increasingly thankful for the yak fur.

      They traveled like that for another two days.

      Imogen took the opportunity to practice on her own at each stop, growing increasingly comfortable with the weight of the coat as she sparred, knowing how to work around the heaviness of it along with how much energy she would need to expend.

      The girl, a young woman named Sieran, who was two years older than Imogen, sparred with her a few more times. It was a draw each time. Imogen realized that she had gotten lucky the first time, mostly out of her own irritation and desperation, but Sieran had gathered herself, made preparations for Imogen’s redoubled efforts, and defended herself quite well.

      Others around them started sparring much like Imogen and Sieran, but none wanted to challenge Imogen. She took that as a compliment, but she wondered if she should.

      By the end of the third day, the fur had become essential. The wind had picked up, and now there were snow showers kicking in with it, biting ice that whipped around Imogen, blowing into her eyes and tearing at her flesh. She could practically feel the mountain itself trying to destroy her, and though she struggled against it, she could not fight through it, and she was thankful for the yak coat. She no longer noted the stench of it.

      Some of it was her own stink. She’d been sweating during her sparring sessions, and she had added her own sweat to it, so now it was a mixture of stenches: hers, that of its previous owner, and that of the yak that had been sacrificed for her to have its warmth.

      Sieran did not come over to her on the fourth day. Imogen sparred on her own, her teeth chattering, her hands cold and almost numb in the thin gloves that she’d been provided. She found Hodon watching her, amusement in his eyes, as if he wanted to tell her that she should be thankful for the coat. And she was, but she was not willing to thank him for it. She was not willing to say anything. She was too proud, and too stubborn, and perhaps even still too arrogant.

      After spending another brief time sparring, she cut the session short. Imogen could no longer keep her hands out in the elements.

      How did the army tolerate the cold and continue to fight?

      There had to be some sort of secret to it. She had seen the army marching through the passes and had heard stories of the army dealing with the Koral, so she knew they battled through here. Maybe they had a trick, or perhaps training permitted them to eventually ignore the cold. Whatever it was, Imogen thought she would have to learn that soon, because she doubted that she would be able to withstand this cold for much longer.

      By the end of the fifth day, no one moved away from where they stopped. Everyone needed each other for warmth. Perhaps that was the trick. Imogen needed the heat of the small fire and did not go off to spar any longer. Her teeth chattered less, and she doubted it was that she had grown accustomed to the cold. It was more likely that she had simply grown tired. For a while, she started to wonder if she was the weakest among them, but everybody seemed withdrawn, cold and shivering, suffering the same as her.

      She found Hodon, chewing on a strip of jerky, his hands exposed, his jacket open to the elements. He didn’t seem as bothered as the others were, but perhaps that was just his own arrogance.

      “Why does the sacred temple have to be upon this blasted mountain, anyway?”

      He looked over at her, chewing with his mouth open, his eyes hard and biting, much like the snow that whipped around them. “You think the sacred temple should be easy to reach?”

      “It shouldn’t be easy skill-wise, but why does it need to be so physically difficult to reach?”

      Hodon snorted at her. “There are some things that are only found in the journey, Imogen Inaratha.”

      In the journey. Imogen wanted to snap at the philosophical comment, but she suspected that it was only the cold that was driving her irritation. “What am I supposed to find in the journey? Other than the cold. What do you think I will learn?”

      “Fortitude,” he said.

      They finished their small lunch, and then they ventured upward.

      Imogen lost track of how long they had been on the mountainside, and she no longer knew how many more days it was going to be before they reached the sacred temple, but she had started to wonder if perhaps she wasn’t going to be strong enough to reach it.

      There had been one disciple who had needed to be escorted back down the mountainside. When she had seen him being carted down by several of the soldiers, she had been surprised. She had thought getting selected for the sacred temple was a guarantee of admission, had not even thought that there might be something that would hold her back. And then, when the second and third fell and were carried down by additional soldiers, she realized that the soldiers were not there to protect them but to carry them away.

      At the end of what Imogen thought was the seventh day, she found Hodon. “How many make it?”

      His eyes glittered. “Those who can.”

      “How many times have you made this journey?”

      He laughed again. “More times than I can count.”

      There were only a few soldiers left. When they had started this journey, they had left with dozens of soldiers, but even they were struggling now. There were several disciples remaining, including Sieran, but she was growing increasingly withdrawn, the cold obviously affecting her. How could it not? It was affecting everybody.

      “What happens if there are no more soldiers?” Imogen asked.

      “Then you either make it to the temple or you die,” Hodon said.

      It was hard, but the Leier were hard people.

      She trudged on.

      One of the disciples did die. William had been three years older than Imogen, and the cold claimed him one night. He wasn’t able to be aroused from his slumber. There were only three disciples left, including Sieran.

      Imogen had started the trudge up the mountainside with a head full of hope, confidence, and anticipation that this would be simple, but all that had been beaten out of her by every swirl of the wind, every bite of the cold, and every steady crack that made her look up, worried about an avalanche. None had occurred, but Hodon had warned them that they were not rare.

      She thought it was the eighth day by the time they neared a vantage where they could see the sacred temple. From there, it was one more day. Nine days. Nine sacred days to reach the sacred temple.

      She looked over at Sieran, opening her mouth to comment on how they were almost there, and she could see that the girl’s eyes had gone glassy.

      “Sieran?” Imogen shoved her, and Sieran stumbled, but Imogen was there, trying to drag her along. “Open your eyes.”

      Sieran blinked slowly. “I’m not sparring now,” she said.

      “We’re almost there,” Imogen snapped. “Stay with me. Stay with us.”

      She wasn’t about to let this girl fail here. She was so close.

      “I’m not…”

      Sieran dropped to her knees.

      And then she slipped.

      She started sliding down the mountainside. Imogen went chasing after her, but Hodon grabbed her arm, jerking her to a halt before she’d even gone a few paces.

      “Nothing can be done for her.”

      Imogen forced herself to look up and hold his gaze. It seemed cold and callous, but was this what she was willing to do to reach one of the sacred temples? In order for her to learn, didn’t she have to sacrifice?

      Shouldn’t they all?

      And so by the end of the ninth day, they reached the sacred temple. Imogen, a disciple named Leitahn, and Hodon. She had felt relief, and that had become overwhelming when she had crouched in front of the fire, surprised to feel that the sacred temple was not nearly as cold as the surrounding mountain.

      It was only later that she had questioned why they had taken that path. It was the most difficult, she had learned. There were other ways up the mountain, other ways that were not as arduous, other ways that the soldiers would take as they passed through here, but those were not the ways of the disciples.

      Imogen blinked away those thoughts as the renral carried her ever higher until they reached the top of the snow-packed mountain. She wasn’t sure what she had expected, but it certainly wasn’t swirling smoke. It certainly wasn’t stone that looked as if it had been ripped apart. It certainly was not the remnants of one of the sacred temples.

      She didn’t know which one it was, but the sacred temple had been destroyed.
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      Coaxing the renral to descend should have been a relatively easy process, but Imogen found that it was more complicated than she had intended, as she was distracted by the remains of the sacred temple. They circled, and the renral enchantment trembled, almost as if it took on some of her own uncertainty while they continued to descend.

      Imogen’s hand had gone to the hilt of her sword without her meaning it to. Wind whipped around her, sending swirls of snow and eddies of cold working around her, reminding her all too much of her very first hike up a mountainside. When they finally landed, the others climbed off the renral, though Imogen sat for a moment, her gaze locked on what she had seen.

      She climbed free of the renral and began to look around the mountaintop. The stone itself was little more than broken debris. As the wind kicked up around her, she couldn’t help but feel that the wind must have had something to do with the destruction that had occurred here, though Imogen knew better. Somebody had targeted this sacred temple.

      There should have been no way for this place to be destroyed so easily. Having been to a sacred temple, she knew that they were powerfully built, old—possibly ancient—and this one should not have fallen. The sword masters that had been here would have been able to defend it.

      But could they have defended it against sorcery?

      They should have been able to. Any sword master capable of training in one of the sacred temples should be capable of withstanding the kind of sorcerer that came through here.

      Unless it had been Timo. Imogen didn’t know if it had been. She had seen the strange line of energy that had shot off from him, the possibilities that had flowed from him, heading this way. And if he was responsible, it might not have been possible for any of the sword masters to withstand him.

      She found a particularly high pile of rubble with blood staining it. She looked for the body that she suspected would be there, but there was none. Whoever had been here had fallen, but there was no sign of their remains.

      “What do you think could have done this?” Eleanor asked. She made a steady circuit in the snow, creating a pattern of sorts around her, and power pressed out. It was sorcery.

      “I don’t know. Nothing should have been able to destroy so much quite so easily.” Certainly not at the sacred temple, where Imogen suspected that there was some underlying natural resistance to sorcery that should have held up.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, thinking about what she had seen before. When she had seen the paths stretching out before her, one that had come to her, and one that had veered off into the west, she had thought that meant Timo would continue his journey around the base of the mountain. She had not expected this.

      If this were Timo, why destroy one of the sacred temples?

      The answer came all too easily, especially given what Imogen had seen of her brother and the kind of man he had become.

      Power.

      He was after power. Perhaps he had come to the sacred temple thinking that he could claim it without earning that right.

      “This was the eagle temple,” Tolstan said.

      Imogen glanced over and found him crouching down in front of a pile of debris. She saw a curved sculpture of an eagle, though it looked damaged. How many eagles had adorned this sacred temple the way that tigers had adorned hers? What had the sacred patterns been like here? How many people had come here thinking they could learn the same way that Imogen had, and had gone away disappointed?

      “Look for any survivors,” Imogen said.

      “Survivors?” Edward asked. He seemed more distraught than the rest of them. It left Imogen thinking that he must have known someone here.

      “There is a possibility that we will find survivors,” Imogen said, trying to reassure him. “We don’t know when the attack took place, and we don’t know how many were here when it was attacked.” Perhaps the sacred temple had been understaffed, and that was how it had been destroyed. “But we should see if anyone can be saved.”

      He tipped his head in a bow, hurrying away to begin his search.

      “This wasn’t your temple,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen stared off into the distance. The wind swept around her, sending currents of snow swirling so that she couldn’t see very clearly. From the eagle temple, returning to the rest of the homeland should be a relatively straightforward journey, if difficult. With enchantments, she should be able to make her way down the mountainside quite easily. She was so close to home and yet still so far away.

      “I went to the tiger temple,” she said.

      “Was it like this one?”

      Imogen looked over at Eleanor and found her looking down at the eagle. “Each temple is supposed to be challenging. I don’t know what any of the others are like. I learned what I needed, and that I needed to be something more than what I had been before.”

      It had taken her so long to come to terms with what she had truly needed to learn in the sacred temple. And even that was not what she had needed the most. Master Liu had known something, almost as if he had known what she had needed. Maybe he had been given some possible future for her by one of the Porapeth. Benji had certainly known of Master Liu.

      Imogen picked her way through the rubble, crouching down every so often and looking for signs of destruction. There were no blade marks, and nothing other than blood to suggest that there had been a battle here. Whatever had taken place had happened quickly, she thought. And worse, she couldn’t shake the feeling that Timo had been responsible for this.

      She paused, and she breathed in and out, looking up into the distance, off into the sky, and felt for the wind. It was times like these when she wished that she had Benji to join her, to whisper in her ear, to provide his guidance, even swear at her if that was what it was going to take for her to learn what she needed to know so that she could help her people the most. Having a Porapeth with her would have been so beneficial.

      As she stood focusing on the wind, she began to feel a strange tugging.

      It pulled on her, guiding her toward the slope stretching down along the mountainside.

      Imogen didn’t fight it. She had found that the gusting wind, the way that it was probing her, pushing on her, had started to show her something. It was as if the wind itself were giving her some secret, or perhaps it was talking to her the way that Benji had claimed it would. The wind should talk to her.

      And the longer she listened, the more she had to hope she might find the answers she wanted. Perhaps the wind offered her answers that she couldn’t find otherwise.

      She followed the slope, sliding at one point, forcing herself to grab a handhold of cold snow. It froze her fingertips, and she tried to ignore it, much like she had tried to ignore the cold the day she had climbed up the mountainside on the journey to the sacred temple. It was no easier now than it had been then. She was Leier, and she was accustomed to the cold and the wind, but being accustomed to a thing and being able to withstand it were different. She was accustomed to fighting, but that didn’t mean that she could withstand all blows.

      As Imogen paused, the wind continued to tug at her, guiding her even farther. She listened, thinking of Benji, and hoping that she would find an answer. When the wind gusted again, pulling her to the right, she shimmied along a narrow ledge, and only after doing so did she start to feel as if she followed some path that the wind wanted her to follow.

      Someone shouted behind her, but Imogen ignored it. She didn’t dare focus on anything other than the wind and the way that it whispered to her, the journey it tried to encourage her to take. She allowed herself to be pulled down as she skirted along the mountainside.

      Closing her eyes, she whispered, “Help me, Benji.”

      Her voice joined the wind, drifting outward and becoming a part of it. Perhaps there was magic in her words, the same way that Benji had found magic in the way he had used the wind.

      Perhaps he had granted that to her as well, though she wasn’t entirely sure how to use the power that he had gifted her. It was there within her and offered her possibilities, but she wasn’t sure how to use those possibilities, nor was she sure what those possibilities meant for her.

      Imogen saw a spot on the snow.

      It was a bright bloom of maroon. She trailed her hand along the snow, feeling the bite of cold, and focused on where the wind guided her. It nudged her toward another ledge, a little farther to her right. There was another splotch of blood here. She paused, thinking that it had to be relatively fresh. Otherwise, it would have been buried under the wind and the snow.

      Could they have arrived in time?

      As Imogen listened to the wind, she tried finding the secrets in it, but she didn’t hear anything. Benji had not taught her enough.

      “Where are you going?”

      Eleanor’s question broke the silence and severed her connection to the wind. Eleanor picked her way down, hands stuffed into the snow as she braced herself to keep from falling. Imogen had taken a very different tactic, grinding her heels down into the snow, pressing her back up against the slope, descending in that way. If she were to slip, she would have to flip around to grab a handhold, but in this way, she felt as if she was following the wind more easily.

      “I’m following the trail,” Imogen said, pointing to the splotch of blood on the snow.

      Eleanor crept down alongside her. She tipped her head back, and there was a strange tension that burned within Imogen for just a moment, long enough for her to know that Eleanor used her magic, before it passed.

      “How did you find it?” Eleanor asked. “There was nothing up the slope.”

      “I saw the spots on the snow.”

      It felt easier to explain it that way than to tell Eleanor how she believed the wind called to her and pulled her along the slope as if to share some secret with her.

      “How did you see this? The angle of the slope is—”

      “I saw it from above. With the renral.”

      It was a reasonable answer. Of course, Imogen had not seen anything. The wind had been swirling too hard, and there had been too much snow obscuring her ability to see much of anything. But perhaps Eleanor hadn’t paid attention to that.

      Imogen tried to focus on the wind, ignoring Eleanor breathing behind her, listening for what Benji might tell her. There had to be a secret here, if she could only listen well enough for him. As she focused, it began to caress the back of her neck, her cheeks, that abiding sense that pulled on her, moving in a specific direction. She followed it.

      More blood stained the snow here. Imogen kept following until she came to another spot, and this one was much larger than the last. She glanced up the slope, trying to see if anyone had come through here, but she saw nothing other than splotchy spots of blood that stained the snow. Somebody had descended trying to get to safety. But there had been no fighting here.

      She paused, and she listened.

      “Benji, please show me what you can,” she said, appealing to him again.

      Imogen’s voice carried into the wind, though she knew that if Benji were listening, he would want her to find the answers on her own. Still, she listened. As she did, she noticed a pattern on the current.

      It was that pattern that seemed familiar to her. Not one that Benji had shown her, but this was something that she had learned at the sacred temple. The pattern was Petals on the Wind, and she focused, feeling the way it swirled, the steady currents as it lifted and fell, rising and dropping, before it carried her.

      The ground shifted beneath her feet, and she realized that there was an opening. Somebody had dug into the snow. She paused, scratching at the snow with her heel, and then kicked some free. There was an opening in the snow, and she picked her way down so that she could look into it.

      Warmth radiated toward her.

      “Get down here, Eleanor,” Imogen said.

      Eleanor had started to work her way toward her when she slipped. Imogen grabbed her and yanked her back up, pinning her to the mountainside.

      Eleanor’s eyes were wide, and she trembled beneath Imogen’s steely grip. Imogen held her against the icy slope of the mountain until Eleanor managed to get her feet back under her.

      “I need gloves,” Eleanor said.

      “We need to get out of here,” Imogen said.

      Eleanor’s hand gripped the mountainside in a way that would give her better leverage, and she looked into the opening that Imogen had formed.

      “How did you find this cave?” Eleanor asked, a bit of awe in her voice.

      “I felt it,” Imogen said, deciding not to deny it any longer. “I don’t know if there’s anybody in there, but there is a sense of warmth.” If anyone had survived, they had to rescue them and pull them out. “Be ready.”

      “What do you think we might find?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Imogen had not asked Eleanor how skilled she was at healing, but such a thing might come up. If they found wounded, it would behoove her and Eleanor and any of the other shamans to try to heal them. The problem as Imogen saw it was that these would be Leier who had not shared the same experience and would not feel the same way about magic as Imogen and her people.

      This would be her first real test. Was she ready?

      She didn’t have a chance to gather herself and think it through.

      A face appeared, a blade poking out of the opening.

      Imogen caught the blade with the flat of her hand, slapping it off to the side, realizing that she had moved her hand slightly in Axe Falling. There came an explosion of power out of her palm without her even meaning it to as she summoned one of the sacred patterns.

      The person in the cave jerked back.

      “We aren’t here to harm you,” Imogen called.

      “Koral,” a voice hissed from inside.

      “No,” Imogen said. “Leier with Koral. We came to rescue you. We saw what happened to the temple, and we are here to help.”

      She stayed to the side of the cave, waiting, looking over at Eleanor, who had moved back, hands icy cold, eyes narrowed, and jaw clenched as she seemed to fight off her teeth chattering.

      “We can help. I don’t know what happened, but we came to help.”

      There was a soft shifting, and the snow began to crumble, her boots losing grip.

      Eleanor cried out.

      And they both started to tumble down the mountainside.
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      Imogen swore under her breath, and she spun, punching at the snow, driving her fist into it, unmindful of anything other than technique. She used Lightning Strikes in the Storm, driving her fist deep into the snow until she anchored herself there. She tried to ignore the cold that suddenly bloomed in her hand, the pain that shot through her as she jerked to a stop and grabbed for Eleanor.

      The other woman swung, dangling precariously from Imogen’s grip. Imogen forced her back up until Eleanor grabbed onto the mountainside above the cave opening. Imogen started to scale the mountain herself, and when she reached the cave, she stood in front of it, determined not to show any fear.

      She held on to Tree Stands in the Forest, anchored into the snow. She probably should have done that before, but she couldn’t move very easily with Tree Stands in the Forest, and she worried about what would have happened had she been holding on to that pattern when she had tried to move.

      A blade darted toward her face. Imogen didn’t even move. She had never tested whether Tree Stands in the Forest could withstand a direct attack if it came from a true sacred sword master, but she had faith in herself and her ability, and believed that she could. She braced herself nonetheless. When the blade crashed into the power of Tree Stands in the Forest, it bounced off and struck the side of the cave.

      “Sorcerer,” somebody hissed from deeper in the cave.

      How many were here?

      “I am using Tree Stands in the Forest,” Imogen said calmly, barely moving her mouth. “If you have any understanding of the sacred patterns, then you would understand that such a pattern does not require much movement and can deflect any blow. Those of you who have mastered anything at the sacred temple will have learned that much at least.” She hesitated, realizing something. “I don’t know what you call it here, though. In the tiger temple, when I studied with Master Liu, it was known as Tree Stands in the Forest.”

      Another blade came jabbing out toward her, and Imogen ignored it yet again. It struck Tree Stands in the Forest, glanced off, and hit the side of the cave, sending snow cascading down behind her. She was anchored now more fully than she had been before. With the way she had anchored, she felt her upper branches, those invisible lines of power that arced up and over her, providing support for Eleanor as well. How much longer would it be before Tolstan and Edward decided to try to descend and join them?

      If they tried to come down, they might encounter a similar attack. What would she do then?

      “You can keep striking, but you will not get past my pattern,” Imogen said. “I have mastered more of the sacred patterns than almost anyone alive.”

      “Sorcerer,” another voice said.

      “Quiet,” a sharp, feminine voice cried out, but it had the sound of age to it, a creaky weight that struck Imogen as one that was used to command, but also one that was experienced. Another face loomed forward, and this one was different, grizzled, with longer, gray hair and sagging cheeks, but a bright intensity within the eyes.

      A fist drove toward Imogen. Not a blade. Not anything else. Just the fist.

      She could feel the energy as it struck her pattern. It was an incredible blow, enough that Imogen struggled for a moment. She fortified Tree Stands in the Forest, drawing as much power as she could, and anchored as deeply as she could on the mountainside. Imogen had enough experience holding herself like this and thought she could withstand the attack, but she had not expected the strength behind it. Whoever had attacked her had skill and experience. They knew what they were doing against the sacred pattern.

      This woman was old and probably the master of the eagle temple. At least, one of the masters.

      “I studied with Master Liu,” Imogen said again. “In the tiger temple. You are from the eagle temple, I presume.”

      The woman drew her fist back again, and she brought her hands together, as if she were going to pray, and then she drove them both forward. The combined effort landed on Imogen’s pattern as if she were trying to part the pattern with her fingertips. A wedge formed between them, powering into the pattern, as if to split it open. Imogen stretched the Tree Stands in the Forest around her, barely moving.

      She used Lightning Strikes in the Storm. It streaked toward the woman.

      The blast was deflected by another Tree Stands in the Forest as the woman barely moved.

      A hint of a smile curled her lips. “Very good,” she said. “Excellent technique. I am pleased to see that Liu has not lost his touch with appropriate students. I didn’t know that he’d had any success over the years, especially recently. I have had a difficult enough time trying to encourage my students to pay attention to my lessons.” She glanced behind her briefly, tsking, before turning her attention back to Imogen. “Did you really study in the tiger temple?”

      “I did,” she said softly. “Years ago.”

      The woman watched her. “Then we will come with you.”

      Imogen hesitated a moment before backing away and starting to climb up the mountainside. Eleanor had been waiting. When Imogen began to climb, Eleanor joined her. It didn’t take long for them to reach the peak and the remains of the sacred temple. They passed several other splatters of blood but found no bodies.

      When the first of the disciples, along with the master of the eagle temple, started to arrive, Imogen turned to them, her hands still in her jacket to keep them warm. She still didn’t know if she would have to fight here but did not want anyone to harm her people.

      Her people.

      That was how she viewed them. She had brought them here, and she would bring them to safety.

      The old woman came toward Imogen before pausing and motioning to the others with her. They moved off to the side, giving Imogen space. Tolstan and Edward stayed near them, swords unsheathed, glancing at each other briefly before turning to Imogen. Both looked as if they were expecting Imogen to provide answers.

      Eleanor remained near Imogen.

      The old woman frowned at Eleanor. “You have a Koral with you. A shaman, if I’m not mistaken.” She frowned again, and Imogen realized that she was holding Tree Stands in the Forest. It was almost as if the wind swirling around her told her what the woman was doing. While the woman could do Tree Stands in the Forest, she didn’t have the same depth to her roots that Imogen did. She didn’t have the same stability. There was something about her pattern that Imogen would almost call sloppy.

      She smiled to herself at the thought. Master Liu might chide her for thinking that she knew better than a sacred sword master, but Imogen had enough experience now that she understood the truth of the patterns.

      “I have one of the Koral with me,” Imogen said. “And there are others traveling with us.”

      The woman arched a brow. She was shorter than Imogen, coming barely up to her shoulders, and yet there was still the weight of authority and intensity within her gaze. She had on a thin gray robe, one that would not be nearly warm enough for the snow and the ice in the wind. It was a wonder that she had survived within the cave as well as she had. Perhaps all of them gathering together had helped seal in some warmth to protect them, but even that would have been miserable.

      “An interesting party, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

      “I don’t care what you say. I do care what happened here.”

      The woman touched one of the fragments of stone before looking up at Imogen. “Come, First,” she said, tipping her head to the side. “Would you sit with me?”

      Imogen stiffened when she called her First. Had the woman heard of her?

      Imogen had come to believe that the sacred sword masters communicated with each other, but she wouldn’t expect them to have spoken about Imogen.

      She followed the woman over to one of the piles of debris that were tall enough to take a seat on, and she waited, standing, for the woman to take her seat. When she settled down, she rested her hands in her lap, looking up at Imogen. As before, there was that heaviness in her gaze that struck Imogen, suggesting to her that this woman was powerful in ways that Imogen’s swordsmanship couldn’t accommodate for.

      “Who are you?” Imogen asked.

      “I am Master Xanat.” She smiled. “Most have heard of me by the time they reach the eagle temple, but I will excuse your ignorance in this case.”

      “I wasn’t searching for your sacred temple. Well, perhaps I was, but I wasn’t coming here to train.”

      “And who are you, First?”

      Imogen frowned, and she went for the hilt of her sword. How did this woman…?

      The blade. The hilt was still marked with the notch of the First. She didn’t care about the other notches, though she truly was a sacred sword master, one that was more like those found in these temples than those from the rest of the Leier homeland.

      “My name is Imogen Inaratha.”

      The woman watched her. “Quite the name, First.”

      “I have traveled extensively,” Imogen said.

      The woman chuckled. “Yes, well, when we were attacked, it was quite unsettling. The sorcery that came through here was quite abrupt and brutal, and it destroyed the temple, as you can see. It was a wonder we were able to escape. I managed to lead most of the disciples down here so that they could be safe, but unfortunately, we did lose some.”

      “Do you know who did this?”

      The idea that her brother had been responsible for the destruction of the sacred temple worried her, and she feared what she might have to do to Timo. She had been hoping that she might be able to save him, but if Timo proved willing to destroy the foundations of the Leier homeland, then could he be saved?

      Should he be?

      It was a question Imogen didn’t have an answer to. Her brother posed a risk to her people. That was enough. She had frozen when she could have taken action against him before, but if he had become willing to attack the sacred temples, Imogen could not hold back the next time.

      “We did not see them,” Master Xanat said. “They came through here. It was quick. Swift. I felt the crack of power, the drawing of energy, and I deflected as much as I could before we managed to escape.”

      “Why didn’t you fight?” Imogen asked. She looked over to where Edward and Tolstan were standing, and she knew that would be the question they would have. Much like Imogen, they would have expected one of the Leier, especially a sacred sword master, to fight.

      “I have an obligation to defend my disciples. None have any experience with this kind of fighting.”

      It was more than just sorcery. It had to be.

      “Any of the disciples would have been able to handle a sorcerer,” Edward said.

      “Not when the mountain itself trembled beneath that sorcery,” Master Xanat said to him.

      “Sul’toral,” Imogen breathed out.

      Master Xanat turned back to Imogen. Everything in Master Xanat’s being had gone stiff. She held on to Tree Stands in the Forest, the energy radiating away from it. “Where did you say you had traveled?”

      “Far beyond the homeland,” Imogen said.

      She took a deep breath. There were probably a dozen disciples who had survived, along with Master Xanat. It would be too many to carry down easily. Imogen didn’t have enough of the renral, and she didn’t trust them to descend on their own. She couldn’t leave them, either.

      “We need to get you down the mountainside. The temple is gone, and we are journeying back to the homeland, but I don’t know how long it’s going to take. You are welcome to travel with us. You must understand that the kind of help we offer is different from what our people are accustomed to.”

      Master Xanat watched Imogen, and she flicked her gaze over at Eleanor, and a hint of a smile curled her lips. “Koral.”

      “Koral. The shamans. Others like them,” Imogen said. “The Leier who travel with me have learned the truth of magic and the sacred patterns.”

      Master Xanat watched Imogen. Faster than Imogen could track, she drove her fist toward Imogen.

      Imogen had been standing in Tree Stands in the Forest, prepared for the possibility that Master Xanat would decide to test her, but the suddenness of the movement, and the rapidity of how she struck, still nearly caught Imogen off guard. She was anchored, and yet her whole torso was exposed. She had been expecting to be pushed, not to be struck, but as Master Xanat drove her fist toward her, Imogen arced the branches down, using the full force of Tree Stands in the Forest, and countered with Lightning Strikes in the Storm, driving that outward and slipping it underneath Master Xanat’s attack.

      Master Xanat was thrown back.

      The disciples who remained hurriedly unsheathed their swords and turned to Imogen.

      Master Xanat stood, raising her hand, and she started laughing. “It’s a shame that you find the temple in this state,” she said. She looked at Imogen, and this time, the weight of her intense gaze seemed to bear down upon her in a way that Imogen found intriguing. “I think that you could have been tested.”

      “Tested?”

      “Many of us have been waiting for a replacement,” Master Xanat said. “We cannot serve the temple indefinitely, but finding one who is worthy, and one who is ready, has proven challenging. Each of the instructors that serve in the temples has struggled.”

      Imogen still hadn’t moved.

      Master Xanat turned to the disciples. “Look at what Master Inaratha has done. Do you see how quickly she disarmed me?” The disciples nodded, none of them speaking. “A true sword master.” She bobbed her head slightly. “Now, she does have a blade, and I do not, so we cannot consider this a fair challenge, but needless to say, she is worthy. We will follow where she leads.”

      Imogen frowned, looking over at Master Xanat, and realized that her simple statement had defused Imogen’s concern. She had not known what was going to happen when she brought the people down the mountainside, but if Master Xanat had affirmed Imogen’s status so easily and quickly, she wouldn’t have to worry about it.

      “Now, Master Inaratha,” Master Xanat said. “If you would be so kind, we would like to get warm.”

      They guided the disciples to the renral enchantments, and Imogen began to bring out the other enchantments. They had enough to carry half the party at one time. The other half would wait.

      Imogen glanced over at Eleanor. “Stay with me,” she said softly.

      “Are you worried about something?”

      Imogen wasn’t sure. She didn’t think that she had a reason to be worried, but at the same time, she also wanted to have protection if something were to occur here. She didn’t think she had to worry about Master Xanat, or her disciples, especially as she thought that she could defeat them if it came down to it, but whoever was responsible for attacking the sacred temple was what she worried about. Somebody had come through here, somebody powerful who had targeted this space.

      Imogen didn’t have the answers to that and wasn’t sure what she needed to do to ensure that they were prepared for whatever might happen next.

      Edward and Tolstan gathered the disciples, showed them how to climb onto the renral, and Imogen walked around the renral, whispering to them where to go. She pulled Tolstan off to the side.

      “Fly ahead. Warn Jorend what is coming.”

      “What do you fear?”

      “I don’t fear anything, but we need to be prepared. We have a dozen people who have not been through what we have, and a dozen people who still feel the way that many Leier feel. But we must bring them along.”

      “As you wish, General,” he said.

      His voice was too loud, and she noticed that several of the nearest to her suddenly jerked their heads around, looking at her with renewed interest. Perhaps that was what she should have led with. She was the general now that Derashen was gone.

      The renral took off, streaking down the mountainside, and quickly disappeared behind the blanket of wind and snow. Imogen created a protective pattern around her and Eleanor, on the off chance that one of the disciples decided to attack. She didn’t put that much power into it, so if they did attempt to fight, she would have to fortify it, but she wanted to be safe while they waited.

      Once satisfied that they would be, she turned to Master Xanat. “I need you to tell me all that you know of what happened here.”

      Master Xanat frowned. “I’m not sure that I can tell you all that much. The power was considerable, and unlike anything that I have witnessed before.” She glanced at the rubble of the sacred temple. “When you mentioned Sul’toral, it was the only thought that I’d had. There have not been any Sul’toral in these lands in ages, but those who have trained here remember what it was like.”

      “We saw no sign of Sul’toral when we arrived.”

      Master Xanat watched Imogen. “Would you know a sign?”

      It was a question that Imogen didn’t have a good answer for. Would she?

      There was a part of her that suspected Benji would have shown her something with his images and visions so that she could know if there were any danger of Sul’toral, but there remained the possibility that she would not know. Only… Imogen had faced Sul’toral. She had survived that fighting.

      “I like to think that I would,” Imogen said, finally.

      “Perhaps you would, First.”

      “You keep calling me that,” she said.

      “I do,” Master Xanat said.

      “Why?”

      “Because rumors have come to me even in my temple. Rumors that speak of one who has called herself the First of the Blade as a title to outsiders. Rumors that speak of one who has chased ancient powers.”

      “I’m not chasing. Fighting,” Imogen said.

      “Are they not the same thing?”

      “Not always,” Imogen said.

      “And they are rumors that have been shared by others who know. Those who have seen.”

      The way that she added that in, almost casually, left Imogen wondering what she meant by it. Could she know one of the Porapeth? Or could Benji have come through here as well? She didn’t know all the places Benji had visited, though she knew that Benji and Master Liu had a familiarity with one another.

      She waited, half expecting Master Xanat to offer her something more, but she didn’t have the opportunity. The renral returned, Tolstan joining them, and they climbed aboard.

      Imogen said nothing more as she began to circle, looking down upon the mountainside. The wind whipped, carrying swirls of power, and it seemed to her that she could almost see something within the wind, almost as if there were a pattern there, but she wasn’t sure if there was anything real.

      As she looked around, she realized she wasn’t the only one doing so. Master Xanat had been looking around as if trying to find some secret along the mountainside as she studied the remains of her sacred temple.

      Whoever had come through here had been powerful enough to destroy it. Whoever had come through here had done it quickly enough that the disciples had barely had enough time to escape. Whoever had come through here had been powerful enough that they had destroyed what had stood for centuries in little more than moments.

      How many of the other sacred temples were in danger?
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      The fire crackled hot that night.

      They had traveled for a while along the road before stopping for the evening. The enchantments remained arranged all around them, having become guardians of sorts. Imogen appreciated their presence, especially because the enchantments offered something the disciples did not fully understand. Until she knew how the disciples might react, she wanted the additional protection of these enchantments.

      The disciples had experience training against sorcery, but they had never seen anything quite like these enchantments. Had Imogen encountered something like this when she had been in the tiger temple, she would not have known what to do. She counted on that uncertainty now.

      Imogen leaned toward the crackling fire, feeling the heat pushing upon her. She had grown warm again, but it had taken some time for her to finally feel as if she were truly thawing.

      Jorend sat near her, glancing over at Master Xanat, who had pulled out a small flute and was playing it quietly, the sound of the music drifting against the night. There was something soft and melancholic about the sound, as if she were calling to some ancient spirits to watch over them, or to celebrate and mourn the loss of the sacred temple.

      Jorend leaned close to Imogen, and she could feel the strength in his shoulder as he did. “What do you make of all this?”

      “I have no idea. I’ve been trying to think of what happened, but I can’t say what it might’ve been with any real clarity. The temple was reduced to little more than rubble. She doesn’t know if it was Sul’toral, but what else could be that powerful?”

      “She knows,” Jorend said, watching Master Xanat.

      Imogen leaned back, looking across the fire. “What do you know of the eagle temple? Was this one of the places General Derashen went to?”

      Jorend frowned. “He didn’t speak about the specific temples. Only the number of them that he had visited.”

      Both she and Jorend knew that Derashen had been to the tiger temple, but not anything more than that.

      “If he went to the eagle temple, then maybe he knew her,” Jorend said.

      “Perhaps.”

      Imogen had been waiting for Master Xanat to ask her other questions about what had happened to her, to Derashen, and why she now led, but those questions never came. She had been waiting for questions about the Koral, but Master Xanat had seemed unconcerned.

      Imogen looked over at the new disciples. They were all skilled swordsmen. They had all trained at one of the sacred temples, something that not all the Leier who traveled with Imogen could claim. When the disciples had found the other Leier, they had acted with an air of superiority. That was being taken out of them quite quickly.

      A sparring session had been set up, and Imogen smiled to herself as she saw her Leier quickly defeating the disciples. They made rapid work of it, to the point where none of the disciples proved themselves the equal or better of any of her Leier soldiers. That was what came from teaching the sacred patterns in a way that people understood. That was what came from understanding the truth behind the sacred patterns so that the others would learn.

      Finally Master Xanat put away her flute, and she looked over at Imogen. “You have been teaching.”

      “And you’ve been paying attention to what’s happening,” Imogen said.

      “How can I not? I have been watching your people easily disarming my disciples. Well, the disciples of the eagle temple. They were skilled. As you probably know, the eagle temple is one of the most challenging of the sacred temples—”

      “As far as I know, each of the sacred temples teaches the same patterns,” Imogen said. “It’s just the names that you put to them that are different.”

      Master Xanat frowned. “Perhaps that is true. And Master Liu would have shown you a specific type of pattern.” She flicked her wrist, and Imogen noted Petals on the Wind, but there was a strange angulation to it, one that was slightly sharper than the style and technique that Imogen had learned. Still, the way that she moved was suggestive of Petals on the Wind enough that Imogen recognized it.

      “We know the truth about the patterns,” Imogen said.

      Master Xanat didn’t say anything as the fire continued to crackle before them.

      “You are prepared for the truth,” she finally said. “Few are willing to accept those truths. Most prefer to look beyond, to think that there is some other way to gain power. To be faster. Stronger. More precise.” She watched Imogen, her gaze burning through the flames.

      Imogen smiled to herself. Those were the same thoughts she often had. Even now, there was a part of her that still thought that if she could be faster and stronger and more precise, she would better understand her own patterns. Although traditional patterns might depend upon those features, the sacred patterns did not. There was a flow and an understanding of what that flow represented.

      “Why don’t the master instructors teach the truth?” Jorend asked.

      Master Xanat glanced over at him. “You think that we do not?”

      “I spent six years in the sacred temple with Master Liu,” he said.

      She started to smile. “Six years? Such a long time. You must’ve been quite disappointed to have found yourself bested by someone who spent only a few years there.”

      As before, Imogen couldn’t shake the feeling that Master Xanat knew something about her that Imogen should know. How did she know how long Imogen had spent in the sacred temple?

      “No,” Jorend said. “I wanted nothing more than to learn to protect my people. When she returned, bearing the skill that was needed to defend us, I welcomed her.”

      Imogen regarded Jorend. That wasn’t exactly how things had played out, but it was near enough that she decided not to argue with him. She was happy she had Jorend by her side now. She needed his skill, and some of his leadership.

      “There’s a reason that we don’t teach the truth,” Master Xanat said, leaning close enough that the fire barely separated them. The smoke parted, as if she were using some sacred pattern on it, though Imogen didn’t think that was what it was. “What do you think our people would do if they knew that the sacred patterns, the pinnacle of swordsmanship, were something that they despised?”

      “The people would understand,” Imogen said. “I’ve been showing them.”

      “You have been showing them what they need to know to survive. In the homeland, do they need that knowledge to survive?”

      Imogen started to argue before biting her tongue.

      Her people trained and prepared but had never faced any real danger in their homeland. They had readied for the possibility that they would come across magic, and the Koral shamans, and honed their sword skills to defeat it, but they had never heard any stories where such skill was actually needed.

      “I don’t believe so,” Imogen said. “I had to leave the homeland to find my own truth.”

      “There it is,” Master Xanat said. “Your own truth. Each of us has a truth that belongs to us. You have yours, and that is the truth of the sacred patterns and the power behind them that can be useful to help our people. My disciples have known one truth, that they were training to better themselves. Now they will learn a new truth.”

      Imogen said nothing. It wasn’t quite so simple. Hiding the truth of the sacred patterns had prevented their people from understanding what they were learning. More than that, it had forced them to fear magic when they should have embraced it. What they learned was magic.

      “These people have all learned the truth of the sacred patterns,” Imogen said. “I will not keep that from them. If your people would like to learn it, I will not keep it from them, either.”

      “Even if they may one day best you?”

      Imogen smiled at the thought. “I hope they do.”

      Jorend glanced over, frowning. “You do?”

      “Why should I not? If someone can learn better than me, it means they understand the sacred patterns in a way that I do not.”

      “Or it means they’ve become corrupted,” Jorend said. “We’ve seen those who embrace that kind of power and chased it, and they—”

      “It might mean they are ready,” Imogen said. “But it doesn’t necessarily mean that they should be trusted.”

      And Imogen still didn’t think Timo could best her. Not with stolen power.

      To truly understand the sacred patterns, one had to understand oneself, and be ready to use that understanding to help oneself, and one’s people. That was not Timo.

      He might want that power, and he might chase it, but he would never earn it.

      Not like the Leier Imogen worked with. If they learned, and if they gained in skill and power, then perhaps they would come to understand something else.

      Master Xanat looked over at the enchantments lining the clearing. “Why these creatures?” she asked, her voice more curious than it had been before. She didn’t bother to lower her voice any longer, either.

      “We’ve been attacked by them,” Imogen said. “But then they helped us.”

      She looked over. “The renral helped?”

      “We aren’t sure why,” Imogen said.

      “You must’ve earned their trust.”

      “We kept them alive,” Imogen admitted.

      “Why would you do such a thing? I don’t have much experience with the renral, but I have heard stories that they hunt the Koral when they are hungry.”

      “The ones we saved didn’t deserve to die. They were too small. I wasn’t about to kill some small creature because it might be dangerous in the future.”

      Imogen found Master Xanat looking at her, a hint of a smile curling her lips. “You are an interesting one, Imogen Inaratha. You must have been Master Liu’s prized student.”

      “Not at the time.”

      “Then that is a shame. But I may teach you. If I can.”

      “I don’t know if you could,” Imogen said.

      “Confident as well. I like that trait.”

      “It’s not confidence,” Jorend said. “She is the most skilled swordsman I’ve ever known. She is the reason we defeated the branox, and she carved down the branox queen, and she brought us to safety against—”

      Imogen raised her hand, cutting him off.

      “Interesting,” Master Xanat said. “Such devotion.”

      “Whoever attacked the temple,” Imogen said, bringing the topic of conversation back around to what she had been trying to work through but still didn’t have any answer to, “must’ve had a reason. Is there something they could have accomplished by destroying the sacred temples?”

      “They thought to destroy,” Master Xanat said. “They view the temples as places of power. And those who have power see those who would oppose it as a danger.”

      That didn’t strike Imogen as quite true. This wasn’t just the destruction of a place of power. This was a demolition. There had to be some reason behind it. This was a puzzle, and she had to solve it.

      She got to her feet, and she could feel Master Xanat’s eyes on her back and overheard Jorend speaking. “She gets like that sometimes. Don’t mind her.”

      Imogen wandered away from the campsite, and she found herself out away from the fire, looking up at the cloudless sky, the stars blinking in the night. There was energy there. She was sure of it. There was no wind, nothing that kicked up, no power or anything that would call to her. But she needed to know. She needed to understand. She needed Benji.

      Imogen had been calling for his help, and there were times when she thought he provided guidance, but now she needed a direct answer from him. He was still out there. Her gaze drifted among the stars as she wondered which of them might represent him. A warrior in the sky, one that would watch over them, one that might provide them with layers of protection, if only he would be willing.

      That was Benji, though. She knew better than to expect him to offer her protection. He would want her to find it herself. She breathed out. When she did, she felt a faint stirring of the wind that came with gentleness and drifted away from the campsite.

      Imogen followed it. She had been listening to the wind more and more these days, following the way that it seemed to guide her, and now was no different. She slowed, moving Petals on the Wind as she did, using that to guide her across the ground until she found a small copse and headed within. Ever since seeing the destroyed sacred temple, Imogen had been on edge, so she remained ready for whatever she might find.

      Finally the wind died in a small clearing with a boulder in the middle. She could practically imagine the shape sitting atop the boulder, the figure that was cast in soft white light, and as Imogen stood there, that figure seemed to grow brighter and brighter.

      “Benji,” she said.

      “Well,” he said, turning toward her, though still shrouded in the brightness of light. “You have been listening.”

      “That’s what you want me to do? That’s what all of this is about? Trying to help me understand how to use the wind?”

      “Oh, it’s about much more than that. You need to learn how to listen to the wind, but you also need to learn how to listen to the ground, to the sky, to the clouds, and to everything around you. When you can do that, then you will have fully mastered the gift you were given.”

      “I don’t know that I have the time to master that gift,” she said.

      “That’s a fucking waste, and we both know it. And we both know that you aren’t going to ignore this. We both know that you’re going to listen to everything that I tell you. You’re going to do what I need you to do, because that is the person you are, First.”

      Imogen approached, but he seemed to dim, so she took a step back. “Why don’t you want me to get closer?”

      “Why do you feel like you need to get closer?” Benji asked.

      “I’m trying to understand,” Imogen said. “I’m trying to know just what I can do. I’m trying to understand all of this, and I don’t know that I can without your help. You gifted me this ability. It flared when I was around Timo, but it hasn’t at any other time.”

      The words came out in a tumble, and she surprised herself with her frustration, though she could practically feel Benji laughing.

      “You expect to learn in a matter of weeks what I took centuries to uncover?”

      “I’m not so sure I have centuries,” she said.

      “No,” Benji agreed. “You don’t have centuries, but you certainly have more time than you give yourself. And I don’t know why your brother triggered it. Perhaps something with him alerted you in a way that upset you.”

      “He certainly upsets me,” Imogen agreed.

      “Then you have to figure it out. Find the greater answer.”

      “What if it’s just about power?”

      “It’s always about power,” Benji said.

      He flickered, almost as if the starlight were flickering again.

      “The sacred temples,” she said. “Why would somebody target the sacred temples?”

      Timo, she didn’t say, but it had to be him.

      “That is something that you must find out for yourself, First. I have great faith that you can do this.”

      “What if I can’t find the answer to that question?”

      “Then you need to find another question.” He flickered again. Was he already starting to fade?

      “Why can’t you just show me?”

      “Have I not been trying?”

      “You’re still trying to lead me on your path,” Imogen said.

      “Is it my path, or is it yours? You take the steps. You make the decisions. I sometimes nudge. That’s all I’ve ever done. Now go, First, and find your answers. I only have so much longer to assist. When my time is up, you will be on your own.”

      “Why?” Imogen asked.

      She had lost Benji once—she had thought that he was truly gone—but having him here in this fashion, whether he was real or just a part of her imagination, made her feel as if he were with her, offering his guidance.

      “There is only so much that I can do. Now go, First.”

      With that, there came a flickering, and then it faded. Imogen was cast in darkness. The wind gusted, guiding her, and she knew where it was taking her. Back to the campsite. But where would it take her from there?

      She had to listen.

      But it wasn’t just the wind that she had to listen to, was it? That was what Benji had brought her here to tell her. She had to listen to everything, the same way that Benji had listened to everything.

      She wasn’t sure if she could.
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      They had seen evidence of more movement over the last day. More of the creatures had been racing out of the mountains, heading out over the plains, as if running from the danger coming in their direction that Imogen scarcely understood. There were possibilities in her mind, but none of those possibilities made any sense to her. None of them guided her toward Timo, as she thought they needed to.

      Imogen crouched down in front of the path leading around the mountainside, touching her hand to the ground. She felt ridiculous, knowing that this was how Benji had once looked, and suspected that the others were looking at her the way that she had once looked at him. Still, as she crouched there, she kept waiting for something to guide her, the way that the wind had started to. There was nothing.

      When she got to her feet, she dusted off her hands on her pants, and she turned. There was a faint tugging in the back of her mind, a hint of a breeze, but little more than that.

      Rebecca was watching her. She had carved another dozen of her enchantments the night before, so now they had an army of renral, but she wasn’t the only one who had been active. All the shamans had been working on the enchantments. They had enough to carry all of them, either by land or by air, so that they could stay together.

      And it was more than just that army of renral, and other enchantments, that Imogen thought they might need. They were going to need those enchantments to help protect them if they were caught unawares. They might need the speed of the enchantments, but they might need something else. The simple protection of them.

      Imogen had experience with enchantments like this fighting, so she knew they could be useful, if they were willing to fight. The problem that she had was that after talking to Rebecca, she had come to understand there was a real possibility that enchantments could feel the pain of a fight. She wasn’t willing to subject her people to that unless it was necessary.

      “Have you found anything?” Jorend asked.

      Imogen looked over at him. There was no look of worry in his eyes, no look of disgust at the way she had crouched down, running her hand along the ground in search of power that she shouldn’t have. Only an honest curiosity.

      Had she swayed her people so much? They no longer even looked at her oddities, oddities that she had picked up from Benji, in the way that she had when she had traveled with him.

      Of course, when Imogen had been traveling with Benji, she had kept an open mind. She had not been afraid of his idiosyncrasies. After having experienced his type of magic and its protection, she had been far more willing to listen. And now it was possible the same could be said for her people. Her people no longer cared for her oddities or the way that she stumbled and fumbled trying to understand the Porapeth power Benji had granted her.

      “I haven’t,” she said.

      “We should keep moving. That was the eagle temple, and maybe we should look for the others, but it will involve going by air.”

      It was more than just that. It wasn’t the wind or the snow and the cold they had to deal with. It was the distances. None knew how far the renral enchantments could hold up, or whether they could withstand the travel. What would happen if those who went ended up stuck? They would be poorly equipped to handle the cold without heading back down the mountainside into the Leier homeland.

      For Imogen, though, it was more than that.

      When she closed her eyes, she could still see the trail of energy sweeping away from her, guiding her toward the mountains. It was one of the possibilities that existed, and it was the one most tightly bound up with Timo. Strangely, ever since finding the remains of the destroyed eagle temple, that line, and that possibility, had grown even brighter.

      She couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever he planned was in that direction.
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        * * *

      

      “We keep going this way,” Imogen said.

      Imogen sat atop her renral and was not surprised to see that Master Xanat had taken another renral for herself. She flew alongside Imogen, though Eleanor had taken a position on the opposite side of Imogen, as if she needed to protect her from the sacred sword master.

      Imogen smiled at that thought. If it came down to protecting someone, it would likely be Imogen protecting the rest of her people from Master Xanat.

      “Would you be open to sharing more about the eagle temple?” Imogen asked, glancing over at Master Xanat.

      “What is there to say? You did describe it fairly well. Most of the techniques of each of the sacred temples are similar. We like to think we each have a unique style and a unique way of demonstrating our skill, but perhaps we don’t. Each student has his own tendencies, and there are some of us who have long begun to believe that one school may not be right for every student. One instructor may not be right for each student. Some students learn better with different techniques.”

      “Is that why your Tree Stands in the Forest is a different style of Tree?” Imogen looked over at Master Xanat as she said this. She wasn’t sure about it, but the Tree that Master Xanat had used had been almost bulbous, and the branches that arced up from her had been different from the ones that Imogen used. Imogen’s was more of an oak, a massive, stout tree that had branches that she could control, so perhaps not an oak.

      “It is all about the flow,” Master Xanat said.

      “It’s always about flow,” Imogen said. She glanced over to where the people were riding below them, and then up at the rest of the renral, circling, moving steadily above the caravan. They were a strange-looking army now. One that was vastly different than they had been when they had set out. They had truly become a joint people, sword and shield, something that Imogen still marveled at when she paused to think about it. No longer did the Leier among them question the Koral. They simply accepted them, and their enchantments. The same seemed to be true for the Koral, though Imogen didn’t know them quite as well as she did the Leier. She understood the Leier because she had been raised as one, and she understood the thought processes of the Leier, so she knew how they would react to challenges. Regardless, these were her people, Koral and Leier, an army of soldiers, mixed shamans and sword masters, all of them coming together.

      If she had to fight, Imogen liked their chances, unless they had to deal with a Sul’toral.

      “When I first went to the temple,” Imogen said, “I couldn’t help but feel that the idea of a flow was wrong. I fought it. I tried to find precision, the way that I had always tried to find precision. Knowing what I do now, I can’t help but wonder why the sacred sword masters don’t instruct students that they will find their understanding of the blade to be vastly different than it was before.”

      “If you knew what you needed to do to succeed, would you do it?”

      “I would try,” Imogen said.

      “Did you?”

      She opened her mouth, preparing to say that she had, but realized that perhaps she hadn’t. Imogen had been stubborn. She suspected that many of the blade masters that had gone to the sacred temples were stubborn in the way that she had been. All of them were skilled. All of them were precise. All of them were masters, First or greater, and very few ever mastered even one of the sacred sword master skills. There was something quite different about them. It wasn’t until Imogen had truly understood the techniques that she had been able to teach them, but why was she able to teach them to the rest when she’d had such a hard time having them taught to her?

      What Master Xanat, and Master Liu, had done still didn’t make sense to her.

      They had been withholding information and knowledge that prevented others from truly learning the techniques the way they needed to. Imogen had already seen how quickly her people could progress with the right kind of teaching. Why would the sacred sword masters withhold that?

      It bothered Imogen.

      “You were telling me about the eagle temple,” Imogen said.

      “We are the farthest to the south,” Master Xanat said. “And we are one of the oldest. There are five sacred temples, and we were one of the first.”

      “I think that all feel that way about their sacred temples,” Imogen said. “The tiger temple claimed that it was one of the first as well.”

      Master Xanat shrugged. “Perhaps that is true. Perhaps each of us has an arrogance in believing that we are the first of our kind, or among the first of our kind.”

      “What villages do you draw from?”

      “We draw from all over. It is merely a matter of where we happen to be visiting at the time.”

      Chance. That was it. Imogen had not known what determined which temple a disciple attended when she’d been selected to go to the tiger temple. She had not known it had been merely chance that had called her there. It made a certain sort of sense, though. Why shouldn’t it be chance to draw her away?

      “Where are the other sacred temples?” Imogen asked.

      Master Xanat watched her, keeping close. The renral seemed to know how to create space between them, as if they were aware of the distance needed between their wings so they didn’t crash into each other. Imogen wondered if there was some part of the enchantment Rebecca had placed on them that kept them from colliding with each other, or perhaps it was the people riding them.

      She found Master Xanat frowning. “The location of the sacred temples has long been kept a secret.”

      “General Derashen knew. He visited three of them.”

      “A secret from most,” Master Xanat said. “Those who have experience are permitted to learn.”

      “So the sacred sword masters?” Imogen glanced over and found Master Xanat nodding.

      “We know where the others are.”

      “I need to know where the others are,” Imogen said.

      “I’m afraid that will be difficult. One must be shown, not told.”

      “I’m afraid that if we don’t learn where the others are, we may not be able to save and protect others that might be under assault.”

      It was Master Xanat’s turn to look as if she wanted to argue with Imogen, but she bit back any retort. Having survived an attack on her sacred temple, she probably had questions about whether any of the other sacred temples could survive an attack, or whether they were in danger.

      “What purpose do the sacred temples serve?”

      The wind kicked up, pushing upon her. It was almost as if the wind tried to guide her and caressed her, telling her that her question was the right one. Maybe Benji was there, forcing that question out of her.

      But she didn’t need Benji to tell her what her people needed. She knew. She almost heard him laughing in the back of her mind, even swearing, as he often did. Imogen ignored it.

      “The sacred temples are where we learn the sacred sword techniques,” Master Xanat said.

      Imogen started to smile. “You see Jorend?” She nodded down below them, where Jorend was leading the caravan. He was riding upon what looked like a horse, though it was blunted and it lumbered. It could not be comfortable. Imogen had traveled on stone creatures before, and she knew that the jostling that came from those enchantments was quite unpleasant. At least the renral was not nearly as brutal to her backside as a stone wolf had been.

      “I see him,” she said.

      “He studied in the sacred temple for six years,” Imogen said. “It’s a long time for a sacred swordsman. He learned several of the sacred sword techniques.” She looked over, holding Master Xanat’s gaze. The renral seemed to know where she wanted to fly, curving around the mountainside, without Imogen doing or saying anything, silent as the wind. Nothing at all like an actual renral. “When he was finally sent away from the sacred temple, he was told that he had what he needed and that he had mastered several of the techniques. When I came across him, his form was sloppy, so I corrected him and guided him, showing him what he needed to do to perform the sacred patterns in a way that was actually effective.” She frowned. “Why would Master Liu have sent somebody away without them actually having mastered their sacred patterns? Why would he have done so if they truly hadn’t mastered them?” She didn’t get an answer, and Imogen didn’t really expect one. “Because a sacred temple is not about finding a sacred swordsman, is it? It’s about putting the knowledge within the people with potential, giving them as many of the sacred patterns as possible but not expecting them to be able to demonstrate them.”

      “Do you think that is what it’s all about?”

      “Our people need to be prepared. If they were ever to find themselves outside the homeland, they would need to be able to defend themselves against magic, but they would need to learn about magic in order to do so.”

      “The entire purpose of the sacred temple is to find a swordsman who can replace a sacred swordsman.” Master Xanat held Imogen’s gaze, and the intensity in her eyes was vibrant and bright, but her voice was low, barely drifting to Imogen, swirling on eddies of wind that seemed to be carried on Petals on the Wind, nothing more than that. “We exist so that we can find someone to replace us. That is the purpose.”

      “Why?” Imogen asked.

      The answer was important, even if Imogen didn’t understand why. It had to be tied to something about the sacred temples, though having seen the eagle temple, and knowing how to find the tiger temple, she closed her eyes to think through them. They appeared in her mind, and she recognized something about them.

      They were part of a sacred pattern.

      Her breath caught.

      When she opened her eyes, she saw Master Xanat watching her.

      “I know where the other temples are,” Imogen said.

      “You do not. You’ve not been to them.”

      Imogen held her hand out and started tracing the pattern. Together the sacred temples formed a ring, filling a space on the mountains. It was not perfectly regular, though no pattern was perfectly regular. It was all about flow. She didn’t know whether this was a sacred pattern that Benji had shown her or whether it was something that she had uncovered on her own. Regardless, she recognized the pattern. There was a purpose behind the sacred temples, even if she didn’t know what it was.

      “What does this pattern do?” Imogen asked.

      Master Xanat watched her, saying nothing.

      “Don’t make me force you to tell me.”

      “You could not.”

      “What is the purpose of the pattern?”

      “To defend the homeland,” Master Xanat said.

      “Against what?”

      “Against those who would destroy it.”

      The path curved, and the renral turned slightly, tilting. The air had a hazy quality to it, and Imogen felt her skin growing tight. She realized something almost too late. She could feel the wind. She could feel something pushing upon her, as if the wind itself were trying to warn her.

      “Sorcery? Sul’toral?”

      “No. Against—”

      Master Xanat didn’t have a chance to finish.

      An explosion of magic thundered into them, sending Imogen flying off the enchanted renral.
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      Imogen tumbled.

      She reached for her blade and immediately formed Tree Stands in the Forest before landing on the ground.

      It provided a cushion. The rest of the caravan had stopped, though a chunk of ground had ripped free, causing several of the other enchantments to be cast aside in a thunderous explosion of power that left the air rippling and a haze hanging.

      The wind pulled upon Imogen as if trying to share some answer with her, guiding her, but she didn’t know what it was.

      A warning, perhaps, but not enough of one. She needed the clanging of alarm bells.

      Shouts rang out, and the Leier began to form lines.

      Imogen was pleased to see that her Leier were quickly taking the lead, and she was somewhat irritated that they had to defend the disciples.

      She found Master Xanat circling on the renral, along with several of the others. Then another magical blast struck, tossing several of those renral off to the side. The source of the blast was hidden from Imogen, though she could feel some pressure upon her, as if she could feel something in the wind that was guiding the renral as they slammed into the magic.

      Imogen darted forward, sliding on Lightning Strikes in the Storm, until she reached Jorend.

      He had his blade out, and he was spinning in place, his eyes focused. “I don’t see anything,” he said, not turning to her.

      “It has to be sorcery. We need to send several teams around us. Use the Koral and Leier as sword and shield, and trigger whatever trap you find.”

      “Can you do anything? Can you see anything? You have some of his ability, I know.”

      His.

      Imogen smiled to herself, though it was a tight, irritated smile. “I don’t know what I can tell you. All I can say is that there is some sense of magic here. I can’t feel anything more than what you do, and I can’t feel the source of it. But whoever is here—”

      There was another explosion. This one thundered, catching the remaining renral, tossing them out of the air. Someone gasped, and Imogen found Rebecca clutching her hands to her chest. That answered the question of whether the enchanter felt it when enchantments were destroyed.

      Of course, Rebecca had gone to such lengths to create those enchantments, and having them destroyed so easily and abruptly had to be devastating, even if it wasn’t painful.

      “Go,” Imogen said to Jorend.

      He darted off, leaving her.

      Imogen strode toward the center of the clearing. She stopped in the middle and immediately anchored, forming Tree Stands in the Forest. More of the Leier surrounded her, creating a true forest of Trees. Had she had any idea what was happening, it might actually have made her smile. Feeling so many Trees combined gave an amazing sense of power.

      The attack had come from nowhere. She looked over to where Master Xanat stood, anchored much like Imogen but holding a very different kind of Tree from what Imogen held, and different from what she had taught her people.

      Imogen released Tree Stands in the Forest. There was no point in holding on to it in the center of the clearing when her people were holding on to such strength.

      “Was this like what happened to your temple?” Imogen asked Master Xanat as she approached.

      “There was an attack,” Master Xanat said. “But it was upon the temple, not here.”

      “What I’m referring to is the suddenness of the attack, and the source of it,” Imogen went on, realizing that was what bothered her more than anything else. She couldn’t feel the source, though she was aware that there was magic out there, and she could feel the tightness, the energy, even if she couldn’t tell where it was coming from. It was diffuse, as if coming from all over.

      “I was not able to determine the source of it, if that’s what your question is. We felt the power and were not prepared for it.”

      Could this be Imogen’s brother? She’d seen that possibility, and the way that the line of possibilities had flowed from him, but she didn’t know.

      Imogen needed a path. She needed to find some understanding.

      What about the wind?

      Benji had told her that she had to find the wind. He had always listened to the wind, but he had listened to the ground, to the trees, to everything around him. Imogen didn’t know how to do that, but she had felt the wind before.

      She focused. There were the murmuring voices of her people, energy blooming from the sacred patterns formed by the Leier mixing with the magic of the Koral shamans, but she ignored all of that.

      She listened to the wind.

      The wind seemed to be guiding her, swirling in her mind, as if it were trying to tell her some secret.

      As she focused, she crouched down, resting her hand on the ground, and brought her fingers through the grass, thinking about the way that Benji had once done something similar. She remembered how he had focused on the grass, how he had touched it, caressing it, listening to it.

      What secret could the ground give her? Could it be something different from the secret in the wind?

      As she pressed her hand to the ground, she could feel the stirring of the wind in the back of her mind, and she could feel the faint trembling of something else.

      That was new.

      It was a faint pulsing, almost as if there was some sort of heartbeat near her.

      Around her, she could feel the magic, the pressure, the coursing of energy.

      And Imogen realized something. What she was feeling were the roots of the Tree Stands in the Forest patterns, the magic that had formed by her people tracing their power beneath the ground, forming that pattern all around her. And within that, she was given some greater understanding.

      There were aberrations. Places that were not quite right. She moved, gliding as if she were moving in a stream. Imogen could feel energy guiding her, as if forcing her in a specific direction to find answers. She had to follow the strange aberrations she detected.

      There was something here. She knew it.

      And she stopped.

      There was an emptiness.

      Imogen paused for a moment, pushing out with Tree Stands in the Forest, anchoring to the ground, using her own power. As she did, she could feel something beneath the ground. Was this what Benji had been doing? Had he always been using sacred patterns, or some variation of them?

      And as she focused on it, feeling that power, she recognized that there was some aspect to it that she could use. She drove downward, driving with Tree Stands in the Forest, and then brought her blade out, jabbing.

      Something happened then. It was different from anything that Imogen had ever done before. She had driven her blade down into the ground, and she had jabbed at the void, and she could feel something flowing out from her until it slammed into the ground, parting some invisible source of power.

      As it did, it split energy, and it shattered the aberration.

      The emptiness that she’d been feeling began to fade.

      Imogen followed the path around. There was another void within the power, and she became Tree Stands in the Forest, pushing downward as she anchored. She brought her blade up, and then, with Lightning Strikes in the Storm, she drew it down and into the ground until the void shattered. An explosion around her told her that she had succeeded, though she didn’t know what she had done.

      She moved on and found another behind the caravan. How had it been placed without them knowing? With another strike, the void trapped beneath the ground exploded, and the energy shattered.

      Now Imogen needed understanding. She pushed the sacred pattern downward, stretching her awareness as she probed for some other emptiness and a magical trigger that had to be here, but she found nothing. The caravan had fallen quiet.

      A gathering of people stood where she had been.

      As Imogen made her way over, she realized that something was wrong. A body lay on the ground.

      “Who is it?” Imogen called as she approached.

      And as she did, she saw the disciples gathered around. She knew what was here. She knew who it was.

      She found Master Xanat lying with her eyes glassy already.

      Imogen pushed through and checked for a pulse, but she didn’t expect there to be one. She looked for injuries, but there were none. She called to the shamans, forcing the disciples back, and it took the Leier that were with her to force the others to move out of the way, creating enough of a clearing for several of the shamans to approach.

      Eleanor and Arvend and Larenol all came close, all circling around the master swordsman.

      But there was nothing to be done. Imogen didn’t need them to tell her that, as she could practically feel it herself. Somehow Master Xanat had succumbed to some magical blast, and she was gone. Imogen had no idea what had happened.

      Eleanor looked up at Imogen, locking eyes with her. “She’s gone.”

      “Did anyone see what happened?”

      The disciples looked at Imogen, watching her, but none of them seemed to know.

      “Something had to have happened here,” she said. “The attack had us surrounded, and she was the target.”

      Unless the target had been Imogen.

      Then again, if it had been Imogen, then it would have gone after her when she had pursued the strange power that she had felt in the voids beneath the ground. If it had been after her, then it could have taken her hostage at any point. When she had gone to talk to Benji the night before, or when she had gone after other sources of understanding. If it had been after her, there had been other times, other places where it would have been able to do so.

      Why the sacred sword master?

      Imogen looked down at her fallen form, her closed eyes, and wished that Master Xanat had been given the opportunity to share with Imogen what she needed to know.

      There hadn’t been time for her to ask those questions. And now there was a different threat.

      It was one that Imogen couldn’t detect very easily. It took considerable effort on her part to trace it, and though she could destroy it, there was a very real possibility that it might attack them again, and if it did, they might not be ready for it.

      But as she looked up into the sky, she had another question.

      If something like that had targeted the sacred temple, destroying it, was it still there?

      And if it was, what purpose was there in it?
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      Imogen leaned against a wall in the alley, looking up at the building in front of her. She had been moving for the better part of the last two days, trying to keep out of sight in the city. She didn’t want to draw any attention to her presence but suspected that she might have failed despite her best intentions. Every time she encountered one of the maroon-robed figures, they seemed to recognize her presence. Could they feel something about her?

      Imogen didn’t have any idea why the sorcerers knew how to find her, unless there was something about her Leier heritage that alerted them to her presence. That was something that the sword masters had never shared, and certainly Master Liu had not shared it.

      She had found herself running, hiding for the most part, though not completely concerned about what she might encounter. Still, she didn’t want to harm any others if she didn’t need to. She had cut down many of the swordsmen that she had faced but had made a point of not harming them. At least, that had been her intention. Unfortunately, one couldn’t fight with the blade and not experience the bite of the steel at some point.

      She’d only tested herself against the one sorcerer. Since that time, she’d only encountered them in packs, as if they were prepared for her.

      A shadow moved past the mouth of the alley, and Imogen paused. She was prepared to dart toward it if necessary, or turn the other way, though she didn’t like the idea of running if she didn’t have to. Imogen didn’t like the idea of hiding, either. She refused, but there had come times when she had needed to react more than others, times when she had come to believe that she may have to do something else—something more.

      “I see you,” a soft voice said from the entrance to the alley.

      Imogen gripped her sword for a moment. No. She wasn’t about to fight some child.

      The swordsmen in this place were practically children, so any actual child would be even worse.

      “Go away,” she said.

      “Are you hungry?”

      Imogen ignored the grumbling in her stomach at the question. She was hungry. Here she had thought that in coming to the city, she would be able to find a place to sleep, food, even if she had no way of paying for it, but that had not been the case.

      She had been in hiding for the most part. Worse, she had been forced to sleep in alleys, tucked away from the rest of the city, as if she were little more than a beggar and not a master swordsman from the Leier homeland.

      “I saw you the other night. Fighting. But then you keep coming back here.”

      Could it be the boy she’d rescued from the sorcerer?

      “Go away,” she said again.

      Back here was a space tucked into the stone, where she managed to stay hidden. She didn’t have to do anything other than keep herself concealed. She wasn’t about to reveal her presence, not if she could hide.

      “I know a few places where we could get some food. It’s not much, but… I saw you the other night.”

      Imogen slipped forward. She wasn’t afraid of a child, but she also didn’t want to have to harm a child. It was a strange balance that she had to strike.

      And this was a young boy. He couldn’t be more than ten or twelve years old, though it was difficult for her to know how old people were in this part of the world. They all looked so different. He was not the one she’d saved.

      “How did you learn to fight like that?”

      “We train,” Imogen said.

      “Could you teach?”

      “You aren’t Leier,” she said.

      “What is that? Are you not human?” His eyes widened, and he danced back a step.

      When he did, he managed to move into some of the pale light that illuminated the streets in the city. Imogen had not yet pieced together the way that the lights worked. As far as she’d been able to tell, the lanterns were some sort of magic, which fit with the constant tension that she felt while in the city. Imogen had been trying to ignore that tension, but it had grown increasingly difficult for her to do so. She could not grow accustomed to it despite having been surrounded by it ever since coming to this city.

      “I’m human,” she said, feeling ridiculous that she had to tell this boy that. What kind of child thought that she wasn’t human?

      “I’ve never seen anybody fight like you. I just thought that maybe you weren’t human. We have strange creatures around here, you know. Mostly magical, but not all. The sorcerers take care of that.”

      That explained it. This child had been expecting her to have some access to magic, and that was the reason that he thought she might not be human.

      “You said something about food?”

      Imogen normally wouldn’t be compelled to go looking for food with a child, but at this point, she thought that anything was better than what she had been able to eat. She hadn’t eaten well on the journey through the forest, and though she wasn’t thirsty, the water that she had found in the city was not very clean. It tasted like rust, leaving her mouth filled with a foulness, along with a slimy sense in her throat. She hated it.

      “Oh. That’s right. I told you that I could bring you to food. Well, it’s this way.”

      He started off, and Imogen trailed him, a little on edge. She didn’t think that she had anything to worry about with this child—unless he had some access to magic, and there was a possibility that he might be powered in some way that she couldn’t anticipate—but there was no telling whether he might betray her to the sorcerers. She’d managed to stay ahead of them so far, along with the swordsmen, but there may come a time when she couldn’t. It would be a cruel use of a child to draw her out like this, but these were sorcerers, after all, and that was just the kind of thing that she could see a sorcerer doing.

      Of course, Imogen didn’t have any real experience with sorcerers other than what she had heard from rumors. Her people had spoken of sorcery and believed they understood how to fight it, but Imogen had never encountered anyone who had actually dealt with it.

      What did that say about them?

      It probably said that none of her people would know how to deal with an actual sorcerer.

      The boy turned a corner, and Imogen hurried forward, trying to see where he might have disappeared to, but when she caught up to him, she saw that he had waited for her.

      She hadn’t been sure if he would.

      He pointed into the distance. “It’s not much farther. We just have to go up here.”

      “Where?” Imogen asked.

      “Like I said, just up here. I know that you are probably used to something fancy, and I’m sorry that I won’t have that for you, but…” He smiled at her, and she saw that he was missing a tooth at the front, but she also saw that there was something else about him. A nervous kind of energy.

      An uncertain, nervous energy.

      She paused, watching. “Where are you leading me?”

      “I told you. I’m just taking you to—”

      “A trap?” Imogen asked, starting toward him.

      He danced back, raising his hands, trying to deflect her. “No trap. I’m not trying to hurt you. Gods, I don’t even know if I could. I’ve never seen anybody fight like you. But I thought that I could—”

      “It’s okay,” a voice said from the darkness nearby.

      Imogen spun, whipping her blade out in a single fluid movement. When she did, she realized there were three men standing off to the side.

      It was a trap.

      She prepared herself, already starting to think through the various patterns that she might attempt, but then she realized that none of the men had a weapon on him. None carried a sword.

      Did they have magic, then?

      If they were sorcerers, they certainly didn’t look like the others in the city. Those had the maroon robes, and they had guards, whereas these three looked ragged, much like the boy had been. Dirty, like so many in the city looked.

      “We just want to talk,” the man said. He had dark hair, a chiseled chin, and a hint of a beard. He was broader than most of the Leier, a bit muscular, and she had no idea how old he was. Could this be the boy’s father?

      Imogen didn’t think so. The boy looked too old to have a father this young.

      “Why?”

      “There have been rumors spreading about you. The ghost who flows through the city, taking down the guards.” He smiled. “Someone not afraid of sorcery.”

      “I’m not afraid of any sorcerer,” Imogen said, and she realized that declaration might have been a mistake. She wasn’t sure that she should reveal her purpose here, not to people like this.

      “As I thought. Someone not afraid of sorcery. Someone who knows things that others cannot.” He looked over at the boy. “Of course, there are rumors that you aren’t human,” he said, a hint of a smile curling his lips. “Most of us aren’t convinced of that, though we do wonder what enchantments you have on you.”

      Imogen flicked her gaze to either side. She was in a small courtyard with walls around her. Buildings created barricades in either direction. There was an alley to her left, the one that the boy had led her down, and a street up ahead emptied onto the courtyard. All in all, it was an effective trap.

      “I don’t have any enchantments.”

      She had no idea what enchantments were. Something magical, she figured.

      “And how do you fight the way that you do?”

      “Why?”

      “We are curious.”

      Imogen started, and she glanced up. There were two more men on a nearby rooftop. They weren’t doing anything to hide their presence, merely standing, empty-handed of all things, watching.

      Did they really think she was that much of a threat?

      If they had been watching her moving around the city, then it was possible that they did see her as a threat. And Imogen couldn’t deny that she had positioned herself in such a way.

      “Training every day from the age of five,” Imogen said, turning to the man. “Gaining my blade at the age of fifteen. Leaving my home to train in the sacred temple at that time, and spending three years—”

      “Training?” one of the men behind her said. “No one fights like you do without enchantments.”

      “I don’t know what enchantments are,” Imogen said.

      “Where are you from?” the lead man asked.

      “I am Leier,” Imogen said.

      “I told you she wasn’t human,” the boy said.

      Imogen shot him a look before turning back to the man. “I come from the mountains to the east. I am Leier.”

      She still hadn’t moved, but she no longer knew if this was some sort of trap. It was possible that they had called her here because they were concerned more about her than they were about trying to hold her. They wanted every opportunity to escape.

      Which would explain why the others were watching from a rooftop nearby, as if they could do that and keep themselves safe.

      “Could you show us?”

      Imogen frowned. “You aren’t Leier.”

      The man spread his hands to his sides. “I am not. None of my people are. But what we are is subjected to the whims of the Society. There is a darkness here. If our families were not here, many of us would leave and go elsewhere. But some cannot. We don’t have the means or the ability.” He looked up, holding Imogen’s gaze. There was an intensity there. Strength. Imogen hadn’t expected that. “We don’t expect to be like you. We just want to learn. Whatever you can teach.”

      “Why?”

      “To fight the magical oppression.”

      Imogen wasn’t sure how to react. This wasn’t why Master Liu had sent her here, she was certain. Then again, increasingly, Imogen had no idea why Master Liu had sent her in this direction. He had claimed there was a dark danger that existed here, or somewhere nearby, and that she could find it and remove it. That would be her bond quest. Not teaching.

      But if they were oppressed by magic, could she help?

      “You have food?”

      The man snorted. “Not much, but what we have we will share. Food. Shelter. Warmth.”

      Imogen looked at the others, debating how to answer.

      “I will teach.”

      “Good. Now, one more thing. What’s your name?”

      “I am Imogen Inaratha, First of the Blade.”
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      The renral perched ready, waiting for Imogen, who sat bent forward on its back. It was something she needed to do, though increasingly she wondered if she should have others with her. Going alone put her in danger, but she didn’t know if she was willing to put others in that same danger until they understood the kind of threat they faced.

      It had taken considerable coaxing to convince Rebecca to make another renral. Explaining the danger and that Imogen needed to do this to save their people had finally convinced her. Even with that, Imogen recognized her hesitation. She might not be compelled to make any more than she already had.

      Eleanor stood next Imogen, her cloak flapping in some unfelt breeze, another renral perched in front of her. She was ready to go with Imogen, though Imogen wasn’t sure if she wanted Eleanor to go with her.

      “I think you should leave me this time,” Imogen said.

      “And I think that you’re going to need help,” Eleanor said.

      “Possibly, but I need the people to keep moving, and I will catch up with them.”

      Increasingly, Imogen thought she was going to have to go to the sacred temple, because she thought that she could discover there what was going on and why that pattern had formed there. The sacred temples formed a pattern around the Leier homeland, and that pattern was significant in some way. Even though she didn’t understand what it was, she at least knew it was a protective measure, but a protective measure for what? Master Xanat had died before she’d been able to give Imogen the answer.

      “I am coming,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen chose not to argue. Having another with her could help, even if she was not a particularly powerful shaman.

      As they took off, the others continued their march. The enchantments had been destroyed, and it would take time for the other shamans to rebuild them, but they could do that while walking. It meant they would have to travel on foot until that time.

      Imogen tore her gaze away from the caravan and looked up. Wind whipped around her, swirling with power, and she tried to focus on what she saw ahead of her. They reached the peak of the mountain quickly.

      The renral circled until Imogen patted the enchantment on the side. They began to descend, heading toward the remains of the sacred temple. When they landed, Imogen climbed down, looking around her, before forming Tree Stands in the Forest in the heart of this place—a place that had once been so powerful.

      She felt a reflection of energy.

      It was faint, but it trembled against her.

      That reflection of energy struck her as familiar, almost like Tree Stands in the Forest. Could it be how the sacred temple had anchored to the mountaintop?

      “There is a faint fluttering of power that was once here,” Imogen said to Eleanor. “I don’t exactly know what it was. I’m going to see if there’s anything like what we experienced down below, but I don’t know if I will be able to find anything. I need you to stay clear, because if I have to call upon the same kind of power that I did before, it’s going to be significant.”

      Eleanor nodded, saying nothing, and backed away.

      Imogen focused, probing downward.

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      That was the key here, the pattern that she needed. If she could call upon that energy, and if she could find some way of trapping that power within her, she thought that she might be able to summon that downward and find something else.

      Imogen pushed the awareness she had downward, using the sacred pattern, probing. She didn’t feel anything. She pushed deeper. She angled the roots of her Tree, sending them outward. The mountain was massive, and she had to test all around to try to find an answer.

      As she continued to push, she found a tracing of emptiness. It was near the edge of the mountaintop. She had not felt that void here before, though it was similar to what they had encountered with the caravan. She wrapped the roots of her pattern around that emptiness, brought her blade up as she had down below, then used Lightning Strikes in the Storm, driving her sword into the ground.

      The void shattered, leaving the mountain itself trembling.

      “Imogen?” Eleanor asked. “First?”

      Imogen hesitated.

      She focused on the strange void she had felt before. And she pushed, letting that sense stretch out from her, burrowing around the mountain. Then she found another.

      Rather than destroying it, Imogen probed, sending out the awareness she had gained through the sacred pattern to see if she could find anything else here. There were two more.

      Three in total, all of them around the mountaintop, and Imogen had destroyed one of them.

      She looked over at Eleanor. “Have you ever felt any sort of emptiness?”

      Imogen couldn’t quite place what it was, only that the emptiness had a power to it that she could not fully comprehend. It carried with it some purpose, though Imogen wasn’t exactly sure what it was.

      “You asked that before, but I’ve never experienced anything like that. I’m sorry that I can’t be of more help.”

      Imogen guided her carefully over the mountaintop until she was above another void.

      She motioned down and looked over at Eleanor. “See if you can feel something. I don’t know what sort of pattern you might have that can detect magic, but I want you to use it, probing downward. What you’re looking for is some sort of magical void beneath the ground, and I want to know if that is supposed to be here or if it was added, and if it is the cause or result of this.”

      Abigail had wanted to use Imogen in some way to break into the Leier homeland, though Imogen wasn’t exactly sure why. What if the sacred temples were a key to what Abigail wanted?

      Eleanor began to make a small pattern. It was tight, bound within lines that she traced with her feet. When she was done, she paused, standing in one place, and then put her hands on her hips. It was a strange posture for somebody who used sorcery, but perhaps that was a shamanic technique.

      And then Imogen began to feel the power building from her.

      She held on to it for a little while before releasing it.

      Eleanor shook her head. “I can feel something, but I’m not sure what it is. Can you describe it?”

      Imogen told her about the voids and how they ringed the mountaintop, much like they had ringed the caravan. The voids had damaged their enchantments and had targeted Master Xanat.

      “I want to make sure this isn’t some sort of trap,” Imogen said.

      Eleanor looked over. “Do you trust me?”

      Imogen hesitated, and Eleanor smiled at her.

      “Well, I suppose that’s an answer.”

      “I trust you. We’re all serving the same purpose, to protect our people. It’s just that old habits—not the Koral but my own issues with betrayal—are hard to break.”

      Eleanor snorted. “If you trust me, you could guide me.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You have access to different magic than I do. I don’t understand the kind of power you use in your sacred patterns, but they are magic, and they can do different things than my shamanic powers can do. I suspect that if you can guide me down to this void, using your magic, then I might be able to determine what it is. But I will need you to be careful with it. If you aren’t, you might destroy me in the process.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re asking of me. I can’t guide anything.”

      “Aren’t you guiding yourself?”

      Imogen frowned again and suspected that was what it was.

      The wind swirled, pushing on her. It left her wondering if perhaps there was some part of Benji pushing against her, prodding her to take action here.

      “Show me what I need to do,” Imogen said to Eleanor.

      “I will create a specific spell pattern that I learned when I was younger. It’s one we use to communicate with our elders. It’s a sacred pattern,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. The wind still carried it to Imogen’s ears.

      “I will not betray your trust.”

      Eleanor watched Imogen for a long moment before tucking her hair behind her ear, wrapping her arms around herself, and shivering. “I don’t even know if it will work.”

      But then she began to trace a pattern, and power began to build.

      “Now, First,” she said.

      Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest and began to push the power downward, probing for that void she had felt before. As she pushed, she could feel that emptiness down there, but she could also feel something else. There was another entity nearby. It was not a void at all. This was something pure, powerful, and complex.

      This was Eleanor.

      This was a different kind of spell, one that Imogen had never imagined before, but not at all the kind of spell that she would have expected a shaman to use, and certainly not Eleanor, given what Imogen had seen from her to this point. This was powerful and complex.

      Imogen latched onto that, pushing with her roots, driving it down. Eleanor gasped. Imogen glanced over at her. Eleanor stiffened, but Imogen didn’t see anything more.

      “Should I continue?” Imogen asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.

      “Please,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen didn’t know if this would even work, but as she grabbed hold of Eleanor’s power, she pushed it deeper into the ground and toward that void. It felt like Eleanor tried to fight her, which forced Imogen to use even more power to force her deeper and deeper into the void.

      And then they were there.

      Imogen stopped pushing. Eleanor was there, as if she were standing across from the void, near it. Imogen began to feel a pattern being traced, some energy that was building from Eleanor, and then something more.

      “Dangerous,” Eleanor whispered.

      “What is it?” Imogen asked.

      “I don’t know, but it should not be. It is meant to destroy. We—”

      Eleanor went stiff. Imogen jerked back, drawing outward, and yanked Eleanor with her. She focused, driving her blade down, jamming it into the ground, and destroying the void.

      But she could see Eleanor shaking, her eyes twitching and starting to go glassy. It was the same thing that had happened to Master Xanat. Imogen wasn’t about to allow anything to happen to Eleanor.

      Eleanor had agreed to do this because of Imogen. She had to help.

      She laid Eleanor down, felt her stiffening, but there was something else. Some part of her magic had started to fade, drifting away from her.

      Imogen had no way of healing, and they were too far from the shamans to get help. The only thing she could think of was using a sacred pattern, but what one would help?

      She had to put power into her. She could feel Eleanor’s magic leaching out of her, as if something that had struck her had started to eat away at it.

      Eleanor was getting cold.

      She was no longer fighting.

      Her eyelids fluttered, and the shivering stopped.

      And then she took one breath, but no more.

      Imogen cried out.

      She raised her hands up, then brought them down, and without meaning to be, she was Lightning Strikes in the Storm, sending that energy cascading through Eleanor. The effort of it slammed into the other woman, and there was an explosion of pale blue light that shot through her.

      Eleanor took a gasping breath.

      Imogen lifted her hands up and then brought them down sharply, Lightning Strikes in the Storm, driving the energy into her chest. There was an explosion of power that coursed through her, leaving a crackling trembling of energy. Eleanor took a gasping breath, and her eyes opened.

      She couldn’t wait any longer. Imogen had to try again. As she brought her hands down, Eleanor reached up, grabbing her wrist.

      “Hurts,” she said.

      “Are you…?”

      “Alive,” Eleanor said. “For now. Not if you do that again.” She sat up, rubbing her chest. “I don’t know what that was, but I didn’t like it.”

      “That is called Lightning Strikes in the Storm,” Imogen said. “I wasn’t exactly sure what I was doing. I reacted on emotion to losing you. I blamed myself, and—”

      “I don’t mean that. You did well. I think I probed too deeply. I’m sorry. I was just trying to understand it. I didn’t mean to make the mistake of releasing anything.”

      Imogen squeezed the hilt of her sword. “You didn’t release anything. I think that I made a mistake. I was trying to get you to probe and trying to figure out what was down there, and I think we both made a mistake.”

      “Did you destroy it?”

      Imogen nodded. “I’m still not sure what it was, but it’s gone now.”

      Imogen sat back, and she knew that there was one more here. But once she destroyed that, what was going to have to happen next? What were they after?

      She had thought that this was Timo, that he would be the only way to explain what had happened here, but she wasn’t even sure if this was Timo. What if it was Abigail the Lost? What if this was Lilah?

      And if so, how?

      But another question came to her, one that she didn’t have a full answer for. What if this was somebody else?

      As they stood on the mountaintop, cold whipping around her, she struggled with those questions, having no answer for them. Finally she and Eleanor headed back to the renral and climbed atop them. Eleanor patted her renral enchantment on the side before whispering for it to take her back down.

      Imogen flew her renral more slowly, looking down at the ground as it circled above, and she felt the power. She had left one, still uncertain, but she needed to better understand it. Imogen thought she would have to destroy it eventually, but she had to hope that without all voids, the one who had created them couldn’t perform whatever task they intended. Until she understood that purpose, she couldn’t destroy it.

      She knew where she had to go, and she knew what she might have to do. If only she understood why.
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      The caravan had not traveled very far before Imogen began to feel the distinct sense of magic building once again. It was different from the magic at the sacred temple, which suggested to her another source, and it was different from what had attacked the caravan.

      She still had no clarity about what had been attacking them. Answers had failed her, despite every attempt to understand what was coming at them—and chasing the creatures out of the mountains.

      She motioned for the others and stepped off to the side of the path, mentally preparing to fight. Her hand hovered near her sword, though hers wasn’t the only one to do so.

      Jorend joined her, looking at the enchantment that followed him. “What have you detected?”

      Imogen paused, and from here, a small grove of trees stretched away from her again, almost the same as the grove they had encountered before. They had been wandering for a long time, and the mountains were always off to the right, never changing that much. Of course, the caravan hadn’t moved very quickly.

      Imogen frowned again. “I can’t tell what it is,” she said. She focused, listening to the wind, waiting for it to stir and give her some hint of what might be out there, but she detected nothing. If there was any message coming from the wind, she could not tell what it was. Jorend watched her, but he said nothing. Imogen crouched down, touching the ground, running her hands across the surface of the earth. If there were answers here, she needed to find them.

      Imogen stepped forward and immediately felt some magical current pulling on her.

      This was different.

      She braced herself with Tree Stands in the Forest, but there wasn’t an attack. It was just a drawing.

      She looked over, and Jorend held his sword out but didn’t come toward her.

      “You are separated from us,” he said. “It’s similar to what we faced before.”

      Imogen released her pattern, and the current of magic immediately began to pull upon her, guiding her. If she held on to Tree Stands in the Forest, she could withstand the onslaught, but she couldn’t do it alone.

      “Get the others,” she said.

      Jorend made a motion, and a dozen of her Leier soldiers joined them, all of them standing alongside Jorend and holding on to the power of their patterns.

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      Imogen was now Tree Stands off at the Edge of the Forest. She had to connect to the others.

      But she was separated from them. This energy pushed on her in some way that she could not quite understand. She needed to.

      Imogen released the sacred pattern and took a step forward.

      She heard Jorend calling after her, but she ignored him. Instead, she listened to the magic, listened to the wind, and tried to let it guide her as she flowed. She stayed in Petals on the Wind, flowing as she attempted to feel for the source of this magic.

      She flowed toward a shimmering ahead of her, staying with the same sacred pattern, expecting a sorcerer—or perhaps the Sul’toral who had destroyed the sacred temple. She saw no sign of either. There was energy around her, though. She continued gliding and felt something else.

      There was another shimmering, and she found a river nearby. It looked peaceful, a calm flowing water that tumbled past rocks, carving through the valley. A meadow filled with flowers stretched out in front of her, vibrant greens and yellows and gold leaves all angled toward the sun. Even the sun itself seemed almost too perfect, warmth pressing down upon her, giving her a sense of this valley, a sense of something greater, and it made her feel as if it were filled with some great power.

      Imogen floated on Petals on the Wind, searching for answers.

      A small building loomed in the distance.

      It was a small building nestled on the hillside. A streamer of smoke drifted from a chimney, and the fragrance of flowers filled the meadow around her. Everything about it seemed warm and welcoming, but there was something that left her on edge and uneasy. She stayed with her sacred pattern and kept her sword unsheathed to be ready for whatever she might encounter.

      “First?”

      She spun, blade outstretched. Lightning Strikes in the Storm erupted from her, as she was not sure what she might encounter, but then she forced herself to withdraw. It was Jorend and Eleanor.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “We weren’t about to let you come out here on your own,” Eleanor said. “What is this place?”

      Imogen frowned. “I don’t know. I sensed some source of magic, and I followed it.”

      “This place,” Eleanor said softly, her eyes going distant. “I feel I have seen it before. We have stories of places like this. Homes nestled in the glades. They are dangerous.”

      “It doesn’t look dangerous to me,” Jorend said.

      “Which is probably why it is dangerous,” Imogen said. “I can feel power. It’s directing me here. I don’t know why.”

      This kind of power was distinct from what they had encountered recently, and it wouldn’t surprise her to find Benji at home, or some manifestation of him. He’d been absent lately, and she missed his presence.

      She moved forward, flowing on Petals on the Wind, and was surprised when both Jorend and Eleanor used the same pattern. Though she was surprised more at Eleanor than Jorend.

      A distant cry caught Imogen’s attention. She looked up, thinking that a renral might fly through here, but there was no sign of anything marring the otherwise beautiful sky. That shriek had sounded out of place, as if it didn’t belong here, leaving Imogen to wonder where it had come from.

      “Tell me that you heard that as well,” she said, glancing at the others.

      Jorend nodded. “I heard it. It seemed to come from the north.”

      “I heard it, too,” Eleanor said.

      At least it wasn’t only in Imogen’s imagination.

      She flowed on Petals on the Wind as she made her way toward the building, pausing as they reached a packed-earth path. Tall grasses rose on either side of the path, and Imogen touched them with her blade, half expecting something to spring free and attack, but there was nothing.

      “I don’t think there are any creatures here,” Eleanor said. She crouched down, tracing her hand through the grasses, and in that moment, she looked something like Benji.

      The wind gusted, gently pushing upon her, a prodding to keep moving.

      She followed the path, and the others followed with her. The path meandered, reminding Imogen of Petals on the Wind, as if mimicking her movements. When they neared the building, Imogen paused, shifting to Tree Stands in the Forest.

      “I don’t know what we will find inside, if anything, but there is power that drew me out here. We need to be ready.”

      Jorend tipped his sword toward her, nodding. “You have whatever protection you need.”

      Eleanor nodded, and she pulled something out of her pocket, clutching it in her fist. It was an enchantment of some sort.

      As they approached the door of the home, a faint shimmering swirled around them.

      Petals on the Wind. The path. The stream that she had seen.

      She closed her eyes, and in that moment, she saw the patterns that were used around her take hold. All of this was a pattern, wasn’t it?

      All of this is artificial.

      She reached her blade back, focusing much like she had when she’d targeted those voids on the mountain, and brought it up overhead before driving it down. Lightning Strikes in the Storm blasted down into the ground and then solidified with Tree Stands in the Forest.

      The others watched her, neither of them saying anything.

      “What is it?” Jorend asked when she withdrew her sword.

      The air had shimmered again before fading.

      Imogen frowned. “There’s something here,” she said. “I can feel it in the way that we’re following this path, and I can see it in the stream that we crossed, and I can even see it in the swirling colors of the flowers that fill the meadow. It’s a pattern. A massive, vast pattern, and the kind of pattern that suggests incredible power.”

      She raised her hands up to either side of her and moved her arms slowly, following the steady current of Petals on the Wind. She listened as Benji had taught her, feeling the tracings of power, that whisper that was in the back of her mind.

      It was whispering now.

      It was a warning, one that she should have been paying attention to all along, but she had been focused on the strangeness of what was going on around her. So much for her alertness. When it came to magic, for whatever reason, Imogen had increasingly become less focused and far easier to confuse.

      She shifted, pulled her palms to her chest, and then drove them out. Both palms formed Lightning Strikes in the Storm. It wasn’t the blade. It was only her, calling upon something from deep inside, connecting to some greater energy, and she didn’t know if it was sorcery, the sacred patterns, or perhaps even what Benji had gifted to her. Whatever it was, as she drove it forward, she felt a rippling connection as it struck. There was resistance, but then her blast collided with whatever was out there, crackling in the air. There came another shimmering, but this time the magic was disrupted just enough that Imogen could see past it.

      Jorend was there. Lightning Strikes in the Storm came from him. His blade, not his fist, not the way that Imogen did it. And Eleanor did something similar. Imogen wasn’t sure what it was, only that she used something akin to a sacred pattern. Eleanor drove it out from her, striking the strange shimmering wall in front of them until it crashed and crackled.

      When it faded, the building faded as well, leaving a remnant, a relic of what had been there before. Then that also began to crackle, disappearing into nothingness. Darkness stretched in front of them.

      It was a vast expanse of empty darkness. A vast expanse of nothing.

      Imogen then knew who was responsible for this.

      She should have known better. Having felt the power, and how expansive it was, she should have expected that only a few people—and one particular person—were capable of doing this.

      She pulled her hands back, then drove forward, knowing what she needed to do, knowledge solidifying in her mind as if it had always been there. Perhaps that was Benji’s gift, a way of disrupting the Porapeth power that formed around her.

      As Imogen forced her hands outward, the air crackled again, and the shimmering faded. The landscape shifted, becoming a rocky hillside.

      And Abigail the Lost stood before her.
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      Abigail was a lovely creature, with golden hair, bright blue eyes, and skin that looked as if she were barely into her twenties. Imogen knew that she was centuries old, and incredibly powerful. She had on a dappled green cloak, hood pushed back, pooling around her shoulders, and she stood casually, as if unconcerned about the fact that two Leier soldiers and one Koral shaman stood before her. It was unlikely she was concerned.

      Unlike the last time Imogen had seen Abigail, there were no guardians watching over her. There was no other sorcerer there with her, though Imogen wouldn’t be surprised if Lilah was somewhere nearby, lurking and waiting.

      Imogen crossed her arms, but she shifted her feet, ready to move, preparing herself for any sort of sacred pattern she might need in order to defend herself against Abigail the Lost.

      Abigail smiled at her, a tight curl of her lips that made her look almost feline. There was a strange sparkling in her blue eyes as well. “And here I thought that he hadn’t taught you that well,” she said.

      Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest. She could maintain that at least, prepared for whatever Abigail might do to her. If it came down to a magical battle, Abigail was far more powerful than Imogen. The only advantage that Imogen had was that Abigail, through her Porapeth heritage, was somehow forbidden from interfering in specific ways. Imogen did not know if Abigail would abide by that, as according to Benji, Abigail had not done so over the years.

      “He didn’t really teach me,” Imogen acknowledged. “Most of this is Master Liu.”

      Abigail frowned. It lasted for a moment, the briefest shifting of her expression, before it faded.

      When it did, the illusion around them reformed, down to the meadow, the flowers, the soft tug of the breeze around Imogen, touching upon her cheeks, brushing at the back of her mind…

      That was the magic Imogen had felt. She was aware of it.

      Knowing that she could detect it gave her hope that she might be able to counter it. Perhaps that was Benji’s gift, some aspect that he had taught without meaning to.

      Imogen felt the tension within Jorend, Eleanor, though neither said anything.

      They couldn’t fight. Not against Abigail.

      Jorend might be able to use the sacred patterns, and possibly serve as a distraction for Imogen, but Eleanor did not have enough strength with sorcery. She was a skilled shaman, but that was it. She was nothing compared to someone like Lilah, let alone Abigail.

      “How quaint,” Abigail said. “Look at the three of you, coming into my domain and thinking you can somehow disrupt it.”

      “We did disrupt it,” Imogen said. It had been brief, barely more than a heartbeat, but it had been long enough that the magic had crumbled, and it had drawn Abigail out. “Is this your home?”

      Abigail spread her hands to her sides. “This is my domain.”

      “You wanted me to come here.”

      “Did I?”

      Imogen felt convinced they had been guided somewhere, though she wasn’t exactly sure why. Was this something Abigail had done, or was it something Benji had chosen? He had been whispering in the back of her mind, offering guidance, after all.

      “Did you destroy the temple?”

      Abigail frowned at her. “What temple?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me,” Imogen said. “I know you can see.”

      Abigail’s brow darkened for a moment. “There are things that cannot be seen, First,” she said, her words dripping with what sounded like anger, though Imogen wasn’t sure if it was anger, irritation, or perhaps frustration.

      “Like Benji?”

      The Porapeth’s gaze darkened again. “He was a fool.”

      “He was Porapeth. Like you. And you opposed him.”

      “I did not oppose him,” Abigail said. “I recognized that actions needed to be taken to prevent a greater calamity. Others did not. They refused to take action, wanting to simply observe, the way we always have, wanting to stand back, to watch, and to do nothing. I knew better.”

      “Better than Benji the Elder?” Imogen asked.

      She wasn’t sure whether Benji’s title, or surname, or whatever it was, mattered to the Porapeth, but Abigail recoiled slightly. It was little more than a slight wince, but it was enough that it seemed as if she had been slapped.

      What did Benji’s title mean to Abigail?

      “Come with me,” Abigail said, sweeping her hands to either side.

      When she did, everything around them shimmered once more. The landscape shifted, and the valley was gone, the meadow cleared. The path leading up to the home faded, and they stood inside a brightly lit, warm wooden home. Tall beams ran from floor to ceiling, with more beams crisscrossing the ceiling. A fire crackled in the hearth, and there was a smell of bread baking, of sweets somewhere nearby, and even meat roasting on a spit over the hearth.

      All of it was illusion. Imogen was sure of it, but that didn’t prevent her mouth from watering, nor did it change the fact that her mind felt as if all of this was real.

      Abigail waved her hand, and chairs for the table appeared.

      She took a seat, as if it were real, leaving Imogen to hesitate only a moment before pulling out one of the chairs. Imogen wasn’t sure whether she could even sit on it or whether the chair was an illusion conjured up by Abigail’s power, but as she sat, it felt real enough.

      Abigail leaned toward Imogen, watching her. There was a strange darkness to her eyes that Imogen had seen when she had battled with her before, but now there was something else that flickered in the depths of her eyes. Imogen had come to recognize that from opponents over her years of training. Doubt.

      What would make Abigail doubt?

      “Did you call us here?” Imogen asked.

      “You should not have been able to find this place,” Abigail snapped. She gathered herself, then leaned back. “But you did. You have been more formidable than I ever expected, First.”

      “Because of Benji,” Imogen said.

      “I suspect he has continued to influence, as he was wont to do. He liked to have his fingers in all things. Even after his departure from this world.”

      “Is he gone?” Imogen asked, leaning forward and resting her elbows on the table. She locked eyes with Abigail, searching for some reflection, or some flicker of agreement. She wasn’t sure what Abigail might tell her about Benji. Imogen still felt his influence, and had seen him in visits she remained convinced were real, along with the occasional whispering in the back of her mind that suggested Benji had not truly departed.

      “I felt his leaving,” Abigail said. “He is gone. Some would say it’s unfortunate, but those of us who knew him best think it might have been time for him to leave this world behind.”

      “What comes after?”

      “After?”

      Imogen glanced over at Jorend before looking at Abigail. She had not shared with the others her experience, and she was loath to do so now, but at the same time, she felt as if she needed to ask these questions, as there were answers she needed. “My people believe that you never truly leave.”

      Abigail began to laugh, some of her confidence returning. The doubt in the depths of her eyes was now gone, replaced by something else. Could it be excitement?

      Perhaps it was curiosity, or perhaps it was some other emotion that Imogen didn’t know. This person in front of her was a Porapeth, a being of great power, someone like Benji, whom Imogen couldn’t even fathom.

      “The great belief in the after,” Abigail said, spreading her hands. When she did, the table and chairs disappeared. The cozy and quaint cabin around them faded, and it was replaced by a darkness all around. Stars twinkled, some brighter than others, and in the distance, there was a bright glowing that came from even farther away. “Is this what you ask about, First?”

      Near her, Jorend gasped. “The warriors,” he breathed out.

      Imogen ignored him, focusing only on Abigail. “All cultures have their own beliefs about the after,” she said.

      Abigail tipped her head slightly, and she waved her hands. The dark sky filled with stars was replaced with something else, a burbling stream, fluffy clouds, a shining sun, and a presence, a pressure, which Imogen couldn’t quite place.

      “Like this?”

      Abigail turned her attention to Eleanor, and Imogen glanced over at the woman. Eleanor had her face set with a tightness, one that hadn’t been there before, and Imogen knew that Abigail had struck upon whatever the Koral belief in the after was. Could it be something within the clouds, some mixture of earth and heavens?

      “Enough,” Imogen said.

      “Or perhaps it is this,” Abigail said. The image faded, and there appeared a blazing flame in front of them. It took all of Imogen’s effort not to recoil from it. It seemed real. Even the heat coming from it seemed real, along with the agonized screams that she heard all around her. “Or this.”

      Again there came another flash, a flicker, and within that she detected something more, something darker. It was like an emptiness. A nothingness. A void of power.

      “I can keep showing you these for as long as you like,” she said. “I have lived many lifetimes, First, and everyone has their own belief in what comes after. And yet here you are, having spent as much time with one of the Porapeth as you have, more than any could claim in generations, and you speak of children’s tales?”

      Imogen steadied her breathing. She watched Abigail, watched her gaze, and she realized something. Abigail was searching for the same answers. She wanted to know what was after for her as well. “I can’t tell you what you want to know,” Imogen said.

      Abigail frowned. “You can’t tell me?”

      “I can see it in your eyes,” Imogen said.

      She sat anchored to the chair, or perhaps she was not, simply floating in some empty magical void, but none of it mattered. The one thing that Imogen was aware of was that she had read Abigail correctly.

      It was no different from watching an opponent, looking for some tell that would guide her on how to battle them most effectively. As she faced Abigail, she could see that the Porapeth had anxiety in the depths of her eyes. That worry was her tell, the way that Imogen was going to be able to figure out just what it was that Abigail wanted, and perhaps she could utilize it to find what she needed.

      “I don’t know what happened to Benji,” Imogen said. “He was there, and then he was not. He gifted his power to me.” She waited, letting those words sink in. “But I can’t use it the way that he could.”

      “You are not Porapeth,” Abigail said, her voice soft. “He should not have gifted you his power. It was a waste of his potential.”

      “Was it to him?”

      Abigail frowned again. “I don’t know.”

      Imogen chuckled, and she watched Abigail, and then Imogen finally spread her hands around her, doing it carefully, Petals on the Wind mixing with Lightning Strikes in the Storm. When she did, she could feel the energy crackling. Some of the magic that was around her was starting to fade, some of that power shimmering, and it cleared just enough for Imogen to be able to see where she was. They were seated on rocks. Nothing more than that. Nothing more than an illusion. But it was a powerful illusion. It was strong enough that Imogen believed it.

      And the others did as well. What did Abigail see when she watched the illusion? Did she see it as real, or did she see what she had created?

      Benji’s words came back to her. He was magic. Abigail was magic.

      Imogen could practically feel him laughing in the back of her mind, cackling at her stupidity, and probably making fun of her even in the afterlife, if he was truly gone.

      She settled her hands back down on the table, watching Abigail. “What is the purpose of the sacred temples?”

      Abigail regarded Imogen for a long moment. “You ask questions for which you have not earned the answers.”

      “Because I’m not Porapeth or because I’m not one of the sacred sword masters?”

      Abigail’s gaze drifted to Imogen’s sword and then back up to Imogen’s eyes. “I think that we can put that question to rest, can we not?”

      Imogen tipped her head slightly. “Everyone that I’ve been training has become a sacred sword master. Don’t you think that intriguing?”

      “Don’t you?”

      Imogen frowned. “What are you getting at?”

      “Have you not started to question?”

      “I’ve been questioning all along,” Imogen said.

      That was what it felt like to her. Ever since she had returned to the Leier homeland, or near enough, she had felt as if she had been questioning. And she did not feel any closer to answers. Answers had to be there. Somewhere.

      “What questions have you been asking, First?”

      “I have questioned my people’s purpose.”

      “A basic one,” Abigail said. “What a child should ask.”

      “I have been questioning the purpose of magic in the world.”

      “A better one,” Abigail said, nodding slightly but glancing at Eleanor as she did. “And something that you should have questioned long ago.”

      “What other questions should I be asking?”

      “You should be asking about your purpose.”

      “I have been. I’ve been trying to find my purpose. Trying to find my path, one that has not been influenced by you, nor by Benji, but one that I choose.”

      “And what makes you think any of us choose our paths?”

      Imogen leaned back against the chair, questioning whether it was real or an illusion, but she decided it didn’t matter. Perhaps that was the key with magic.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      Abigail laughed softly. “You don’t know. The First of the Blade, the most feared warrior in all the land.”

      “That’s not who I want to be.”

      “And who do you want to be?”

      Who did she want to be?

      Imogen had not been giving that much thought. She wanted to protect her people but had never thought that she wanted to become a leader. Still, that was what she had become, though out of necessity and not her own desire. She had never wanted to lead the Leier. She had only come as a part of some bond quest to find some greater answer. And to understand the sacred patterns.

      That was a part of it. Now that she understood that there was power in the sacred patterns, Imogen couldn’t help but feel the desire to know the patterns better, understand the magic within them, and try to understand that purpose.

      Abigail watched her.

      “What should we do, First?” Jorend asked.

      Abigail laughed, glancing over at him. “When we last faced each other, I was the one who brought two guardians with me, and you came alone. Strange how the tide has turned.”

      “It wasn’t guardians that you had with you,” Imogen said. “You trained your sorcerer. You trained Lilah to destroy.”

      “She didn’t learn to destroy. She was trained to fulfill a specific purpose,” Abigail said.

      Imogen watched Abigail, and the answer came back to her. “Because you aren’t supposed to influence.”

      Abigail clenched her jaw, and Imogen realized that even now that seemed to bother Abigail. Why should it, though? Why would she care if she couldn’t influence the world but rather just watched it?

      “You think your purpose any different?” Abigail asked.

      “Probably not,” Imogen said. “I’m sure that Benji used me, but I wonder if he used me the same way you used Lilah, or the others, or if perhaps he simply found me to be an ally.”

      “You will never know, will you?” Abigail asked.

      She was trying to sow doubt into Imogen’s mind, and Imogen recognized it. How could she not?

      “What about the sacred temples?” she asked again. “You continue to avoid my question. Why is that?”

      “Because your question has no purpose.”

      “I think my question has a great purpose,” Imogen said. “What about the sacred temples? Why do they exist?”

      “They exist because your people are afraid,” she said. “Your people fear the knowledge they were granted.”

      “I don’t think that’s the case.”

      “What did you learn when you left your homeland?”

      “I learned about magic.”

      “Exactly. You learned about magic, and you learned the truth of it, and you learned that you did not need to fear it. What do you think your people learn?”

      “We learn what we need to learn,” Imogen said.

      “You learn what you have always been taught. Who do you think taught you?”

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

      “Exactly. You don’t know. You don’t ask. So many are like you. So many choose not to ask those questions, choose to ignore, choose to let the truth stay hidden from them. But what would you do, Imogen Inaratha?”

      “I just want to know the truth,” Imogen said.

      Abigail laughed softly. “I don’t think that you do, Imogen Inaratha. I think that you want to be told what to do. You’re like the others. You want to be commanded, directed, guided. It is why I have taken on the role that I have.”

      The confidence had returned to Abigail, and Imogen decided that she liked the more cautious Abigail, the one that wasn’t quite as certain about her purpose and role, much better than this one.

      “You want to be led,” Abigail said. “You need it.”

      “No,” Imogen said. “And I will find the truth.”

      “You will fear it,” Abigail said.

      “So you don’t intend to share with me the truth of the sacred temples?”

      “Why must it be shared with you?”

      “So I can understand why one was destroyed.”

      Abigail frowned.

      It was the most genuine emotion that Imogen had seen from her.

      It was real. Imogen was certain of it. But what was more, Imogen wasn’t exactly sure who was responsible if it wasn’t Abigail. She had allowed herself to believe that it might be the Porapeth, or perhaps Lilah, her servant, but if it wasn’t her, could it have been Timo?

      Abigail closed her eyes for a moment, and everything shifted, shimmering, and they stood upon the black rock for just a moment before the illusion reformed, and they were once again out in the open. Imogen looked at Abigail, waiting for the Porapeth to say something more, but she sat silently.

      “Too powerful,” Abigail finally said.

      “Who could do it?”

      “Very few,” she said. “The temples have offered a measure of protection to your people, even though they have hidden the truth from you. They’ve hidden the truth from those who seek to avoid it.”

      “Why have the creatures been running from the mountains?”

      Abigail looked at her, frowning. “Running?”

      “Away from the mountains. Like the stone creature you sent at us.”

      Abigail snorted. “I sent nothing at you. There is nothing that I could send at you that would make a difference. Not with the gift that you have been given.”

      “You didn’t send the rock creature at us?” Jorend asked.

      Abigail looked over at him. “How long did you study in the sacred temple?” she asked.

      From the way that she asked this, Imogen had a strong suspicion that she already knew. How could Abigail have known about Jorend? But then again, this was Abigail, one of the Porapeth, and they had the ability to see things, and it was possible that Abigail could see not only the future but the past as well.

      “You already know,” Imogen said. “So don’t push him like that.”

      Abigail turned to Imogen. She started to laugh, her voice throaty and low, filled with a hint of amusement, mixed with an edge of what seemed like anger. “No. I will not be told what to do, not by one like you. He failed to see.”

      “He came to see,” Imogen said. “The same as all can come to see. It just takes time, and a willingness, and our people have not had that opportunity before.”

      “And you will change this, First?”

      “Yes,” Imogen said.

      Abigail started to laugh. “I can’t believe it,” she said.

      “You can’t believe what?” Imogen asked.

      “I can’t believe that he’s still influencing even when he’s gone. That bastard.”

      “There has to be some way for us to understand what’s going on,” Imogen said.

      Abigail frowned. With a sudden swirling of movement, she stood directly in front of Imogen, and then grabbed Imogen’s hands before she could react. There came a flare of energy, a surge of brightness in Imogen’s mind, and it was followed by swirls of darkness that ate away at the possibilities.

      Abigail released her hands. Her eyes went wide. “It’s happening soon,” she whispered. “Darkness is coming.”

      “Benji couldn’t see, either, but he blamed you.”

      “He could’ve blamed me, but it was not me. Not entirely. And I’ve been trying to push you so that I could see more clearly, but…”

      Which meant that even Abigail couldn’t see.

      What did it mean for the rest of them?

      The sacred temples.

      Abigail waved her hands, and they were no longer seated. They now stood outside the home, as if Abigail was casting them away, somehow pushing them.

      “You think this is all Benji?”

      “Oh, not this. Benji would never have seen those temples destroyed. He knows better.”

      “Then what are they?”

      “They are all that stand before your people’s destruction,” Abigail said. “And if one has fallen, you must question what will happen to the others. You must question what will happen to your people.”

      She turned, and it wasn’t long before Abigail was gone, having disappeared seemingly back into her home, or perhaps simply disappearing back into magic. It left Imogen standing and staring, searching for answers, but the wind didn’t offer them. There were no answers. She couldn’t help but feel as if perhaps the wind had guided her here, as if Benji had guided her here. It had all been tied to Imogen’s desire for answers, a desire that had come after Master Xanat had died.

      But what answers were they going to be?

      And how were they going to find them now?
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      The night was calm, quiet, and though Imogen knew that the shamans were working quickly to create more enchantments, she was questioning whether such industry was even necessary. What they needed were Rebecca and her enchantments.

      Imogen found Eleanor watching her, sitting close by, separated from the rest of the shamans. She seemed disturbed.

      The clatter of swords banging against swords as disciples faced off and sparred with Imogen’s people sounded nearby, a constant in the days since the disciples had joined them. Several of them had begun to master some of the sacred patterns. Why now, when they hadn’t been able to in the sacred temple?

      That was an answer she still didn’t understand. Could there be something about the sacred temple that mitigated the ability to understand the sacred patterns?

      No. Imogen didn’t think so. When she had left the sacred temple, she had continued to practice the sacred patterns and had not learned the truth about them until recently.

      Maybe it was nothing more than a matter of time.

      Or perhaps it was her.

      That was a possibility that she had not fully given her thoughts to, but increasingly, she thought that she might need to.

      “You have been quiet since we came back from there,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen glanced over at her. Eleanor had a stack of stones in her hand, as if she had been creating several enchantments. She wasn’t nearly as skilled as Rebecca, and her enchantments often looked like misshapen creatures, even if they were effective and had served whatever purpose they had needed them for.

      The fire crackled behind her, giving off a hint of warmth, but nothing more than that.

      “Abigail the Lost is what bothers me. I don’t know what to make of her, though I’ve never really known what to make of her.”

      “Do you think she’s trying to use us?”

      Imogen had given that some thought as well, and she didn’t know if it was a matter of her trying to use all of them or her trying to use Imogen. That would be typical for Abigail, but why here and now? Why Imogen’s people?

      “The problem is what she said,” Imogen said. “I question whether she was telling the truth.”

      “You think she wasn’t trying to use us?”

      Imogen shrugged. “Oh, she was probably trying to use us in her own way, but I’m not exactly sure what that was. She’s manipulative, and she does not hesitate in trying to force others to do her bidding. The problem for me is that I don’t know whether what she intends is harmful or not. It could be helpful.”

      This was Abigail, a Porapeth who had battled with Benji because she had disagreed with him, but she also had the ability to see. Abigail had taken Imogen’s hands, and they had seen even more than Imogen had thought possible. Darkness.

      “She said that the sacred temples protected us,” Imogen said.

      “I don’t know anything about your sacred temples,” Eleanor said. “We have temples, but they serve a different purpose. They allow us to understand and celebrate.” She smiled tightly, looking at the fire, much like Imogen did. The light reflected off her cheeks, making them glow. “I was five when I first made my journey to the temple. That is a rite of passage for a young shaman.” She smiled again. “I did nothing other than go into the temple. Nothing more than that. And after that, I went back at seven, a sacred age for us, and then at eleven, another sacred age. That was when I began my education. It was when they started teaching me ways of touching that power, ways that I might be able to harness that energy and begin to understand things I had not before.”

      “What did you experience?” Imogen asked.

      “Nothing in the temple,” she said, waving her hand. “The temple I went to was difficult to reach. High up in the mountains, high enough I remember the wind carrying me. It was a difficult journey. We made it in a group, all of us bundled against the wind and the weather and cold, the snow and ice biting us, but there was something almost pleasant about it.”

      Imogen frowned. It wasn’t that dissimilar to her journey to the sacred temple, only hers had been one of sacrifice, suffering, and one where so few had made it.

      “It was why we rarely visited,” Eleanor went on. “Only for certain ages. Only for those who had specific potential. When I was fifteen, I was sent there, and I was taught to make my first protection.”

      She pulled something out of her pocket and held it out to Imogen, who took it. It was a small loop of metal, worked with what seemed to be a crisscrossing star, but there was some subtle curve to it. Imogen closed her eyes for a moment, squeezing it, wondering if she could feel the pattern that was buried within that marking, but she could not. Whatever it was seemed to be important, but she couldn’t tell.

      “You might be wondering what it does.”

      Imogen shrugged. “What does it do?”

      Eleanor laughed softly. “Unfortunately, not that much.”

      “You brought a useless enchantment with you?”

      “Oh, it’s not useless.” Eleanor held it in the palm of her hand, staring at it. “At the time, perhaps it was, but over time, I have come to realize that this enchantment has told me many things. It has helped me understand what I need to do, ways I need to recognize my own power, and ways I might be able to use it so that I can help my people more effectively. It was a lesson that failure is fine, failure is understandable, and failure is inevitable. But from there, you need to keep trying. One failure does not make the shaman.”

      Imogen nodded. “We learned something similar,” she said. “When we first learn the blade. We learn to fall, to get back up, and to keep fighting.”

      “How old were you when you first touched a blade?”

      Imogen shrugged. “I was young. Enough that I don’t remember. I think we always had a practice staff around my house. I would batter my father with it until he worked with me. Then, when he was old enough, I would batter my brother, and we would chase each other around the house.” Imogen sat back, smiling tightly. Those had been different days. Somehow simpler, much happier. She wasn’t sure why they felt that way, only that they did. It was not a quest for progression, a push to keep getting better, faster, stronger, but it was a push for her to understand herself, to know the sword, and what it meant for her.

      They were lessons that her father had taught her.

      Perhaps that was the challenge. After she had lost her father, and then her mother, there had never been an opportunity for her to truly gain the insight and knowledge that he could teach. Instead, she learned it through the blade. She learned the precision, speed, strength of the blade. She learned how mastery would offer her advancement throughout the village. Eventually, it would offer her an escape from the village. That was what she had decided that she wanted. Even now, Imogen wasn’t sure if that was what she truly should have wanted.

      “I was five when I received my first real blade,” she said.

      “Like me with the temple,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen snorted. “I suppose we do worship the blade much like you worship your power,” she said.

      “Both are ways to a higher understanding, aren’t they?”

      Imogen frowned. “Why would you say that?”

      “Well, we are taught that focusing on the temple, and on our god, will allow us to better understand ourselves, and the world. We celebrate, we worship, and we come together to do so. Whereas you celebrate the sword, the blade, and the sharpness found within that to help you understand your purpose and strength.” Eleanor shrugged. “It isn’t so different, is it?”

      Imogen supposed that it wasn’t. It was a strange thing to acknowledge.

      “How many temples are there in your land?” Imogen asked.

      “Do you think to visit?”

      “It’s not a matter of visiting, but I think that our lands aren’t that different. There has to be something there that I can understand.”

      She had come to see that in her time away, but better yet, in the time since she had returned, she had come to know that their peoples were not all that dissimilar. There were some who were fighters, others who could use magic, and there were a great many who simply wanted to live. How was that all that different?

      There were so many among Imogen’s people who simply wanted to live. Within the village, there were some who wanted to farm and some who wanted to fight. Even among those who wanted to fight, not all wanted to be like Imogen, pushing themselves to the extremes of what they could do.

      “I know of three, but there are probably more,” Eleanor said. “The Koral lands are extensive.”

      So were the Leier lands, Imogen thought.

      What if there was some sort of additional protection placed because of the Koral? They had been first. They had been targeted by the branox, by Timo, and now the Leier temples were being targeted.

      Was that a coincidence, or was that simply chance?

      When it came to what she had experienced, and the difficulties that they had been through, Imogen increasingly felt that there had been no real chance to any of it. All of it seemed to be coordinated, and all of it seemed to have some purpose behind it, even if she didn’t really understand what it was.

      Imogen focused but could not come up with any answer. She listened to the sound of the fire crackling, and it bothered her that she would feel so helpless here. The longer she sat in front of the fire, the more she began to think that her journey had to carry her to the sacred temples, though she wasn’t sure if that was what she had seen. She had been trying to keep her people together, as that was how she thought she would keep them safe, but perhaps that was the mistake.

      Maybe it was time for her to go off on her own.

      She didn’t know how far they would have to travel to find another of the sacred temples. And her people had learned to use the sacred patterns, so they would be safe. They would have to be safe. There had to be some way for Imogen to offer them a measure of protection.

      She sat up, thinking of the sacred temples.

      What if they had all been destroyed?

      She needed to know.

      “I will go with you,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen glanced over at her. “I didn’t even say what I was going to do.”

      “Do you need to? I can see it in your eyes. It’s a look you have. I’ve seen it from you before. You have this determined look, much like you had when you went after the renral when you shouldn’t.”

      “I’m not quite sure what I need to do. I wonder if I need to go to the temples, but I don’t know if we are strong enough to withstand whoever can destroy them. At the same time, I feel like we—and especially I—need to know.”

      “Then let’s go. We have been making a circuit around this mountain for what seems like an eternity. It doesn’t seem like we’re getting any farther, either. It’s almost as if we have been enchanted to stay here.”

      Hearing her say that left Imogen’s heart beating a little faster. It hummed in her chest, vibrating slightly, and yet she couldn’t help but agree with that. What if there was some sort of enchantment that kept them here? There had certainly been the channel enchantment that had tried to trap them. Imogen had believed that it was Abigail, or Lilah, but what if it wasn’t? What if it was somebody else?

      Timo might have been able to do it, but why would he have used that kind of magic? This was something else. She wasn’t sure what it was, only that she needed to know.

      “I’m not willing to take that many with us to share in that risk,” Imogen said.

      “Whatever you decide.”

      Eleanor looked behind her, toward Arvend. Imogen couldn’t take the shaman leader from the Koral when they might need him. Much like she couldn’t take Jorend.

      Whom could she take?

      Whom else could she risk on a journey they may not return from?
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      The air crackled with the strange and faint energy. Imogen sat near her renral, which had unfolded its wings, sitting and looking at her as if it were a real renral rather than some enchantment that was simply made to look like one.

      Imogen let her mind drift, hoping to find some answers. The wind whispered in the back of her mind, and she called upon it, hoping that Benji would provide something.

      “If you are out there, you had better stop ignoring me,” she said, whispering the words as she called to the wind. “You were the one who wanted me to listen to the wind. You were the one who wanted me to follow this path, so whatever it is, and wherever you’ve been guiding me, it’s about time you started to show me more about it.”

      Once again the faint wind started to pick up, and now it started to batter the back of her mind, as if there was some pressure there, something that was pushing, guiding her, as if Benji was pushing upon her mind to tell her he was there… and that he was laughing at her.

      Imogen wouldn’t be surprised if Benji was laughing in the back of her mind. This was Benji the Elder, one of the most powerful Porapeth. Even in his passing, he had been pushing her along some pathway.

      If only she could understand what it was that he’d been doing and how he had been guiding her.

      He had shown her patterns. That seemed to be significant, especially as she had come to know that many of those patterns were powerful, much like the pattern that Abigail had used on them. Thinking of it brought Imogen closer to understanding something, but then that sense faded.

      Jorend was there. “Are you ready?”

      Imogen got to her feet, noting that Eleanor was waiting near her renral. There were three others in Imogen’s pouch and three more in Eleanor’s pouch. They wanted to be able to return, and if they burned through these enchantments, they might not be able to do so.

      “I’m ready,” Imogen said.

      “Good. So am I.” He patted his pouch. “Rebecca provided me with three, much like she did you. And I am going. I instructed Arvend on how to guide the Leier, and those who have studied the sacred patterns will help protect the others until we return.”

      “The people need you,” Imogen said.

      “No. They need you. And you need my help.”

      She wanted to argue, but she couldn’t deny that having someone like Jorend would be helpful. He was powerful enough that he could provide assistance if needed.

      “I am going to come regardless of what you say.”

      They had changed so much since their time in the sacred temple. That had been a time when she had believed him pompous, and he had believed her arrogant, though she had been. Now they were something of friends, though even that felt incomplete. They might be friends, but they were something else as well.

      Imogen looked around the campsite. “I need for them to be safe.”

      “They have all been trained,” he said. “You have done well, First. All of them have an understanding of the basics of the sacred patterns, and some of them have even earned five notches on their blades.”

      Five notches. Imogen hadn’t been the one to do the notching. She hadn’t been sparring with anybody herself, merely trying to instruct, much like she had been instructed when she had gone to the sacred temple. Having others who could teach these patterns would raise the number of sacred sword master rapidly. They might even have a chance of helping the Leier become something so much more than what they had been before. The same could be said about the Koral, though.

      Imogen climbed onto her renral.

      She considered saying something to them, offering them some words of encouragement, but arrangements had been made. What did Imogen need to do to ensure that these people traveled where they needed? Besides, all expected her to return. If she made a bigger deal about her departure, they might worry that she was not coming back.

      She took to the air.

      They circled for a moment, and it gave Imogen a chance to look down, studying the movement of the people. They were looping slowly around the side of the mountain, though it wasn’t a steady and stable path. There was something irregular about it. As Imogen continued sweeping up, she realized that they had been following some manifestation of Petals on the Wind without even meaning to.

      She smiled to herself. Could that have been her, or was that simply the way that this had forced her to go?

      They swept up the mountainside, following the contours of the stone until they reached a section where the wind became colder. They did not have the kind of supplies needed to handle the cold, and as the wind picked up, swirling around them, it bit through Imogen’s clothing.

      As she looked down, she didn’t see any sign of a sacred temple, though the pattern of where they should be formed in her mind.

      Jorend looked over at her. “Do you know where to find the temples?”

      Imogen could hear the question in his voice, the hesitation that he seemed to carry with him, and she turned to him, nodding slightly. “I know.”

      “How?”

      Imogen breathed out slowly. “There is a pattern.”

      “The sacred temples form a pattern on the mountain?”

      “A pattern around the homeland,” Imogen said.

      She knew where the tiger temple was, and she now knew where the eagle temple was. Having those fixed in her mind gave her the opportunity to search for the others. That was what she had started to talk to Master Xanat about, and though she had never had confirmation of what she had uncovered, she suspected that she was right.

      The sun peeked through the clouds at one point, and Imogen basked in its warmth for the brief moment before it disappeared again, the warmth fading quickly.

      She kept waiting for the renral to sputter. She wasn’t sure what to expect when that renral power began to fade, and she didn’t know what she might have to do, but she suspected it would begin to tremble. She made a point of having another enchantment in her palm, ready to expand and switch over to if it came down to it. The others had the same strategy, but this renral managed to fly far longer and for a much greater distance than Imogen had expected. It was still drawing upon some great power.

      “You look troubled,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen glanced at the renral. “These creatures. Their power isn’t infinite. Enchantments have a limited duration before strength fades from them. I don’t know how we will know when the renral start to falter. We have been flying for quite a while, but they have not struggled yet.”

      “Rebecca really is quite talented,” Eleanor said.

      “She is,” Imogen said. “But this feels different.”

      She wasn’t sure what it was, or why she felt that way, but perhaps it was how lifelike the renral were. Maybe that was part of the power that was within them. She didn’t really know the details of how an enchantment grew its power, but she did know that how lifelike it was seemed significant, even if she didn’t fully understand all aspects of that.

      The renral trembled beneath her.

      She tapped on the one in her palm, and it expanded. She jumped, climbing onto the newly expanded renral, and looked over at the other. It turned to her as if waiting.

      “You can either return or stay with me,” Imogen whispered. She had no idea if it understood, and no idea if it even made a difference, but speaking to the renral like this felt right for some reason. It felt no different from when she had spoken to the stone enchantments that she had used when fighting in Yoran. The renral came close, and Imogen reached out. When she touched it, it started to shrink. She grabbed it out of the air and stuffed it into her pocket.

      The others had to do the same thing at about the same time.

      “I guess that tells us how long they last,” Jorend said.

      It wasn’t nearly long enough.

      They had four more sacred temples to reach, and they had three renral each. It was possible that the enchantments could recover enough that they could use them again, or that Eleanor might be able to empower them, but it might not work.

      “What is that?” Jorend asked.

      Imogen glanced down toward where he was pointing.

      She had anticipated what was coming. It was another sacred temple, or it should have been. They had been traveling long enough that they should have come across one, and given the direction in which they were going, and the way that they were flying, Imogen had thought that she should find it quickly, but so far, she had not. But now, she could feel something, some power, some aspect of it that she had not felt before.

      As she looked down, she felt an energy.

      The sacred temple had fallen.

      They circled for a moment before heading toward it. Imogen saw nothing suggesting that there were any attackers remaining. Still, she mentally prepared her sacred patterns.

      By the time they landed, Imogen had already prepared herself for what she was going to find. They picked their way through the debris. It was not as destroyed as the eagle temple had been, but it was still thoroughly shattered. She found a flower lying on the snow, the stem broken, the petals withering. There were splatters of blood nearby.

      “Search for survivors,” Imogen said to the other two.

      They started off, and Imogen paused, standing atop the mountain, and she began to focus, pushing downward with Tree Stands in the Forest. She anchored deeply and felt the roots spread, forcing them all the way down. When she found the first void, she knew that she was right. She brought her blade up, stabbing down sharply, and with Lightning Strikes in the Storm, the void shattered. She did the same to the second one, shattering that as well, and left the third, much like she had at the eagle temple.

      Jorend crouched in the snow, tracing his hands through it in a pattern. “There was something here. Footsteps that have been buried by the snow, and this was where the blood trailed off to,” he said.

      Imogen had found the other survivors by chance. Nothing more than that.

      She used Tree Stands in the Forest once again, forcing it in a different way than she had once learned how to use it. As she pushed down, she didn’t expect any answers.

      “We need to figure out which temple this was,” she said.

      She helped picked through the rubble, and she came across a marker after digging for the better part of an hour: a lion.

      The lion temple.

      She traced her finger over the stone. So much of this temple had been destroyed that there was almost nothing left of it.

      “Why?” Jorend asked as they finished their search. “What did they think to accomplish by destroying this temple along with the eagle temple?”

      Imogen shook her head. She didn’t have that answer. There were no survivors, unfortunately. Whatever disciples had been here had either fallen or escaped to the villages below. She hoped it was the latter.

      They climbed back onto the renral. There were three sacred temples remaining.

      “You were right about the pattern,” Eleanor said.

      That didn’t reassure Imogen. She knew that she was right.

      “We have to travel quickly,” Imogen said.

      They took off, flying in a somber sort of silence.

      When they reached where Imogen thought the next sacred temple should be, they started to descend, and she saw a smoking ruin. The destruction was recent.

      She dropped, lowering to the ground, already beginning to focus on where she might find the strange voids around the sacred temple. Then a blast of magic struck her and sent her tumbling from the mountain.
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      Imogen reacted on instinct. She ducked her head, curling as she prepared for the fall while bracing herself. Her back throbbed where she’d been struck. The magic that had struck her had been unlike anything that she had felt before, a startlingly painful blast that had sent her tumbling down the mountainside.

      But it hadn’t destroyed her. Imogen hadn’t been holding on to any sort of protection, so it surprised her that she hadn’t been killed in the process.

      She tried to dig her feet into the snow, but she couldn’t stop the fall. She tumbled uncontrollably.

      Imogen managed to get her hand into her pocket and grabbed one of the renral. She activated it, trying to cling to it as it expanded while they went tumbling. She had to push off the mountainside, or they would slam into the stone.

      There might be a sacred pattern she could use. Lightning Strikes in the Storm. She could blast away from the mountainside. She kept one arm lodged around the renral, not knowing if it was a neck, a wing, maybe even a leg, but needing to hold on regardless. Then she focused on the sacred pattern.

      Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      The effect was instantaneous. They bounced away from the mountain. And then they were tumbling in the air.

      “Fly,” she demanded of the renral.

      The renral spun, righting itself, and for a moment, Imogen felt as if she were hanging upside down. Which she was.

      She grabbed onto the bottom of the renral. As it flew, she was clinging to the underside of the massive enchantment. She managed to hold on tightly so that she didn’t fall. The renral seemed to sense that she needed a better grip, but she didn’t dare release the one she had, fearing that she might fall if she were to do so.

      Another blast of power came streaking toward her.

      The renral angled, banking, and barely avoided getting hit by whatever blast of power was coming out of the mountain.

      Imogen swore to herself. She shifted her grip, and then she swung her leg around.

      There was nothing graceful about it.

      An idea came to her. She grabbed for another renral in her pocket and activated it. It flew beneath her, and she dropped onto that one, landing atop it.

      “Go,” she said to the enchantment she’d been riding. It was the one that had been weakened already. It surged away, seemingly strengthened in a way Imogen had not expected.

      Distantly, she felt power building. Tree Stands in the Forest.

      Jorend.

      What about Eleanor?

      They circled, and the renral carried her up, giving her a chance to survey the landscape. She saw a man dressed in dark leathers, one hand gripping what looked to be a long, silvery staff, his attention focused on Jorend. He didn’t seem to be paying any mind to Eleanor. But there was another person as well: a short, stout woman, facing Eleanor.

      Imogen gripped her sword and dove from the renral. She launched herself toward the woman. Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      When Imogen used the sacred patterns, she normally had a measure of flow and control. In this case, Imogen had nothing other than the strength of the fall. Lightning Strikes in the Storm was not a complex pattern, though. It was all about her and the blade. She felt the wind whipping around her, carrying her toward the woman.

      Darkness flashed in the woman’s eyes. Power exploded toward Imogen.

      In that moment, Imogen understood.

      Sul’toral. It had to be.

      But this was not a Sul’toral she knew.

      Imogen braced for the attack but did not change course.

      She slammed into something, slid away from the woman, and crashed into the ground.

      Imogen rolled, getting to her feet, and immediately darted toward the woman, focusing on Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      She wasn’t fast enough.

      The woman was quick. As Imogen brought her blade around, the woman twisted, and while she had thought that the woman was unarmed, she had what looked to be a single length of wood in hand.

      It was pale, almost silvery. As she swung it toward Imogen, she realized that it wasn’t wood at all. Bone.

      It caught Imogen’s blade, sweeping it off to the side.

      Imogen twisted, flowing out of Lightning Strikes in the Storm and into Petals on the Wind, and she danced around, bringing her blade up, dropping it with Axe Falling. She spun, twisting again, Stream through the Mountains, and then into Waterfall.

      Each time she blasted a pattern at the woman, the woman was there, blocking better than Imogen anticipated. The woman was quick. Fluid. Almost a master of the sacred sword techniques.

      Something pushed upon Imogen.

      It was like a warning from the wind. She spun, feeling the nudge once again.

      She spun again.

      She felt that energy, but she didn’t know what it was other than the wind. A warning?

      The wind whispered in the back of her mind, guiding her, and it was nudging her off to the side.

      Imogen spun, following the flowing of the wind, and brought her blade around. The woman was there, blocking, but then the wind guided her. It wasn’t Petals on the Wind any longer. It wasn’t Lightning Strikes in the Storm. It wasn’t Axe Falling.

      It was a pattern.

      It was a very different pattern, but it was one that Benji had shown her, snippets of it in an image that he had given her when she had meditated while on this journey. She flowed through the pattern and brought her blade around, driving it toward the woman.

      It carved through the bone she held.

      The woman locked eyes with Imogen, glaring at her. There came a swirl of snow, of wind, and a burst of power that threatened to throw Imogen back. She anchored quickly, Tree Stands in the Forest, and held herself in place. As she did, she waited for the woman to attack, but there was nothing.

      The woman was gone.

      Imogen spun, pausing only long enough to make sure that Eleanor was safe, then darted toward the man. He held a staff, sweeping it toward Jorend, and his Tree Stands in the Forest withstood each blow, but Imogen could feel the way that his branches, his trunk, the power of his energy continued to withdraw. Jorend was strong, and the two of them were experienced fighting together, but this Sul’toral would be even stronger.

      Imogen streaked toward him, bringing her blade around.

      He moved quickly, but she was faster.

      She was no longer confined to the sacred patterns that she once had known. Now she had other patterns, gifted to her by Benji, guiding her in a way that she still did not fully understand.

      She let that power flow through her, and she brought her blade around, jabbing toward the staff.

      If he was anything like the woman, disrupting his staff might be enough. If Imogen could destroy it, she might be able to destroy him.

      A Sul’toral.

      Could she handle a Sul’toral?

      “Don’t be stupid, First,” Benji’s voice came, drifting from the back of her mind. “You’ve already killed one Sul’toral. What’s a few more? Cut these fuckers down.”

      Imogen started smiling to herself, knowing that Benji, or at least this imagined Benji that was a presence in her mind, was right. What were a few more?

      She darted forward, bringing her blade around, and stabbed, but the sorcerer was not where she had expected. She spun, using a mixture of several different sacred patterns, adding in one that she called Snow in the Wind, a different sacred pattern that she had not known before but had seen in the image that Benji had shown her, and she brought the blade around, connecting with the staff. It struck, but the staff didn’t shatter.

      Imogen brought her blade around again, slamming it into the staff, trying to press power through her, and through it. The staff caught each blow. There was energy within it, fighting her.

      Wind kicked up.

      As it did, she knew what would happen. It was the same thing that had happened before.

      The Sul’toral disappeared.

      Imogen spun to Jorend, and though he still held on to Tree Stands in the Forest, the tightness in his eyes had faded.

      “What was that?” Eleanor asked, striding across the snow. She didn’t seem as cold as she had been before, and she had an enchantment gripped in each hand, as if she were going to ward off the Sul’toral with those enchantments alone.

      “We have our answer as to who is responsible for destroying the sacred temples,” Imogen said. “Sul’toral.”

      Jorend frowned. “You thought it was your brother.”

      “I did.” She moved to the center of the debris. She didn’t feel anything here but wondered if she even would. “We need to check for survivors.”

      Imogen anchored, pushing down with Tree Stands in the Forest as that power flowed through her, into the ground, until she found the voids that were there. She attacked, realizing that something was different about them. They were empty of power.

      Eleanor had somehow entered the void and influenced it. Could Imogen do something similar?

      She pushed more strength downward, more of the Tree into the void.

      “Imogen?”

      “I can feel something,” she said, looking over at Jorend. “I don’t know what it is, but I can feel something.”

      And there was that darkness that was eating away at possibilities. That was what they needed to stop.

      “Imogen.”

      Jorend’s voice was more urgent this time.

      Imogen found a pile of debris near her. Two people were inside it, collapsed under the debris. One of them was unconscious, blood oozing from the forehead, and the other lay motionless but was moaning. They were both dressed in the robes of disciples, with a bear crest on the shoulder.

      Imogen reached for them, but Eleanor was there, touching the first of them. She traced a pattern on the person’s chest and then pressed her hand down.

      She glanced over at Imogen. “I don’t know as much healing as some. I can try.”

      As she did, the breathing became more regular.

      “Nothing significant,” Eleanor said. “At least, not that I can tell.”

      She began to work on the other, tracing a pattern.

      That person cried out.

      Imogen looked at Jorend. The two of them held the disciple down while Eleanor continued her healing. Imogen was aware of Eleanor’s magic but could not tell what it was that she was doing.

      Eleanor attempted to heal them for a long time before stepping back and shaking her head. “I can’t do anything more for them.”

      Imogen let out a frustrated sigh. “Where is the master of the temple?”

      “I haven’t found any others,” Jorend said. “I don’t know what happened to the rest of them.”

      Could the Sul’toral be after the sacred sword masters?

      It didn’t make any sense.

      Imogen found a pile of stone, and in her irritation, she used Lightning Strikes in the Storm and slammed her blade into the stone, shattering it, sending debris to either side. There was nothing behind it.

      “You can break boulders with your blade?” Eleanor asked.

      “Apparently,” she said.

      “Something is different here, isn’t it? When we found the eagle temple, they were hiding. But…”

      Imogen frowned, and she began to understand Eleanor’s concern. Where were the bodies?

      The stone had been shattered, and Imogen couldn’t help but feel as if some of the snow had covered it, but bodies should have remained, shouldn’t they?

      “Maybe they took them somewhere,” Jorend said.

      The two injured people were lying motionless. They couldn’t leave them here, but they also couldn’t take them with them, not if they were going to go after another of the sacred temples, intending to fight, trying to find answers.

      What could they do?

      The renral, Imogen decided. That was what they would have to do. They would somehow lash these people to the renral, get them down to the others.

      “We will figure out a way to bring them back to our people, and then we go after the next temple. We are going to stop this—whatever this is—before they succeed. Before they destroy all that our people ever were.”

      “What if we can’t do it in time?” Jorend asked.

      “Our people are not a place. Much like the Koral people are not a place.” She looked over at Eleanor. “Regardless of what happens here, we can rebuild.”

      Afterward, though.

      They still had a battle in front of them. Imogen had to fight that one first. Only once she did could they begin to figure out what they had to do next. In the back of her mind, she could practically hear Benji laughing, as if the whole idea of her fighting was amusing to him.

      “Would you shut up?” she muttered.

      Jorend glanced over, and she ignored him the same way that she ignored the sound of Benji in the back of her mind. She must fight the battle they had in front of them.
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      The wind was cold and biting. Imogen had grown accustomed to it and began to feel as if the wind itself were trying to force her in a specific direction. She tried following that pattern she saw in the back of her mind to determine where they needed to travel, but it wasn’t completely clear.

      The other two were flying alongside her. Imogen had to hope that the renral that she and Jorend had lashed the two survivors to would make it back to her people.

      She focused on what she could see in her mind. Two more sacred temples. One of them was the tiger temple. She vaguely knew the names of the other sacred temples, but only because her people had often spoken of them, debating which of the sacred temples they would be selected for. There had been a time when Imogen had thought that they were chosen by each sacred temple for a purpose, rather than by chance. Learning that it had been little more than chance made her feel as if she had not been quite as special as she had once believed. What would have happened had one of the other sacred temples found her first?

      “Which one are we going to reach first?” Jorend asked, leaning over and stretching across the wind to call out to her.

      “Serpent,” Imogen said.

      “Do you want to skip it and go to the tiger temple?”

      “You could go and warn them—”

      “We shouldn’t separate. I just wanted to know if you thought we should go to the tiger temple first.”

      “The tiger temple would take too long.”

      It pained her to admit it, but if she could reach the serpent temple, see if the Sul’toral had attacked, she might be able to stop them in time. So she focused on the pattern and let it lead her.

      The sky was dark by the time they came across the serpent temple. Imogen wasn’t hopeful, expecting destruction, and as they circled above, she could feel they were too late. She couldn’t see much of anything, but there should be lights in the sacred temple itself. Instead, there was only a bit of smoke that swirled on the wind, much like at the other sacred temples.

      “Should we search for survivors?” Eleanor asked.

      Imogen looked down. “If we do, it will keep us from learning what they have done with the other temples. We can come back.”

      If there were survivors, they could make their way down the mountainside.

      She pushed the renral faster.

      They moved quickly, but there were limitations. Imogen could feel that.

      Still, they needed greater speed.

      If she could call to the wind the same way that Benji had, it could help.

      “I could sure use your help right now,” Imogen whispered, thinking about Benji. She couldn’t help but wish that he were truly there, still a part of her, fighting alongside her. If Benji were there, they would have a chance. Maybe not a good one, but at least a chance.

      The wind swirled.

      For a moment, it pushed against her, trying to force her back.

      Imogen touched the side of the enchantment, whispering to it. “Please. We just need to go a little bit faster. I know that you have it in you. I have felt it within you. And all I need is for you to—”

      There came a shriek.

      At first Imogen thought it was one of the enchantments acting like a real renral, but it wasn’t. The shrieking came from nearby, off to the east. She swiveled on the back of the enchantment, looking to see what might be there. When the shriek came again, she still didn’t see anything.

      “What do you think?” Imogen asked Jorend.

      “Renral,” he said.

      “You think they will attack?”

      Jorend looked down, tapping the side of his enchantment. “They look real enough. Maybe they’ll turn away from us.”

      Imogen wasn’t even sure if they were in any danger. The renral had attacked one time, but they had also helped. She leaned forward on the enchantment, running her hands along the rough surface while looking over at Eleanor. “Can you add anything to these enchantments to make them faster? Just try to layer something on top of them,” Imogen said. “It probably doesn’t even have to be that much. Just enough to push them faster than—”

      Imogen was cut off by the shriek of another renral. It was closer.

      It would be just her luck to battle with renral as she was trying to get to the tiger temple to save it. But she couldn’t slow down, and she couldn’t allow anything to keep her from helping. She twisted on the back of the enchantment and looked outward, and she could practically feel the sorcery around her.

      There was power. Wind, maybe, and something more that she couldn’t quite place.

      She focused again and then began to twist, swiveling on the back of the renral, trying to move her hands, Petals on the Wind, any of the other sacred patterns that might be able to give her a boost, but none of them seemed to work. It was possible that a sacred pattern would enhance the movement, but it might also fail.

      Eleanor wore a look of worry. She clutched her renral, staying close to it and out of the wind. She began to trace a pattern, and the renral seemed to expand slightly before contracting. She looked over at Imogen. “It doesn’t work.”

      “You can try something else.”

      Imogen could see the tiger temple in her mind. They were getting close. The sacred temples created a pattern around the entirety of the Leier homeland, and if she could understand that—

      Eleanor cried out. Imogen looked over. Eleanor’s renral had started to shrink.

      “That seemed to inhibit what Rebecca has done,” Eleanor said.

      Imogen swooped, bringing her renral over, and she grabbed Eleanor just as her renral shrank down into nothingness. Imogen scooped the renral out of the air, stuffed it into her pocket, and leaned forward.

      So much for that thought.

      Jorend looked over at Imogen, a question in his eyes, but Imogen didn’t have any answers. This was going to fail if they couldn’t come up with an answer to save themselves.

      “Try using one of the sacred patterns,” he suggested. “If we can propel ourselves forward, we could speed this along.”

      Hopefully, the sacred patterns wouldn’t lead to the crumbling of the enchantment the way that the pattern had for Eleanor. Imogen braced herself, holding tightly to the renral with her legs, holding on as much as she could, and tried to send Petals on the Wind flowing out from her. She felt some aspect of it, some energy, but it wasn’t enough. She turned so that she could face behind her, trying to use the sacred pattern.

      She noticed Jorend doing something similar, waving his hand to either side, trying to draw upon the sacred patterns, as if he were going to cause himself to launch into the air, using that power and energy in order to cause them to lurch forward.

      Each time Imogen twisted, turning from side to side, she felt the energy of the sacred pattern flowing through her. She formed Petals on the Wind, Lightning Strikes in the Storm, anything that would propel them even faster forward. They surged past Jorend and his renral, only for him to begin to copy what Imogen was doing and move forward alongside her.

      Finally the wind cleared. It was brief, barely enough for Imogen to make anything out, but she saw the mountainside, the familiar peak, the familiar landscape, and she saw the sacred temple.

      Her breath caught, cold and biting her lungs. She looked over at Jorend and realized that he had seen the same thing.

      “It’s still standing,” he said.

      They needed to reach it. Not only to save the sacred temple but so that Imogen could understand why they had been targeted. If it was only about defending the Leier homeland, then perhaps she could learn nothing. But the Sul’toral had come for a reason. There had to be more to it than destruction.

      There had to be some purpose to that power.

      Imogen focused on the renral, trying to propel it forward.

      Each time that she did, she felt a little shimmer, a little shiver of energy, and it sent them gliding forward, but not nearly as fast as she wanted. Despite everything she tried, the renral was starting to slow. Jorend looked over at her, his eyes wide, but there was a resolved look in them.

      Worse, Imogen began to feel a trembling within the renral.

      She reached into her pouch, grabbing for a replacement, but there was no replacement. Imogen didn’t know if she’d used them all or if she’d lost some during the journey.

      She might be able to use the sacred patterns to hold herself in the air as she had before, but she doubted that she could keep Eleanor and Jorend aloft. They had to find a way to use these patterns.

      Somehow.

      If she could use Lightning Strikes in the Storm, maybe she could blast power into the enchantment, maybe give it enough strength to reach the sacred temple. Imogen brought her palm forward and slammed Lightning Strikes in the Storm into the renral, but it drifted away, as if the enchantment had some immunity to her power.

      Maybe that was it. Maybe that was why Eleanor’s magic had not worked. It couldn’t work. There wasn’t enough to overpower the magic that Rebecca had placed into it. This magic and this enchantment were too much.

      Imogen tried something else. She didn’t have to use Lightning Strikes in the Storm. Maybe she could use Petals on the Wind, or any of the other sacred patterns, but would any of them even make a difference?

      Imogen brought her hands together, slamming them into either side of the renral, and felt the cold of the stone beneath her palms. Nothing happened.

      “Take mine,” Jorend said, getting closer to her. “It’s not…”

      His enchantment started to tremble.

      Imogen shook her head. “We have to hope they can glide us closer.”

      “And if they can’t?”

      Imogen stared straight ahead at the sacred temple. She noticed a streamer of smoke coming from it that she hadn’t seen before. They were already under attack. If they couldn’t reach it, the tiger temple would fall much like the others. The people that she had trained with, Master Liu, all would fall like the others.

      There was nothing she could do. Helplessness surged in her.

      All she wanted was to reach the tiger temple in time.

      And now she had a renral attack to deal with.

      Worse, the renral enchantment started to shrink.

      They fell.
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      Imogen wasn’t willing to die without trying something.

      She twisted so that she could hold on to Eleanor but wanted to have an opportunity to use one of the sacred patterns as they fell. The wind whipped past her, making it difficult for her to do anything other than cling tightly to Eleanor. The other woman was sobbing. The wind pulled at them, cold and biting.

      “I didn’t want to die here,” Eleanor said, her voice carried away by the wind.

      Imogen said nothing. She had to think of what sacred pattern she might be able to use.

      Lightning Strikes in the Storm mixed with Petals on the Wind might help, but even that might not be enough. It might carry her, but where would it carry her? She had used that pattern before and had practically launched herself into the sky, but at this point, Imogen didn’t even know if that was going to be enough. At this point, the only thing Imogen could think of was that she had to find some way to get past all of this.

      If the Sul’toral reached what they were after, whatever power they thought to draw by destroying sacred temples, her people would fall.

      Her people.

      That, more than anything else, stuck with her.

      The Leier were her people. She had fought on their behalf, and she had done everything that she could in order to help them and bring them back together so that she could build a bridge between her people and the Koral.

      Her people.

      As she struggled to come up with a sacred pattern that might work, she heard a shriek.

      Something grabbed her.

      Imogen dared to look up, and she saw one of the renral.

      Not one of the enchantments. This was a live renral, probably one that had been following them ever since they’d left the caravan. It lifted her and Eleanor. Imogen squeezed her arms around Eleanor. The other woman whimpered, sobbing, and Imogen did nothing other than hold her tightly. She found herself also holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest, even clutched within the renral’s talons, thinking that if she had to, she could offer that protection to Eleanor. They swept off to the north, and the renral carried her to the sacred temple.

      Then the renral dropped them before circling back up.

      Imogen looked up to see one of the largest renral she’d ever seen looking down at her.

      “Thank you,” she said, tipping her head. As she did, she focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, for barely more than a moment, not to deflect the renral away from her but rather to focus on some sort of power, wondering if she might be able to push that through her and connect with the renral so that it would know that she appreciated everything that it had done.

      Jorend was dropped next to her. He tumbled into the snow, rolled, and hurriedly got to his feet, looking up. “How?”

      “I don’t know,” Imogen said. She still didn’t take her eyes off the renral. There was an energy crackling from the creature. The renral had their own sort of magic, but Imogen didn’t know what it was or how they could use it. “We have to defend this place,” Imogen said, though she said it more to the renral than she did to Jorend. “If you can offer us any aid, we would appreciate it.”

      The renral shrieked and then began to circle.

      As Imogen looked up, she realized that there were a dozen renral. They had grown since she had last seen them. They were massive, even larger than they had been when they had helped during the strange attack. They circled overhead.

      Imogen looked over at Eleanor. “I can tell that you aren’t going to be in any shape to fight here, so—”

      “I can fight,” Eleanor said. “I needed a moment, and I had it. I will be able to be a part of this.”

      “We will get you out of this,” Imogen said. “You will not die in these lands.”

      Jorend unsheathed his blade, and Imogen followed. Together they started up the mountainside.

      The last time Imogen had been here, she had still been a disciple, leaving when she had thought that she was a failure. This time she came with knowledge she had gleaned during the time she’d been in the sacred temple but had mastered in the time that she’d been away. Now she belonged here.

      Save the sacred temple. Save Master Liu.

      And protect her people.

      When she reached the sacred temple, memories washed over her. She remembered the very first time she had seen it, the way the numbing cold had bitten through her yak fur, fear that she wouldn’t even survive mixed with excitement that she had made it.

      Now she felt emptiness. Knowledge that she should have obtained here had been denied to her.

      She had to do this, to save the sacred temple, save Master Liu, and find those answers. That was what Imogen needed more than anything else.

      As she climbed, Jorend stayed with her, as quiet as she had been. The air crackled with a strange energy of sorcery, but she didn’t see the Sul’toral yet.

      “What was it like when you first came?” Imogen asked, glancing over at Jorend.

      “Probably much like it was for you,” he said. “We lost most on my journey. It was difficult, and I couldn’t help but question why they would let some die.”

      “They claimed it hardened us,” Imogen said.

      “That is what they claimed,” he said.

      “It weakened us. It diminished our people.” Those thoughts gave her a renewed focus. “Too many were lost, and for what? We lost so many who could have been a part of something greater. So many of the Leier’s best and brightest, who could have protected our homeland, were taken from us far too young.”

      For what reason had the sacred sword masters wanted that?

      Imogen intended to find that reason.

      They reached the courtyard. It had once been the home of a massive garden, but that had been reduced to a smoldering ruin. There was a hint of smoke drifting and swirling in the air, but as Imogen stood there, she could still smell a bit of the floral fragrance that had once lingered here. A strange heat from beneath the sacred temple had provided for these flowers, allowing them to thrive in a way that they would not elsewhere. It was why the sacred temple was viewed as sacred, and why it was the place to train.

      “If they’ve destroyed the garden, they will be somewhere inside,” Imogen said.

      Jorend nodded.

      She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest and pressed downward. As she did, she could feel the heat and energy, nothing more. She anchored, sending her magical roots out, wrapping around the strange heat to protect it. This was her place. This was her sacred temple. She would defend it.

      Imogen looked over at Jorend. “I don’t know what we might find, but I want to thank you for coming with me.”

      They had suffered and fought alongside each other, and now, at a time when she thought that she might not even survive, she wanted Jorend to know that he had been appreciated. He had become a friend.

      “I don’t have many friends,” she said, keeping her voice low, glancing from him to Eleanor. “I have always been too focused on other tasks, and that has prevented me from doing what I need to do. And you… you have become friends. We have fought alongside each other, and we have suffered together, and now…”

      Now she was determined to do whatever it took to save her sacred temple. She would save her sacred temple. She would protect it. She would defend it. She would find some way to overpower what was here, even if it meant throwing away her life.

      The renral shrieked.

      Imogen looked up, and she found them circling over one portion of the mountain.

      The air crackled, and Imogen felt the magic that was coming from them.

      She motioned for the others to follow her, and they hurried over, winding around the outside of the sacred temple. Small, twisted trees blocked their path, making it difficult for them to follow. Imogen used Petals on the Wind, shifting as she needed to avoid falling, and occasionally she used Stream through the Mountains. At last she reached the small wall that encircled this section of the mountaintop.

      The renral were circling above something.

      “Defend this place,” Imogen said.

      “What about—”

      Imogen didn’t give Jorend a chance to finish. She drew upon Lightning Strikes in the Storm and shot upward. She came to land in a small clearing that she had never known existed here.

      Trees circled it, and there was a small sculpture of the tiger.

      When Imogen had been in the sacred temple before, she’d always marveled at the tigers. They had seemed something significant and powerful, but she had never understood them. Now she could feel energy crackling from that tiger. An enchantment. It had to be.

      And there was a sorcerer nearby.

      It was the squat woman she’d faced before, and she had a length of stone in hand, pointing it at the tiger. If Imogen waited too long, she would succeed—but succeed in what?

      Imogen darted forward, Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      The woman spun, bringing the stone wand up to block.

      Imogen twisted, Petals on the Wind. Something of the wind pushed in the back of her mind, and she rotated differently. It forced her around the woman, in a pattern that had no purpose, but it made sense to her, as if Benji were granting her some additional knowledge.

      Imogen began to see lines form in her mind. Power began to swirl around her.

      Possibilities.

      Understanding came to her.

      Benji had shown her patterns that revealed possibilities.

      The woman turned, and one of the lines became more solid. Imogen could see it in her mind and could see the way that it suddenly surged, and she knew what the woman was going to do before she did it.

      Imogen followed the possibilities in her mind, recognizing the pattern that formed in her, and those possibilities showed her how this sorcerer would turn. Imogen flowed. Still, the Sul’toral managed to block her.

      The pattern brought her around the tiger.

      She stayed in the patterns, plenty of different patterns that she had never used before, following what Benji had shown her. Or perhaps now it was her own power guiding her. Possibilities that revealed themselves to her. The woman was quick, and she had magic that Imogen did not yet fully understand. If she was Sul’toral, she would have known her power far longer than Imogen had known her own.

      Then an opening formed.

      As the woman raised her stone wand, Imogen saw what would happen next. It seemed as if all the lines converged. She would go for the tiger.

      Imogen dove, driving her blade forward, and at the last moment, she spun, bringing her blade up and driving it beneath the woman’s jaw and into her head. The woman’s eyes widened, and her stone wand clattered to the ground. She slumped forward.

      As she did, she touched the tiger.

      Even before she did, Imogen knew what would happen. As the lines of possibility converged in Imogen’s mind, she felt the crack.

      The tiger shattered. Whatever power was pent up within it exploded outward and drifted down the mountainside.

      Imogen released the woman and backed away. This was what she had wanted. The tiger was the key. Perhaps the enchantments at the other sacred temples had been the keys as well. She looked for the other Sul’toral but did not see anyone.

      The renral were still circling, shrieking, and they had turned their focus to another section of the mountaintop. There was something there. That was where Imogen needed to be. She had stopped one of the Sul’toral. There was another who remained.

      Imogen hurried over to the others. “We have to go,” she said.

      “What was that?” Jorend asked.

      “One of the tigers.”

      “Why would they attack one of the tigers?”

      “It was an enchantment. I don’t know what kind, but it was powerful.”

      Somehow the woman had managed to unleash that power even in death.

      Another renral shriek caught her attention, this time from a different direction.

      There was only one thing they could do.

      “Unfortunately, I think we need to split up. The two of you should stay together.” She pointed toward the closest of the renral and where they circled. She would take the farther section, closer to the sacred temple.

      They started off.

      It left Imogen on her own. She flowed on Petals on the Wind, swirling between the buildings of the sacred temple, until she came to where the renral circled.

      Power crackled. Lines of possibility suddenly converged, and she recognized them too late.

      Energy struck Imogen, and she was tossed back.
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      Imogen scrambled to her feet and focused on the possibilities that stretched out before her even now. There were too many. She needed to find something among them to help her. Even if they lost the stone tiger and whatever enchantment was there within it, she still needed to defeat the Sul’toral.

      As she looked around, she found the sorcerer with the staff.

      He had his staff pressed to the remains of another tiger, his gaze lingering on Imogen. There was a hint of a smile on his face. “You are too late.”

      Imogen darted forward and twisted.

      He expected her to attack, but she didn’t. Instead, she flowed into her patterns, following the patterns that Benji had given her, sacred patterns that were of a different sort. They were sacred patterns that gifted her an understanding and showed her something more. They showed her possibilities, and they showed her what he might do.

      Even more possibilities began to build, creating lines of energy in her mind. This was nothing like what Benji had described to her, but it made a certain sort of sense to Imogen. She flowed through the patterns, debating which to choose, while the Sul’toral simply stood watching.

      “Do you think you are the first one like yourself we have faced?”

      Could he know?

      “There have been none like me,” she said.

      She drove her blade forward. He reacted, but another line solidified, and she knew where he would raise his staff.

      Imogen was not prepared for the power, nor for the blasting of energy that swept away from him and crashed into her. She wasn’t ready for sorcery.

      But she didn’t need to be.

      She had a different kind of magic that flowed through her, that of the sacred patterns, and the knowledge of the Leier that would help her cut through sorcery.

      But as those possibilities converged, she recognized something. This was a Sul’toral who knew possibilities as well.

      Imogen darted forward.

      “It is time their influence came to an end,” the Sul’toral said.

      “Whose influence?”

      He spun his staff, and another bloom of power exploded toward her. The lines solidified in her mind, and she reacted scarcely in time. The force of the blow tossed her to one side, and Imogen rolled before bouncing back to her feet. She resumed her patterns, flowing through them to see what he might do. Then she paused.

      She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest.

      He blasted her again, but this was the place where she had trained. This was the place where she had learned her power, and she was Tree Stands in the Forest. She was this sacred temple.

      His blast glanced off her.

      He took a step toward her, but she strengthened her Tree Stands in the Forest. She continued to push power out from her, driving it down into the ground and all around her. As she did, Imogen could feel that power exploding outward and pushing him back.

      And then she shifted into Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      She drove forward her blade, but not her blade.

      It was simply power.

      The strike forced him back a step. He swung his staff in the air, and lines of power began to form around him as it whistled nearby. Imogen knew what would happen. He would disappear, having accomplished what he wanted.

      She couldn’t let him go. Not now.

      There was something different that she could try, another way of using Tree Stands in the Forest.

      This time, he was the Tree, not her.

      Power surrounded him. As his energy started to crackle and swirl around him, she used Tree Stands in the Forest to create a blockade to hold him in place. He surged upward, driving his staff toward her Tree, but failed. Imogen held it tightly. She took a staggering step toward him, holding the pattern.

      As she neared, she held her blade outward. She could feel the heat and energy coming from him, the malevolence in the eyes of a man who wanted to destroy her people. This was someone who had already destroyed her sacred temple and killed others within the Leier homeland. This was someone who had chased power for centuries.

      “You can’t hold me.”

      “You’re right,” Imogen said.

      She brought her blade back and drove it through Tree Stands in the Forest. For a moment, he blocked her, driving his staff toward her, deflecting her blow, but Imogen shifted, twisting her hands just enough, and Lightning Strikes in the Storm arced through Tree Stands in the Forest, much like it had arced through those strange grass-like creatures, and it carved him in half.

      His eyes widened slightly as he collapsed, and then he drifted into dust.

      Imogen backed away. The renral continued to circle overhead, shrieking.

      They were not near her, though.

      She wasn’t going to be able to reach wherever they were quickly enough before the Sul’toral escaped.

      A renral dove toward her and grabbed her. Imogen didn’t fight it. She wasn’t sure that she could. It squeezed her, holding her in its talons as they soared above the sacred temple to Jorend and Eleanor.

      The other renral continued to circle, and power crackled from them. It was a strange energy that occasionally rained down upon the ground, like lightning streaking from storm clouds. Whatever power they used prevented this Sul’toral from escaping.

      The renral dropped her.

      She drifted to the ground, Petals on the Wind, shifting into Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      As she dropped, she saw lines of possibility forming. They were thick, dense bands that she had only seen a few times quite so brightly. Imogen knew what she needed to do.

      She drove her blade forward.

      The Sul’toral looked up.

      And Imogen lost all control.

      Timo.

      She rolled.

      Imogen came to her feet, Tree Stands in the Forest, and braced herself.

      She had used Tree Stands in the Forest against the other Sul’toral and had trapped him, but she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to do the same thing with Timo. This was her brother, and he knew the sword techniques, even if he didn’t really understand them.

      “What have you done?” she whispered.

      “I found the truth,” Timo said. “I found what they were hiding from us. They’ve been working with the Porapeth all along.”

      “We knew they were. We knew the Porapeth were revered,” she said.

      Timo sneered at her. “Do you even know what the sacred temples do?”

      “No,” Imogen replied.

      “They cheat.”

      As he spun, his sword was a blur, with power crackling off it unlike anything that Imogen had felt before. Magic that was even greater than it had been the last time she’d faced him. Sul’toral magic.

      He had been searching for various ways to cheat power. He had gone after Benji, thinking to steal his Porapeth power, and then he had shifted his attention to the branox queen, borrowing from her. Somehow, somewhere, Timo had found another way, and he’d gained the power he’d been after all along. In the process, Timo had become something that he had never been meant to be.

      Imogen tried the same technique she had against the other Sul’toral, attempting to wrap him in Tree Stands in the Forest, but it failed.

      The only other possibility she had was using the knowledge Benji had given her. There had to be answers in that somewhere, but as she used the sacred patterns that she knew, focusing on the possibilities, nothing nudged her the way that it had before. Each time she attempted to hold him or attack him, he blocked her.

      Then he used a blast of strange, echoing power that disrupted her pattern altogether.

      Imogen lost it. All the faint lines of energy, all the visions that she had started to have, had begun to distort.

      “Do you think that I wasn’t prepared?” Timo asked.

      “Why have you done this?”

      “So that all can see,” he said.

      Above her, the renral crackled, and she could feel that energy. There was some sort of power building, some sort of power cascading around them, but even that was probably not going to be enough. Imogen could feel the way that the renral were doing that, the way that they were holding on to that power, and she could feel the crackling energy that was holding Timo here, but would that even work?

      Timo had a way of countering everything. He was powerful. He had become a Sul’toral.

      But even the other Sul’toral hadn’t been quite like this.

      Which meant Timo had become something else. Something worse.

      He brought his blade up and then down with a sharp crack. An echoing followed.

      A wave of energy cascaded down.

      It struck, and the stone tiger that was resting near his feet, the stone tiger that she had not even seen, shattered. When it did, there came a crackling white light that shot out of it.

      Imogen could feel that light retreating from somewhere. Escaping.

      Timo looked over at her. “It’s too late. They can no longer hold us.”

      “You don’t even know what you’ve done,” she said.

      “I know. But you don’t.”

      He didn’t move, but he had already accomplished his goal. With the sacred temple destroyed, now he would try to leave. Imogen could feel the rumbling, the trembling of the stone behind them, and she could feel that something was happening, even if she didn’t fully understand it. Why would these small sculptures—enchantments—lead to the sacred temple’s destruction?

      “You would harm your people?” Imogen asked.

      “I would free them,” Timo said. “We have been held captive for far too long.”

      He was the dark that was coming. He wasn’t like the other Sul’toral. She wondered if he had been the one to attack the creatures that they had dealt with. Perhaps he had even harnessed—and stolen—some of their power, no differently than he had attempted to do with the branox queen.

      If Imogen didn’t stop Timo, the darkness would spread.

      “You care nothing about our people. All you want is power. You can’t convince me that you want anything more. All you have done is try to destroy your people, Timo. You alone.”

      The renral circled, and she hoped they could hold a little longer.

      She could feel Jorend near her, still holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest, trying to buffer himself and Eleanor, and then distantly she became aware of others.

      They were faint. They were subtle. They were sloppy.

      But they were there.

      But amid that sense, there was one more pattern. One significant pattern.

      Master Liu.

      It flowed through the mountain, linking to something that Imogen had linked to the moment that she had arrived, without realizing it. He linked to that power, and as he solidified his power downward, it wrapped around her Tree, strengthening it. He was adding to what she had done. And Imogen realized that the power that had escaped from the shattered tigers was trapped there.

      Maybe Timo hadn’t succeeded. She didn’t know what Timo was doing, nor did she know what he was trying to free, but she would not let him succeed.

      Imogen looked at her brother. “You don’t have to do this. There are others here more powerful than you.”

      “Them?” Timo asked, nodding to Jorend and Eleanor.

      “Maybe. Perhaps not yet, but in time they will become stronger than you ever could be. I am going to become stronger than you.”

      It was a strange thing to acknowledge that she wasn’t as strong as her brother, that he had gained more power than she had. It was strange for her to realize that regardless of what she intended, Timo had become something more—something greater than her.

      She would fight, though.

      Her people needed her to fight.

      Energy continued to crackle from the renral, streaking down from where they circled overhead. Imogen didn’t know what they were doing but was thankful for their presence—and their power.

      “Once I break free, I will destroy you. Consider it compassion,” Timo said. “You follow the wrong path. It will be a release because I care for you.”

      For a moment, little more than a heartbeat, Imogen faltered.

      She had done everything she could to help her brother because she cared for him, and because she had not been there when she should have been when they had both been younger. She had been too arrogant, wanting nothing more than to better herself. She had not been there when he had chosen his own bond quest. And her absence had made him dangerous.

      She had tried to find compassion. She had tried to save him. Imogen knew that it was too late. Timo could not be saved.

      Whatever he had done to disrupt her pattern made it so that she could no longer see the possibilities as she had before. He watched her, a look of satisfaction on his face, as he started a new pattern. She recognized it, though it was a modified form of Lightning Strikes in the Storm.

      And he was going to use it on her.

      Imogen twisted, flowing with little more than a flick of her wrist. Timo formed something akin to Tree Stands in the Forest, but Imogen was ready. She had not used Lightning Strikes the way that he thought.

      She had used a modified form, and she sheared layers off his protections. She swept the pattern back the other way and curved it back and forth, a scythe cutting through grain.

      She felt his sacred pattern resisting, but she also recognized the limitation to how much and how long he could resist. The possibilities had showed her what she needed. Hold on a little longer, and she could stop him.

      The renral shrieked, pale energy crackling around Timo and forcing him to take ever-smaller steps.

      Jorend pushed up against Timo as well. His power pressed against him, even stronger than before.

      Eleanor added her own enchantments, or perhaps simply sorcery.

      And then Timo backed up even more.

      Imogen strode toward him. She was filled with power. She continued to sweep her Lightning Strikes in a Storm in a pattern, and Timo tried to fight but could only withstand so much.

      “You underestimated me again,” she said.

      He frowned at her, and there was a darkness in his eyes. For one moment, it seemed to clear. In that moment, there was her brother, Timo. There was the boy she remembered. And it was that moment she had longed for. If she could stretch it out, if she could turn that moment into an eternity, she would.

      Then that moment cleared. Her brother was gone. The darkness had returned.

      “It will be the last time I take compassion on you.”

      With a sudden sweep of power, snow swirling, the renral shrieked as they were scattered.

      And then Timo vanished.

      Imogen staggered back, staring at where he had disappeared.

      Her brother was a Sul’toral.

      And he was now her enemy.
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      The ground trembled. Imogen looked over at the others before glancing at the sky. The renral still circled, though not in the same pattern as before. Before the renral grabbed them, if they were going to, she needed something more.

      “What were these?” Jorend asked, looking down at the shattered remains of the stone tiger.

      Eleanor bent down. She picked up one of the fragments before lifting it to her nose and sniffing. “This is an enchantment,” she said. “Powerful magic.”

      Imogen nodded. “I suspect that it was. It is. I don’t know.”

      Jorend frowned at her. “Why would we have enchantments in one of the sacred temples?”

      “Why would we learn patterns that were designed to draw on magic?” Imogen was exhausted, and she had no answers. She looked over at Jorend. “Thank you. I doubt I could have held him off without your help.”

      “He was more powerful than he was the last time we faced him.”

      Imogen sighed, nodding. “He has become something else. A Sul’toral,” she said.

      And it was that which bothered her more than anything else. It was the fact that her brother had truly become Sul’toral that left her wondering how, and what it meant. He’d gained power somewhere. Imogen didn’t understand the process behind becoming one of the Sul’toral, only that Timo had been chasing power from the very moment that they had left Yoran.

      “We have to go see if we can save the temple,” Imogen said.

      They scrambled over the rock, returning to the courtyard, and she saw the faces of several disciples beginning to make their way out of the sacred temple.

      They were dirtied, and some were injured, but most of them simply looked worried. Not scared. These were all Firsts of the Blade, even if they were no longer trained to fight the way that they once had, but these were also people who had experienced something that they had never expected. These were people who had experienced the sacred temple failing without any way of countering it.

      She looked up. “Eleanor, do you think that you can summon the renral?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Just try. We need to get these people out of here. The temple is going to fall.”

      They had stopped the Sul’toral—all but Timo—but they had still failed. The sacred temples had fallen.

      The mountain shook, and Imogen saw cracks forming along the stone walls. There wasn’t much time before everything crumbled. Her failing, despite arriving in time, angered her—but not enough to stay. She needed to get these people to safety.

      Eleanor tried to wave to the renral, then tried to use an enchantment, even attempting magic, but nothing caught their attention.

      Imogen did the only thing she could think of. She whistled.

      One of the renral shrieked. The large one.

      It dove toward her, and the people starting to fill the courtyard called out with fear. Some came with practice staffs at the ready, though not swords. In the sacred temple, no one carried their blade.

      Imogen raised her hand and immediately formed Tree Stands in the Forest to push them away. She looked at the renral. “I need you to help, if you can. These people all need to be escorted down the mountainside. There should be villages you can take them to.”

      There had to be villages nearby. Hopefully, they could stay there, assuming that whatever had happened here had not damaged the villages as well. The renral looked at her, and there was a vibrancy in its gaze, bright intensity, and almost an intelligence.

      No. It was an intelligence.

      The renral shrieked, and the others around it began to shriek in response. The massive renral took to the sky.

      Imogen turned, looking at the others. She knew how all of this appeared. She was dressed in tattered clothes, and the people that she had with her were a Koral shaman and a Leier.

      “My name is Imogen Inaratha,” she said, calling out her name. “I am the general of the First Army. I will be bringing you down the mountainside.”

      The steady murmuring began to intensify.

      Imogen raised her voice. “I trained in the tiger temple with Master Liu. I know this place, and I know that whatever happened here, the attack—which you defended against bravely, I might add—was still successful. It is time for our people to regroup and plan our next step. You must trust that I know what I’m doing.”

      There was no reason for them to trust her. There was one thing she could do, as ridiculous as it might seem given the circumstances.

      She unsheathed her blade and held it out. The light gleamed along it, and the thirteen notches all caught the light. There were gasps from some, and one person even looked like he wanted to take a step toward it, as if to touch the blade.

      “I am a sacred sword master. And you will follow.”

      With that, she whistled.

      The renral dove.

      The people were too startled and surprised to do anything.

      Each renral grabbed two disciples and lifted them. They left Jorend and Eleanor.

      “Go with them. Gather them together, and I will rejoin you.”

      “And then what?” Jorend asked.

      Imogen looked out at the mountaintop, at the wind whipping around, swirling near her, and she could feel something strange. She wasn’t sure if it was the energy within her or whatever Timo had done to the mountain, but she could feel something here. She could feel that power pressing inward.

      “Then we must gather our people. All of our people. We must be prepared.”

      Jorend surprised her by bowing deeply, as did Eleanor.

      Another renral dove, grabbing both of them, carrying them down the mountainside.

      That left only the large renral and Imogen.

      The renral dove toward her, but Imogen raised her hand, and for a moment, she flexed Tree Stands in the Forest, flaring that power through her for just a moment. Long enough that she could keep the renral from grasping for her.

      “I need to find one more person,” she said.

      The renral circled.

      Imogen strode into the sacred temple. It was empty. It was a strange feeling to come into the sacred temple after all this time, and stranger still to come into it like this. The mountain itself was trembling, with cracks that had formed along the stone, leaving the gleaming floor marred, sections of it having heaved. The walls on either side were disrupted. Sculptures of tigers had fallen over, but none of them were enchantments, at least as far as Imogen could tell. The enchantments had been those that had ringed the sacred temple.

      Imogen wasn’t sure where she needed to go, so she focused. She used Tree Stands in the Forest, pushing downward. When she did, she recognized the energy of Master Liu, and she followed that power.

      She found him in a small room opened to the sky.

      He was seated, legs crossed in front of him, hands tucked onto his lap, and his head tipped up. His scalp was bald, shaved, and deep wrinkles curled around his eyes.

      She could feel Tree Stands in the Forest coming from him. It was incredible.

      Imogen had begun to think that she was the most powerful sacred sword master, especially as she had continued to understand the power and the patterns and had begun to use them in ways that she thought benefited others who were learning how to use them. With the power Master Liu called upon now, Imogen couldn’t help but feel as if she had nothing compared to his.

      “It’s time for us to go,” she said.

      He didn’t turn to her, but he didn’t need to.

      “Imogen Inaratha,” he said, his voice soft. “I have been waiting for your return. I have been watching you.”

      “Have you?”

      “There are many things I can see.”

      “Like Benji.”

      He tipped his head. “The Porapeth have given us much insight over the years. They have allowed us to guide our people.”

      “The Porapeth were not supposed to intervene.”

      Master Liu opened his eyes, turning ever so slightly toward her. She could feel something as he faltered, and the mountain began to tremble. Some part of the sacred temple shifted. Whatever Master Liu was doing held the sacred temple together.

      “They destroyed the sacred temples,” she said. “I don’t know why, but I need to understand.”

      “The sacred temples have long been a way for our people to see.”

      There it was again. His comment on ways to see. “Because of the Porapeth?”

      “We have long been told that we had a purpose beyond what we knew. We didn’t know what it was and couldn’t see it ourselves, and those who could said that their vision was limited.”

      Imogen snorted. She could imagine Benji making a comment like that. He had said something like that to her more than once.

      “And the stone tigers?” she asked.

      “They are gone.”

      “I know they are gone. What was that enchantment?”

      “A way of borrowing from the Porapeth.” He smiled slightly, tipping his head up at the sky. “A way of allowing those who are truly connected to the sacred patterns to see.”

      “That was the only purpose?”

      “Not the only. They are power. Others would seek to claim it.”

      “The Sul’toral,” Imogen said. When Master Liu nodded, she suspected that was what Timo had really been after. And he had it now—or some of it.

      He was becoming something more than just a Sul’toral.

      He was becoming the darkness that ate away at possibilities.

      The mountain trembled again, and Master Liu shifted, sliding, his Tree Stands in the Forest no longer holding.

      His head struck the floor, and it bounced. Blood formed where it had struck. Imogen grabbed him, and she wished that she had time to question him further, but perhaps that wasn’t going to be her destiny here.

      She looked back the way that she had come. The ground had continued to tilt, and with the trembling all around her, she could not go back that way. She looked up. The opening was narrow.

      But there might be something she could do.

      She focused. Lightning Strikes in the Storm. She would mix it with Tree Stands in the Forest.

      The ground trembled, but she felt something else buried deep beneath her. There was a power wrapped within Tree Stands in the Forest that she had formed when she had come to the sacred temple, and she called it back. Once again she began to see possibilities.

      There were many. It was almost like what Benji had done when he’d gifted her the power, but this was something different. This was a crackling of energy.

      The ground continued to tremble. She couldn’t stay.

      She whistled.

      A dark shape swirled overhead. Imogen formed a pattern using Tree Stands in the Forest mixed with Lightning Strikes in the Storm and even a hint of Petals on the Wind, which carried them up. The wind whistled around her as soon as she was free, and something grabbed her. The renral. She held on to Master Liu, and the renral circled. Beneath her, the sacred temple crumpled.

      “You have finally mastered them,” Master Liu muttered. His voice was soft.

      “I need answers.”

      “Yes. You need them. You have finally earned them.”

      He fell silent again, and as Imogen looked down at the ruins of the sacred temple, feeling the grip of the renral, she wondered what those answers might be.

      Something Timo had already discovered for himself. The sacred temples were bound up with the Porapeth. But they also served another purpose. They concentrated power in some way. Magical power. It had to be tied to the Porapeth, which explained why Abigail had been after that power—and why Benji had wanted her to defend it.

      Which path was the right one?

      She looked down at Master Liu. He had aged in the time that she’d been away, and even when she had left, he had seemed impossibly old. His head had stopped bleeding, and as the wind whipped around them, she clutched him tightly up against her, noting how thin and frail his body felt. He couldn’t have much time remaining. There came a swirl of lines coming out of him, and she saw the possibilities, his possibilities, and she knew that she was right.

      Had he known? He had protected the sacred temple. She was certain of it.

      But had Benji?

      As they headed down the mountainside, on their way to rejoin her people, she knew she needed those answers. For her to lead her people—the Leier and the Koral—she would have to find them.

      Then she had to go after her brother.

      In becoming a Sul’toral, he had become too powerful. He had become her enemy.

      As much as it pained her, Imogen had to protect her people from her brother.

      That would be her compassion for Timo.
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      The First of the Blade continues with Unfinished.
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      The sacred temples have fallen. A new sacred swordmaster must rise.

      The sacred temples have been destroyed and neither the Leier nor the Koral are safe in their traditional lands any longer.

      When the Sul’toral continue their attack on the Leier homeland using enchantments and deadly creatures, she must find a way to lead her people to safety.

      She suspects Timo’s involvement but the truth is much worse. What she learns upends all she’s known about sorcery and those who wield it.

      When neither her mastery of the sacred patterns nor her newly gifted Porapeth magic is enough, Imogen must find a way to be more than a sacred swordmaster or all her people will be destroyed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Unknown. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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