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      The shadowy form of the gray-skinned branox moved along the rock. Moonlight gleamed overhead, giving Imogen the only light she could use to see.

      She inched closer to the branox with sword unsheathed, crawling along the stone in a way that would help her stay connected to the sacred patterns and get ever closer to her target. She needed to do so quietly. Otherwise, the moment the creature detected her, it would attack. That didn’t worry her nearly as much as what might happen if it were to escape.

      They had been tracking stray branox down the mountainside for the better part of several weeks. The people she led had been stuck, with no place to go other than down, though everyone wanted to return home at this point.

      Another form lumbered across the stone near Imogen. She raised a hand to her lips to indicate silence, and Jorend nodded. He wasn’t moving nearly as quietly as she wanted. He was a skilled swordsman, trained with exquisite control in the traditional patterns, but he still had quite a bit to learn about the sacred patterns. The notches he’d earned still meant a different level of understanding than what she possessed.

      Imogen slipped forward and danced around one boulder, then another, which put her close to the branox. They were large creatures, nearly the same size as her, and incredibly muscular. The ones that had escaped the slaughter following the downfall of their queen were bigger than most and much more challenging to kill. When her people had faced the branox originally, Imogen had believed that they were all one kind, but she had come to see that there were subtle differences between them.

      She wasn’t sure where these creatures were going, but she worried. Benji, the Porapeth they traveled with, hadn’t said as much, but Imogen feared that the branox would find another queen and be able to reestablish their colony. If they did, they could move once more throughout the world, spreading their terrible influence and threatening any living being with magic.

      These days, Imogen increasingly worried that she was included in that designation.

      The branox she was following started to turn.

      Now was her chance.

      She focused on which sacred pattern she would use. She had been taught a dozen different ones, yet she often found herself defaulting to the same core set. This was partly because she knew them better than the others, but partly because she understood how to use them effectively—and when it came to these creatures, she needed to be effective.

      She rushed at the branox while using Lightning Strikes in a Storm and plunged her blade into the creature’s chest. But not before it let out a faint cry.

      The sound died off quickly, but not quickly enough.

      Movement along the rocks caught her attention, and Imogen darted in Petals on the Wind. She flowed and thrust her sword into the next branox, then streaked forward using Lightning Strikes in a Storm once again. She moved into Stream through the Trees, and the energy of the sacred patterns filled her and carried her into Axe Falling.

      She paused and looked around. How many more branox were there?

      Jorend fought near her. He was quiet as he moved through a series of traditional patterns. Imogen wouldn’t have defaulted to those, but she also had a greater handle on the sacred patterns than he did. He understood them, but his understanding was different than hers. He had what Master Liu would have called a sloppy technique.

      Another creature scrambled up the rock, heading away from her. Imogen rushed toward it. She could not let any of them get away.

      She bounced off one stone, then the next, practically floating as Petals on the Wind carried her jumps forward. That realization almost jarred her out of her concentration, but she focused on switching to Lightning Strikes in a Storm. She lunged and slammed her blade into the branox.

      The creature fell in a spray of blood. There was no cry this time. No sound.

      Nothing but silence.

      She paused on the rocky hillside, sweeping her gaze around. She saw no other movement. Jorend stood several dozen paces downslope from her, and in the pale light of the moon, she could make out a strange expression on his face as he held his blade ready.

      Imogen climbed down the slope and made her way to him.

      “How did you move like that?” Jorend asked. He was a muscular man, slightly taller than her, with his cloak hanging askew on one shoulder. She could just make out the five notches on his sword, markers of his acquired rank.

      Imogen wiped the blood from her blade, then slipped it into the sheath. “Practice.” She peered around again. “There were more this time.”

      “I think we are close to finding all of them.”

      She wasn’t as convinced. “Let’s get back to the others. We need to send scouts out to search.”

      She could do the scouting herself, but she preferred not to. The others were capable of identifying the branox. More and more of the Leier soldiers could even fight them, so she and Jorend weren’t the only ones who could cut them down. The Koral shamans had provided enchantments, but most of the Leier were hesitant to use them for one reason or another—foolishly, Imogen thought, but she couldn’t force her people to work with the Koral if they didn’t want to. It was hard enough for her people to travel alongside them, but fighting on the same side had been more of a challenge.

      “I will send word, General,” Jorend said.

      Imogen tensed slightly, though she knew she shouldn’t. It was her title now. She hadn’t resisted when she had been offered the position, which she had taken up because she outranked everyone else. Still, the title didn’t quite feel right for her. She wasn’t sure when it would, if ever.

      They scrambled down the slope with Imogen in the lead, pausing from time to time to look for any sign of movement. She didn’t see or hear anything to suggest that there were other branox nearby.

      She used Tree Stands in the Forest, one of the sacred patterns that she defaulted to the most, partly because it was the first pattern she had been taught, but partly because there was a unique power to it that she could not fully explain.

      She didn’t detect anything as she used it, which reassured her, but would she even be able to? If she had the same skill as Benji, she might be able to listen to the wind or touch the stone or even see possible futures that would guide them toward the branox, but she was not a Porapeth and did not have that kind of power.

      Instead, she was Leier. Imogen had long since moved past the belief that the Leier were only simple sword fighters. She understood that there was more to what she did, and what her people did, than just their ability and skill with the blade.

      Eventually she and Jorend arrived at their camp. She approached slowly, the campfire blazing against the backdrop of darkness, and she nodded to the scouts as she slipped into the camp. Jorend stayed with her, his gaze darting around as if he was going to find some danger she had not seen.

      “I don’t like this place,” Jorend muttered.

      “Because we’re on Koral lands?”

      “I don’t like the way it feels, and I don’t like that we’ve been forced in this direction.” He looked behind him toward the mountains that were little more than shadow against the darkness of night. “There has to be another way for us to return to our homeland.”

      “We’ve tried,” Imogen said. “We can’t get all the people off the mountainside.”

      “We could climb the rock. There has to be a path—”

      Imogen raised her hand and shook her head. “We aren’t abandoning the Koral. I need Leier and Koral working together.”

      He clenched his jaw. There was a time when Jorend would have challenged her, and she half expected him to do the same now, though she suspected she should be thankful he didn’t. Instead, he nodded. “We follow your lead, General.” He marched off toward the gathered Leier.

      She sighed. Would they be able to find a way to work with each other, rather than against one another? Years of fighting made it more difficult than it needed to be, but going forward, Imogen was certain that they needed to find some way to work with each other.

      She nodded to an approaching Koral shaman, a man by the name of Conrad who had taken up a leadership role among the other shamans. He was tall and thin, and moonlight gleamed against his balding head. Unsurprisingly, many of the Koral who had been gathered by her brother, and by the branox, were shamans.

      “He seems troubled,” Conrad said, nodding to Jorend’s retreating form.

      “Most of the Leier are troubled by this,” Imogen said. “Everyone wants to return home.”

      “Do they fear what’s happening in their absence?”

      Imogen didn’t know. She hadn’t been back to the heart of her homeland for too long, and she wasn’t sure what it was like anymore. General Derashen had brought the army into the mountains because he’d felt there was a danger. He had been right, though not about the danger he had first believed. They had lost many Leier, which weakened the army. Imogen understood that those like Jorend wanted to return as quickly as possible to get back to their home villages, as well as to protect the Leier homeland.

      “I suspect they want to return for the same reason your people want to return.”

      Conrad turned slowly. “Perhaps not the same reason.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      They had been traveling together for the last few weeks, and in that time, the Leier and the Koral had generally been separate parties. The Leier hunted the branox and protected the Koral from them, which gave the Leier a certain air of superiority, though Imogen wondered how many of her people knew how much the Koral did for them. The shamans placed protections around their camp at night, and though those protections might draw the branox to them, they also created a barricade from the creatures.

      “Our shamans have a unique role among our people.” Conrad gestured to a group sitting in a circle near a fire. Imogen couldn’t see what they were doing, but it felt like they were using magic. She could detect it, though the effect was subtle. “Many of our greatest have been lost—not by anything your people did, but before. When we were herded toward that place. Those of us who remain don’t have the same knowledge. It will lessen the strength of our people.”

      He smiled tightly and seemed as if he didn’t want to acknowledge where they had been guided or why. It was no secret that her brother had a hand in what had happened. Imogen had decided not to hide that from them out of fear that if it came to light, she would attract the wrong kind of attention and potentially make it so that her people could no longer trust her.

      “I’m sorry,” Imogen said. “Are there other ways for you to access some of that knowledge again?”

      She didn’t like the idea of sending them to the Sorcerers’ Society, but she increasingly wondered if such a thing might be necessary. Then again, it wouldn’t be her responsibility to do so.

      “Temples like this were once a place where we could learn. There are several of them throughout the Koral lands, so losing even one…” He turned to a tall structure that loomed over them.

      This had once been a place where the Koral celebrated. Much of the stone had crumbled, as if it had been abandoned long ago. According to the shamans, that wasn’t the case, which left Imogen thinking that perhaps there had been some sort of magical attack. She suspected that the branox had come through, but she didn’t know for certain. When she’d suggested it to Conrad, he had not known, but he’d been curious and wanted to investigate whether such a thing was true.

      She frowned. “This was one of your sacred temples?”

      “They’re not sacred in the same manner. We don’t view things in quite the same way as your people do. They’re sacred in that we can learn and teach and protect our people.”

      Imogen found herself drawn toward the tower. She stepped away from the firelight and into the darkness, where she traced her hand along the surface of the stone. It crumbled beneath her fingers, a strange sensation. If they stayed here long enough, she wondered if she would even be able to witness the stone slowly collapse.

      “Will you be returning the army back to your lands soon?” Conrad asked.

      She turned to him. He stood behind her with hands clenched in front of him. “Is that what your people want?”

      He glanced back. “How many of our villages have we passed?”

      “Several.”

      “And what have you seen in them?”

      She knew where he was going with this. “They were abandoned.”

      “They were. And because of the collapse, we aren’t able to reach the rest of the Koral lands easily.” He turned and looked out into the distance. “Much like your army is separated from the Leier, we are separated from the rest of our people.”

      “What if we kept going this way?” she asked.

      “I’m not from this part of the homeland,” he said, his voice soft. “There was a time when this was all part of our land, but something changed. I’m not exactly sure what, nor am I sure why it changed, only that it has.”

      “So if we keep going, we head away from your land?”

      He nodded. “Away from my land. Away from your land. Where will you guide us, General?”

      They’d been heading steadily downward, which was the only way they could go, given the collapse of the rock that had trapped them in this valley. Coming across several of the Koral villages in the process, Imogen had been disheartened to see that they were all empty. A large number of people remained with her, and she felt an obligation to keep them safe, though she didn’t know if she could do that. How could she keep these people safe when she wasn’t even sure what that meant?

      It was time to come up with a plan. Leading them down from the mountains had always been part of the plan, but from there, she had anticipated that she would be able to bring the Leier back to their homeland and lead the Koral back to theirs. And she had to do it before they ended up fighting one another.

      “I will see you to safety,” Imogen said.

      “And what happens if your people decide that old grudges with the Koral must be handled?”

      “They wonder about your shamans being the ones to feel that way.”

      “The Koral won’t attack,” Conrad said.

      “I hope not.” She looked into the darkness. “There are still more of these branox out there. The Leier continue to hunt, but I hope the Koral will continue to protect us, at least as much as such a thing is possible.”

      Conrad regarded her for a moment, then nodded. “We will offer you whatever we can. You have earned that.”

      He turned away and left her. She made her way around the tower, tracing her hand along the crumbling stone. If this had been one of the sacred temples of the Koral, what had happened here?

      Timo, maybe. He had power.

      As much as she wanted to deny what he had become, she no longer could. He was more than just a Toral. It was possible that he had drawn enough power that he could rival a Sul’toral, but Imogen no longer knew. Regardless, she had to be careful, especially when it came to her brother.

      They’d seen no sign of him since they’d fought the queen, but Imogen had kept looking. Benji had as well.

      She’d asked him what the wind and the stone told him, but he was unusually cagey about it. He had been ever since they had defeated the branox queen, and ever since they had been forced down the mountainside.

      Imogen took a deep breath and let it out slowly as she looked around her, noting the two distinct camps. The Leier stayed close to the Koral, but only because Imogen required that of them. She wanted the Leier to be able to react if they were attacked. The Koral, for their part, also remained distant, and they made no attempt to hide their use of magic. That alone would irritate many of the Leier, Imogen knew.

      She had promised safety not only to the Leier but to the Koral as well. The problem was that Imogen no longer knew how to keep them safe. She didn’t know what she would need to do, especially if they were now cut off from their homelands.

      A whistle pierced the darkness.

      Imogen’s hand went to her sword, and she flowed in Petals on the Wind.

      Another branox had been spotted, but for once, she welcomed the attack. It would take her thoughts off what else she needed to do.
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      The slow burn of magic pressed against Imogen’s skin, a slight tension that left her arms tingling beneath her jacket. Her eyes closed as she focused on the power she could feel around her, trying to determine its source and whether it came from the Koral gathered behind her. There were several of them nearby. As far as she could tell, they were demonstrating their power to others with them.

      Trees stretched on either side of her, and Imogen stood in a circle of them. She tried to push back the sense of energy she detected around her, though she was unsure whether she could fully ignore it. There was something about the power she felt here. The longer she remained standing in place, the more Imogen began to feel as if everything around her was changing.

      And it was.

      “I can feel you back there,” she said without turning.

      A soft chuckle came from behind her, and Imogen opened her eyes to spot Benji as he strode forward from among the trees. The Porapeth had his remaining hair cut short—or perhaps styled short, Imogen no longer knew. His silver eyes reflected the daylight streaming through the treetops, and he leaned his head back, wide nostrils inhaling the air. Imogen had no idea if he was using his magic or whether this was some other trick. With Benji, she often didn’t know.

      “You could feel me because I wanted you to feel me,” he said.

      Imogen turned to him, which involved separating from one of the sacred patterns and feeling the energy that shifted and changed. She was all too aware of how that sacred pattern drifted when she disrupted the type of power she was holding.

      “Maybe, but that doesn’t change the fact that I can feel you.”

      She swept her gaze behind her, deeper into the forest. They hadn’t seen any branox for a few days, though Imogen had caught sight of markings she suspected were theirs, which meant her army had not removed the threat completely. The Koral shamans continued placing protections, but there were limits to their efficacy, especially against creatures that fed on magic. The Leier soldiers trained, and so far Imogen had not begun to show them the sacred patterns, but increasingly she thought she would need to.

      “Have you been working with the Leier?” she asked.

      Benji’s nose wrinkled as he frowned. “They think they don’t need me.”

      She snorted. “Do they?”

      “Yes. They just don’t know it yet.”

      “Why do they need a Porapeth to teach them magic?” She strode toward him, sheathing her blade in a quick movement. “They have their own type of magic, don’t they?”

      “Magic that is inadequate,” he said. “I’m trying to help them understand the patterns. Now that they are away from those who can teach them the necessary techniques, somebody has to be responsible for helping them.”

      He said nothing about the damaged temple. Imogen wasn’t sure what they should—or could—say about it, anyway. It hadn’t crumbled completely while they had camped near it, but there was the ongoing threat that it might fall apart. She suspected Timo had something to do with it, but she had discussed it with Benji already, and he did not know.

      He tipped his head, breathing in deeply, and he sniffed the air again. “Much like I have been trying to teach you.”

      “I’m afraid your lessons have fallen on deaf ears.”

      “I would say that it fell on a dull mind as well.”

      His lessons had involved her learning more about the sacred patterns, trying to bring her a oneness with them that she hadn’t managed while training with Master Liu. She wanted to better understand them, if only so she could truly know the secrets that the sacred sword masters had kept from their people.

      “I’m not sure how we will get them back to their homeland so they can learn. But we will.”

      “And then what, Imogen Inaratha? What do you intend to do then?”

      He had asked her that before, and Imogen had no better answer now than she did before. When they had descended from the mountains—the Leier leading the Koral, their ancient enemies, to safety—she had thought that getting them clear would be the only thing she wanted to do. But now…

      Now she no longer knew if that was the only thing she needed. Was there something else she should be doing?

      “I intend to return with the Leier,” she answered.

      He chuckled. “Another journey, then. I suppose you are now more than just a First of the Blade…”

      Her finger went to the hilt of her sword, and she traced it over the etched marks along the surface—the notches that signified a greater rank than she’d ever had. Her new rank suggested she was something more.

      There was a time when she would’ve given anything to have even a single notch. She’d failed so often, and so frequently, that she had started to believe she would never gain one, that she would never rise above the rank of First of the Blade. But now that she had not just one notch, but six…

      Imogen still didn’t know what to make of it, and didn’t know whether she should be pleased or disappointed. The transition had been in her mind more than anything else. It had come from her ability to master the sacred patterns, but that ability had come not from greater skill but from her understanding of the flow of those patterns. She’d realized there was some other part of the patterns themselves she had needed to understand.

      Not only that, but soldiers, including Jorend, continued to refer to her as “General.” And she was their leader, though there were times when she did not know if that was what she wanted for herself.

      “That’s all I’m going to do for now,” she said.

      “You might find that you are tasked with even more than you intend.”

      She cocked a brow at him. “Is that something you see?”

      One of his Porapeth abilities was prophecy, at least as far as she had been able to determine, though Benji was careful not to call it that. He was also careful not to reveal too much about his abilities.

      “Nothing so exotic as that,” he said, waving his hand. “It is more about seeing you with them. Recognizing how you belong. Isn’t that what you have always wanted?”

      “I suppose it is.”

      He laughed. “Now I’m going to need you to come with me. There’s something up ahead.”

      She frowned at him. Benji was often vague, and despite everything they’d been through, she kept hoping that he would reveal his abilities to her in ways he had not yet. She needed to understand his Porapeth connection so that she knew why he continued to travel with her. There was a reason behind it, much like there was a reason he could not use his magic to see possible futures when he was around her. Whatever reason that was, Imogen had a strong suspicion that she would have to learn more.

      And eventually, she would have to understand what her brother intended now that he had attacked her and revealed the true depth of his power.

      “Would you care to give me some idea of where we’re going?” she asked.

      Were they dealing with branox—or worse? They hadn’t seen anything during their travels the last few days, but that didn’t mean they were safe. Still, she increasingly thought these lands might protect them. Their surroundings were green, vibrant, lush. It was a place where they could thrive, unlike the harsh mountains of her homeland.

      “Would I care? Sure, I care. Will I, though?” He barked out a laugh.

      She shook her head and followed him through the greenery that surrounded them. Imogen trudged through strange-looking plants that grew up to her knees. The Koral called them “forinath” and claimed they were edible if harvested correctly, or they could be medicinal when steeped in tea. Imogen had no experience with it, much like she’d never had any experience heading this deep into the Koral lands.

      Everything looked so different than it did in the Leier lands. Her homeland had fields of green, but nothing like this. The mountains were a constant backdrop for the Leier, as if a promise of the danger that existed high up in the mountain passes. The air was cooler where she was from, nothing like this comfortable warmth that mixed with the aroma of the greenery and the flowers that bloomed in the meadow.

      Benji strode forward, practically dancing as he moved, and every so often he paused to tip his head back and breathe in deeply. The land terraced downward, with small drop-offs leading to flat expanses of grassy land. They had to scale each one carefully before continuing onward. The climb wasn’t terribly arduous, but Imogen began to question how she would be able to return.

      “How was this formed?” she asked after they stepped down onto the third outcropping.

      Benji glanced back at her. “Why would this have been formed?”

      “It looks too… perfect.”

      “If you think this is perfect, then you should wait until you get deeper into their lands.”

      “You’ve been here?”

      “The ground tells me all I need to know.”

      It wasn’t a denial, though there was no need for Benji to deny what he might hear and learn from everything around him. It was one of his unique characteristics, and one she found impressive. His magic permitted him to communicate with everything around him. He seemed to believe that she could do the same, though her understanding of the sacred patterns had not gifted her that ability.

      Benji glanced over, as if knowing her thoughts. “All you have to do is ask.”

      “Ask you or the land?”

      His laugh carried out into the gentle breeze. “Are they different?”

      She frowned, and he laughed again.

      “Keep moving,” he said, dancing forward.

      “I am moving,” Imogen muttered, this time under her breath.

      Benji chuckled once more.

      They reached another rocky outcropping, and far below was a pool of water. With the sun shining, Imogen saw that the water reflected a clear, almost crystalline color. As she climbed down the rock toward the pool, the shimmering rays shifted, changing the water from clear to deep blue, then to shades of green.

      Then she realized they were not alone.

      She froze as she spotted several figures before her, and Benji kept moving.

      “Benji,” she whispered. “Do you see them?”

      “See? Of course I see. That is where we are going.”

      Imogen glanced behind her. There were no others, yet she could feel a strange charge in the air, almost as if there was a crackling energy here.

      Sorcery. She was certain of it.

      She wasn’t afraid of any sorcerer—at least she wasn’t typically—but there would be danger to her if one of the people in front of her were to use it. She had encountered more than her fair share of dangerous sorcerers, and if this was somebody of power…

      Imogen held her hand near the hilt of her sword and hesitated, then crept farther and farther down. She neared the pool of water and breathed in slowly.

      Ever since descending the mountains, the air had grown warmer, much more than it had been in the mountains, and even warmer than it had been when they were out west. Now there was a sense of humidity that reminded her of when she had journeyed into the city of Nelar.

      Imogen breathed in the humid air, and when she let out her breath, she could feel something around her. Like a cloud settling. A pressure began to lower upon her, as if it intended to squeeze and flatten her. She approached carefully, slowly, but Benji marched straight ahead, seemingly unconcerned about anything and eager to join those ahead of them.

      She shook her head. Of course he would have no concerns.

      “Benji,” she whispered.

      He glanced in her direction, but something in his eyes suggested he wanted her to be quiet.

      The ground rumbled softly. She had learned that Benji had control over that ability with his Porapeth powers, and he used it as his way of communicating with things beyond him. She didn’t know what or who he was communicating with now, only that if the ground was shaking, then it was tied to him.

      Only…

      This time, it didn’t seem to be Benji. It was coming from one of these other people.

      Imogen studied them. A golden-haired woman who was about a head taller than her stood at the edge of the pool, hands clasped together in front of her. She wore a robe that matched the water, reflecting blue or green, and sometimes it looked translucent depending on which way the wind tugged at it and which way she turned.

      Imogen realized with a start that the woman had silver eyes. Another Porapeth?

      Two others stood behind her. One woman had jet-black hair like Imogen, cut at shoulder length. The man was slightly taller, with short black hair, pale skin, and a determined tilt to his jaw. The blades they each carried were remarkable. From her vantage, Imogen could make out the tight leather wrappings around the hilt, but the pommel was the most impressive part of their blades, carved in the shape of an animal’s head. One looked like a wolf, and the other a tiger.

      Both of them had at least a dozen notches along their blades.

      These two had to be from the sacred temples. There was the wolf temple and the tiger temple, where Imogen had studied. They also had to be powerful.

      Imogen had come here thinking she could handle any sorcerer present. If it had been a sorcerer, then she might have been able to do so. But a Porapeth…

      She had no idea whether she could withstand an attack from someone with Benji’s power. She hadn’t needed to before. Dealing with magic was one thing. Dealing with sacred warriors who had at least a dozen notches along their blades might be beyond her ability.

      Even one such opponent would be difficult, but two? Two would be more than she could handle.

      What had Benji gotten her into now?
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      The scenery would’ve been beautiful were it not for the threat Imogen felt. The air was heavy in a way that it didn’t feel in the mountains. Every so often, there came a gust of fragrant wind, bringing with it the smells of flowers and the dense grasses they had traveled through.

      Instinct had honed Imogen’s ability to sense a threat, and she knew not to ignore it.

      Benji grinned as he approached the golden-haired woman. “Abigail,” he said, nodding politely. “It amuses me that you are here.”

      The woman bowed her head and then took in Imogen behind him, flicking her gaze from Imogen’s face down to her sword. A hint of a smile crept in. “Benji. You are far from your domain.” Though there was warmth in her voice, there was an edge to her words that suggested irritation.

      Benji spread his hands to the side, and he tapped his foot. The ground rumbled, though it eased quickly. Was Abigail subduing his power?

      “Must I stay within a single domain?” he asked.

      “You know the pact.”

      Benji chuckled and crossed his arms, mimicking Abigail’s stance. “A pact you forced, I seem to recall.”

      She cocked her head to the side and frowned deeply. “It was made quite clear to me what would happen if I were to venture beyond my realm.”

      “You mean the danger of the Toral thinking to assume the mantle of Sul’toral by ascending using Porapeth power?”

      “When would such a thing happen?”

      Benji’s silver eyes hardened and Imogen thought he was angry, but that moment passed as the smile returned to his face. Still, she had been around him often enough over the last few months that she had come to know that expression. Despite his smile, there was real anger in his eyes.

      “Such a thing would happen with Dheleus,” he said. “A Toral thought he could raise in stature by destroying me.”

      “A shame,” Abigail said.

      Benji shrugged. “It was not going to work. It never could have.”

      “Never?”

      “Well, we knew it could work, but the likelihood is low.”

      Imogen had not heard that from Benji before. When he had talked about Timo attempting to take his power, he had always suggested he was certain that he couldn’t have his power stripped. But here he was, admitting to this other Porapeth that it might be possible.

      What was going on here? Why did it seem as though Benji was accusing Abigail of having some hand in what had taken place?

      “The likelihood is low,” Abigail agreed. “And in your case, I think we must be thankful it failed.”

      “We must be,” Benji said. His smile returned as he spread his hands to the side. The wind whipped around, and he breathed it in. The air shimmered near him, forming something of a cloak that reminded Imogen of what Abigail wore.

      Her cloak was a construct of magic too. Of course it would be. It was similar to how Benji had created a band of power and wrapped the wind in a specific way, solidifying it and allowing Imogen to see at a great distance. Abigail likely used the wind to catch and reflect the glimmering colors of the lake in front of them.

      “You are well outside your usual domain,” Abigail said.

      Benji nodded. “On a journey to ensure the safety of others.”

      “Traveling with one of the Leier?” Abigail turned her attention to Imogen, and her gaze swept from head to toe.

      Imogen felt as if she were being weighed and measured, and she had no idea if the other woman found her lacking. It was an unnerving feeling. She had never been around somebody of such power, the kind of raw magical energy that sizzled and left her feeling completely helpless. Even when dealing with the Toral—and the Sul’toral, for that matter—there had always been part of Imogen that felt as if she had a way of defending herself against them. The patterns, traditional and sacred, offered her a measure of protection. Around somebody like Abigail, a Porapeth of unimaginable power, she found herself unsettled.

      “One of the Leier,” Imogen replied, “and now the general.”

      Abigail smirked, and she tore her gaze away, her silver eyes glittering with amusement. “The general. Something must’ve happened to poor Derashen, then.”

      “Something,” Benji said.

      “I wonder what that must’ve been.”

      Benji crossed his arms again as he watched her in silence.

      “You don’t want to tell me?” she said.

      “I think you already know. I could see it, so I suspect you could as well.”

      “What was it?” Abigail asked. “All I saw was an ancient threat, but it was blurry and hazy. It made it difficult for me to determine much of anything.”

      “Blurry and hazy? The great Abigail the Lost unable to see?”

      “Even I struggle at times,” she said. “Even I find it difficult to observe beyond.”

      “Even you.” Benji glanced over to Imogen, and there was a hint of something in his eyes, something she couldn’t quite place. She waited, curious what he was doing and why he was looking at her in such a way.

      “Are you going to tell me, or do you intend to make me beg?” Abigail said.

      “I would like to have you beg, I think.” He chuckled as he turned back to Abigail. “But that serves no purpose. When I detected you here, I thought perhaps you and I could serve a common goal.”

      “That would be… unusual.”

      “Unusual or not, it may be necessary.”

      “And why would that be?” Abigail asked.

      “Only because of what has been seen.”

      Abigail stared at him, and for a moment, the air around her shimmered again and grew brighter. Some aspect of power flowed out from her and radiated, almost as if targeting Imogen.

      Then it eased.

      “Tell me,” Abigail said.

      Benji smirked. “You don’t feel it?”

      “What am I supposed to feel?”

      “I was hopeful that you would feel what I felt, that you would recognize what I recognized, and that you would know what I know.”

      “None know what you know, Benji the Elder.”

      There was some strange dynamic at play here, and Imogen didn’t want to get caught up in some conflict between the Porapeth. There’d been a time when she would’ve said she knew nothing about the Porapeth other than rumors. Traveling with Benji had taught her some things, but not nearly enough to feel as if she understood their role in the world, nor did she understand what was happening between them.

      She turned her attention to the guards behind Abigail. She had thought they were young, but the man seemed to be several years older than her. The woman could’ve been Imogen’s older sister. She shared many of the same features—the prominent chin, the slender nose, the thin lips. Her eyes had a darkened hollowness to them and suggested she had witnessed difficult things.

      “What I have seen”—Benji tipped his head politely, as if amused more than anything else—“is that I was attacked. Targeted, in fact, and survived by the grace of this Leier. From there, she further demonstrated her skill by helping destroy the entire nest of branox, including their queen before her power could be consumed.”

      “The ancient threat,” Abigail breathed out. “That is why I could not see it.”

      He nodded. “The ancient threat. And unfortunately, it seems to me that the threat is not over.”

      “It’s not?” Imogen asked, shooting him a look.

      They had still been dealing with the branox, but she had a sense that there was something more to what he implied than just them. There had been no sign of any other dangers, though.

      “It is not,” he said.

      “How did you kill the queen?” Abigail asked. The question was directed to Imogen rather than Benji.

      There was a part of Imogen that wanted to deny what had happened, to pretend as if she didn’t know, but would that make any difference? She had a feeling the Porapeth would know if she was lying anyway. Not only could Abigail probably see something, but she likely had ways of using magic that would determine falsehoods.

      “It wasn’t me who killed the queen,” Imogen said, ignoring the heated look from Benji. “It was another Leier. He used magic.”

      Abigail clapped her hands and turned to Benji. “You chose the wrong one, then.”

      “We will see,” he said.

      “Honest, though, isn’t she?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “I would have figured you for one to enjoy such honesty,” Abigail said, shooting Benji a playful smile.

      “Oh, it’s not her honesty that bothers me.”

      Abigail regarded him for a long moment, a brief flash of silver lingering in her eyes. What did she see? Benji had made it clear that his ability to see had been limited, especially recently. Some of that he blamed on Imogen, though she wondered if it was all related to her or if there was something else behind it too.

      “How long are you planning to be here?” Abigail asked.

      “We must bring these people back to their lands.”

      “Why here? Could it be that the great Benji the Elder does not see the way he once did?” She laughed, a sound that was both musical and dangerous at the same time. “Perhaps you need my assistance. I could show you the right path, at least what I can see of it, but I don’t know if you would trust my guidance.”

      “Your guidance cannot interfere,” Benji said.

      “Oh, I’m well aware of that. That doesn’t mean I can’t prepare for the possibility of dangers myself, though.” She flicked her gaze to the two with her.

      Imogen eyed the notches on each of their swords. She had progressed in her skill and knew she was talented with her blade, but she also recognized that there might be others who understood the power of the sacred patterns better than she did.

      If these two were there to prevent her and Benji from venturing beyond where Abigail wanted them, Imogen suspected they would be able to do so.

      That Leier desire returned to her, that desire to train with them. To challenge herself. There was a part of her that wondered what she might learn if she were to pit herself against them. How powerful were they?

      “Why would we feel the need to venture beyond our path?” Benji asked. A puzzled expression flickered in his eyes, and he frowned at Abigail. “You have always been so suspicious.”

      “With you, there is good reason.”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “Is that something you have seen?”

      “You know the answer.”

      Benji grinned at her. “I do, which is why I asked. Anyway, if that is all, then we will be on our way.”

      “Remember what I said. Stick to the path.”

      “Oh, I will remember. You have made it quite clear.”

      Benji bowed, and Abigail returned it, each of them dipping their heads the same amount. It signified an equality in rank, but for whatever reason, Imogen had a feeling that Abigail had more power. Not that Benji would ever acknowledge that.

      Imogen and Benji turned in the direction they had come and made their way back. She remained quiet the entire time, until she finally slowed and looked behind her. Abigail still stood next to the lake, the two warriors behind her.

      “What was that about?” she asked.

      “That was about us gaining passage,” Benji said. “Were you not paying attention?”

      “I was, but I’m trying to understand what’s happening here.”

      Seeing a single Porapeth was incredibly rare, and to see another? The idea that she would encounter a Porapeth had once seemed impossible. Now she had met two. Not only that, but she had also found two people with as many notches as Master Liu. That was even more impressive.

      “Who were they?” she asked.

      “Abigail? I thought that was obvious.”

      She shook her head. “Not her. I gathered what she is.” Benji threw her a sharp look, which she ignored. “The other two.”

      “Those are her guardians.”

      “They had at least a dozen notches each.”

      “That is quite a few, is it not?”

      Imogen traced her thumb over the ones on her own sword. “That’s more than I have.”

      “And do your notches reflect your rank?”

      She looked over, and Benji held her gaze with his silver eyes. This time, there was no mirth in his expression, only a hint of amusement tinged with annoyance.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I didn’t think they did before.”

      “The only reason you have six notches is because General Derashen did not have the ability to test you for more. Is that correct?”

      “I suppose.”

      “And did you test yourself against him?” Benji asked.

      The general himself had possessed nine notches, still fewer than those two guardians had. It meant that they were almost full sacred sword masters.

      “I didn’t test myself against him.”

      “Had you considered it?”

      She shook her head. “Not against the general.”

      “Why not?”

      Imogen frowned as they climbed up the rock to one of the next steps. “Because he was General Derashen. He studied at three of the sacred temples, and his power was more than anything I have known.”

      “Was it?”

      She sighed. It always annoyed her when he got like this. It was not uncommon for him to act this way, for him to push her and ask questions rather than providing answers. As frustrating as it was, she’d also come to expect it.

      “Other than Master Liu,” she said.

      “There you go.”

      “I haven’t tested myself against Master Liu either.”

      “What do you think would happen if you were to do so?” Benji asked.

      Imogen hadn’t even considered it. She hadn’t wanted to. That wouldn’t be possible, and testing would not go well. Then again, she did have more ability now than she did before. When she had confronted him in the past, she had barely begun to know her power, and now…

      Now Imogen thought she did understand her abilities, at least better than before. She had come to understand the connection she shared, the way she could hold on to the sacred patterns, and the magic that would flow out from her when she did.

      She shrugged. “I doubt it would make any difference.”

      “You doubt, but you don’t know.”

      “I don’t know.”

      Benji nodded. “Very well. That is all.”

      “I wouldn’t be able to do anything against Master Liu.”

      “No, not with an attitude like that.”

      “Am I your guardian?” she said with a laugh.

      He turned to her, and he clasped his hands together as he watched her. “For now, I think you must be.”

      “Only for now?”

      “Only for now.”

      They walked a little while longer before she realized what had been troubling her. “What did she mean about staying on the path?”

      “She knows that I haven’t been able to see,” Benji said. He sounded troubled in a way that he often did not. “I have not revealed that to many.”

      “You revealed it to me.”

      “And you are the only one.” He flicked his gaze up toward the mountains. “If she has provided us guidance, we must be careful.”

      “Because she’s not trustworthy?”

      “She is Abigail the Lost. I don’t know what she will guide us toward. Whatever it is might be dangerous.”

      “Might?”

      “We have an advantage, though,” Benji said. “I’m still not completely blind. I have glimpsed aspects…” His voice trailed off but he quickly recovered. “And I see that this direction is where we need to go. I’m not sure if it is where we will need to stay, though.” He frowned and shook his head. “If only she weren’t such a shit, I might be able to trust her better.”

      What background did the two of them have?

      “Benji? What aren’t you telling me?” Imogen said.

      He looked over to her from halfway up the rock, and he grinned. Something glittered in his eyes, a mixture of amusement with determination. “I’m telling you everything you need to know.”

      “You’re not telling me something.”

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      Imogen looked back toward Abigail and the two guardians, a question lingering in her own gaze. She had been flowing through her movements, staying with Petals on the Wind, but it had not provided her with any insight. The sacred patterns could do that sometimes, but perhaps not when the Porapeth were involved.

      “She doesn’t want us to leave the path because she has seen something,” he said, eyeing her. “But I have seen something as well.”

      “What have you seen?” Imogen asked, frowning.

      “I’ve seen that Abigail has long been a pain in my ass, but she wouldn’t do anything to harm the Porapeth. And since I’m traveling with you, I think we are safe.”

      “Why wouldn’t she do anything to harm you?”

      “Porapeth can’t harm Porapeth,” he said, as if that answered everything.

      “So this path will be safe?”

      “Safe enough.”

      They needed to keep moving so that they could return the Koral to their homeland, and then she could get the Leier back as well. But she worried that she had now gotten herself involved in some conflict with the Porapeth. It was one thing to deal with Benji. He was strange and certainly had his own plan, but she had come to know him, at least as much as anyone could come to know a Porapeth. Dealing with a second one was another matter altogether.

      And Imogen couldn’t help but worry that it would only put her people in danger.
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      The caravan marched forward, moving with the same determined stride that it had over the last few weeks. It was easier navigating now that they had come down out of the mountains and no longer had to deal with the threat of the stray branox that had escaped.

      They hadn’t seen any for quite some time. There were scrapes on the stone that left her thinking that the branox had traveled through, but their scouts had not uncovered any sign of their passing. She didn’t find anything to suggest that they were in any real danger.

      There were also larger markings on the stone that did not seem to be from the branox. When Imogen had pointed to those, Benji had sniffed the air, touched the stone, and shook his head as he reassured her that they didn’t have to worry. She trusted he was right.

      Through all this, she had seen no sign of Timo. At this point, she wasn’t sure she would find him, and now that she was leading the Leier and the Koral—presumably to safety—she couldn’t go chasing her brother the way she wanted. It didn’t mean she couldn’t keep her eyes open and watch for him, though.

      The air had become increasingly warm, but the occasional gust of cool breeze did catch her off guard, or worse, a biting wind that sucked the breath from her lungs. The mountains behind them grew distant, the high peaks they had traveled out of no longer giving off the same ominous feel.

      The tension between the Leier and the Koral still lingered. She intended to deal with it, but there hadn’t been an easy opportunity to do so. The Leier viewed the Koral as helpless after they’d been caught by the branox and required the Leier to rescue them. The Koral, from what she had seen, seemed to view the Leier as inferior because they didn’t have magic. She had to deal with that tension, though she wasn’t sure what that might involve.

      Jorend looked over to her. He was slightly taller than her, with dark hair cut short and a thick beard. She remembered him clean-shaven from when they were in the temple together.

      “Everything here is so green,” Jorend said as he peered around.

      “The world is different once you leave the mountains.”

      “Did you ever get used to it?”

      She smiled to herself. More than used to it, she thought. She missed it.

      Or was it the people she missed?

      Even if she were to return to Yoran, she wondered if she would ever be able to feel the same. She had changed. It was different than how she had changed when she’d left her homeland in the first place, but no less significant.

      Benji paused on the side of the road, crouched down, and traced his hands through the greenery. His head was tilted back as he breathed deeply through his nose, and a feeling of power emanated from him. There was something strange about it that Imogen could feel, as if Benji were hiding something from her, though every time he caught her looking, he forced a grin.

      He hadn’t shared what they might have to do or how he intended to have them leave the path they were permitted to travel, despite her pushing. She needed to know. In the two days since they had met with Abigail and her guardians, Imogen had learned nothing more from him. When she and Benji had reached an area high above the lake, he had moved quickly, only stopping for a moment to trace his hand through the grasses before heading onward. Imogen had looked down at the lake but had seen no sign of Abigail or her guardians—nothing to suggest that anything they’d seen had even been real.

      But Imogen knew it had been real enough.

      Their army had to make it past this land, and she had to hope there would be no other sign of Abigail or her guardians. She didn’t want to deal with them.

      “You can grow to love what’s different,” Imogen said, returning to the conversation. “Including the Koral. We have promised to get them to safety. Whatever it takes,” she said, though it was mostly to herself.

      Jorend pressed his lips together in a tight frown. “When I was younger, I’d been told stories of the Koral. They were fierce warriors touched by magic, which made their blades stronger and their bodies faster. I believed that our training and the way we prepared would protect us from them.” He shook his head, looking back at the caravan of Koral with them. “I had not expected anything like this.”

      “Most of these Koral are from the mountains,” she said.

      “Most, but not all. I’ve been speaking with them.”

      Imogen arched a brow, and Jorend shook his head.

      “You made it clear we cannot hurt them,” he continued, “so I will not. But I figured I needed to better understand what they were doing here.”

      “I think they intended to stay safe, so far as they could.”

      He sighed. “Some of them want to practice sorcery openly. Can you imagine that?”

      “It is fairly common in other places,” she said.

      He shook his head again. “Not where I want to be.”

      Imogen had felt that way herself for a long time. Even when she had left the Leier homeland on her bond quest, she’d been repulsed by sorcery. Constant exposure to it had slowly dulled her hatred until it was little more than an irritant to her. She had even gone so far as to begin using enchantments, something she never would have imagined prior to leaving home. Now she was the one using something akin to sorcery.

      “The world is larger than our homeland.” She glanced to Benji and smiled at that thought. His experience and his life told her that the world was much larger than they had ever known. “We have to either retreat from it, shield ourselves from it, or prepare for the truths that exist.” She nodded toward Lilah. “And one of the truths is that not all sorcery is what we believed.”

      They marched onward, and rocky slopes began to rise on either side of them.

      “There haven’t been any other ruins since we left the temple,” Jorend said.

      “I think that was once the edge of the Koral lands.”

      “Why wouldn’t they have claimed this place?”

      She looked over to the gathered Koral, then to Benji. “I don’t know.”

      Jorend frowned for a moment while looking over to Benji too. His face was unreadable, though Jorend’s face was often that way. “You’re trusting that one to lead you?”

      He knew only a little of the truth of Benji. The Porapeth had not concealed his use of magic around the Leier, and he also had not concealed his own brand of strange energy either. He was obviously not Koral, which helped, and if her people came to understand him as a Porapeth, it would bring different questions, though Benji would probably welcome them.

      Too many would see him as the sacred creature they were taught to believe in, but Imogen had traveled with him long enough, and had been around him enough, that she saw him in a different way.

      “I’m trusting him to guide me. At least for now,” she added hurriedly. “I don’t intend for him to guide me indefinitely, nor do I expect him to provide all the answers we will need, but for now we need to rely on him and what he knows.”

      “It’s dangerous.”

      “Only because you don’t know him,” she said softly.

      “What is he?”

      The question was so carefully worded and so quiet that Imogen went a few steps without answering. Jorend was essentially her second-in-command. He didn’t always care for her, she knew, yet he also had come to show that he was useful. Not only had he proven himself in battle as a skilled fighter, but he had proven that he was capable in ways she had not anticipated.

      She needed to trust him, and the first step in trusting him was telling him more about Benji and the fact that they were dealing with the Porapeth.

      Imogen glanced over to Jorend. “He is—”

      A shrill whistle rang out from overhead, and she looked up.

      A massive bird flew toward them with enormous wings. Followed by another. Then another. The three creatures looked like eagles with black feathers streaked with brown and gray. People behind them screamed out as the birds shot toward their group.

      Jorend unsheathed his sword, and Imogen bit back a laugh. What was a blade against a creature like that?

      The birds reminded her of enchantments she had ridden on, but these were real.

      “Protections,” a calm voice said from behind, and Imogen spun toward it.

      Conrad looked to the Koral with him, and three of them stood with hands raised toward the sky. Lilah was one of them, and she glanced briefly to Imogen, forcing a tight smile. The Koral traced a quick pattern in the air, which shimmered. Energy crackled as a white light began to glow, solidifying to remind her of the cloak Abigail had worn—one that had been crafted out of wind. The massive eagles pulled up, though one of them collided with the barrier the Koral had formed. It bounced off, then streaked back upright.

      The birds climbed higher and higher into the sky, eventually circling overhead.

      Imogen hurried over to Conrad. “You’ve seen them before. What are they?”

      “Those are the renral.”

      She breathed out slowly and looked up to the sky. The renral continued circling, though they were high enough now that they were little more than black dots against the skyline.

      “Dangerous predators,” he said as he shook his head. “We don’t often see them up in the mountains. We have tried to steer clear of them.”

      At least Imogen understood why the Koral lands ended where they did rather than spreading here.

      As she looked up at the creatures, she found herself thankful for the presence of the Koral shamans. Maybe the sacred patterns would’ve saved her. Tree Stands in the Forest would’ve offered her a measure of protection, at least somewhat, but it wouldn’t have protected the others, and she doubted she would have been able to do much if the renral had continued to attack.

      “They’re gone for now,” he said, “but they will not stop hunting.”

      “Why not?” Jorend asked. “You deflected them with your sorcery.”

      Conrad looked at Jorend for a moment, then his expression shifted. “Yes, they were deflected. We have protective ways of ensuring they cannot get too close, but even that is not always effective against them.”

      Imogen glanced back up at the sky. “How do you deal with them?”

      “In many parts of the mountains, they are seen only from a distance. There are certain protections our shamans can place, which have shielded us from them. Otherwise, we strive to avoid dangers like that, along with others.” He looked over to Jorend.

      “You fear the renral as much as you fear the Leier?” Jorend asked.

      “The renral are but part of it,” Conrad said.

      Imogen swept her gaze over the Koral. “Keep your eyes open. If they attack again, use your protections.”

      “We were lucky,” Conrad said. “They don’t always shriek first.”

      Imogen turned to Jorend. “Make sure the others are prepared.”

      He nodded and marched toward the rest of the Leier soldiers, and Imogen used that as an opportunity to head to Benji. She found him crouching down, his hands tracing a pattern just above the surface of the lush greenery, breathing in and out slowly.

      “I thought Abigail said this was the safe path.”

      “Perhaps safer, not so much safe,” Benji said. His eyes flared a little brighter, the silver in them shifting. “And from what I can see, I think it’s the right one. We go this way.”

      “And this way will bring us back to the Koral or the Leier homeland?”

      “All I can tell is that this way will take us where we need to go.”

      She looked up at the sky again. The darkened shapes of the renral flew overhead, reminding her of many of the creatures they’d faced on their journey already. There was a dark energy to them, and when she said as much to Benji, he frowned.

      “They are not constructs of sorcery, so you need not fear them the same way.”

      She glanced over. “We shouldn’t fear them?”

      “Oh, that’s not what I said. But you do not need to fear them in the same way you feared the constructs of sorcery. These are natural. Much like you, First.”

      “Conrad tells me they will return.”

      “They are birds of prey,” Benji said, shrugging.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “If they are hungry, they will hunt. We present them an opportunity.”

      “To eat?”

      “To eat.” He tipped his head back, breathing in again. “We have time to move. We should be able to cross a reasonable distance today.”

      “And if the renral attack again?”

      “It seems to me that they were unsuccessful, weren’t they?”

      She shook her head as she looked up to the sky. “It depends on whether the creatures shriek as they attack, apparently. Conrad claims they don’t always make that cry.”

      “They are hungry,” Benji said, glancing back along the road they had traveled. “Abigail knew. She wanted us to stay on her path, and not beyond. Her path involves coming through here, where the renral are circling, where they need to feed.”

      “And you think we’re going to have to venture off her path?”

      “Possibly,” Benji said. “But I don’t know how long we’ll be able to do so.” He got to his feet and waved his hands, and a hint of wind began to stream off his palms, as if pressing away from him with his magic. “We should keep moving.”

      He started forward by himself, and Imogen motioned to the others. They continued their trek by staying above the terraces and avoiding the drop-off, and they meandered along the slopes of the mountains. Every so often, she glanced to the sky and spotted the renral continuing to circle. At one point, she thought she saw upward of seven birds trailing them, but then she thought that was her imagination, likely nothing more than a trick of the sun as it reflected off their feathers.

      As her group moved quickly and the creatures followed, Imogen began to wonder how they would find a safe place to camp for the night. Either they had to stay ahead of the renral, or they might have to defend themselves against attacks. She didn’t know the capabilities of these creatures, but she suspected they had some tie to magic. If the Koral could help, they might be able to keep the group safe, but it might also mean they’d have to hold on to magic indefinitely.

      Late in the day, as the caravan trekked around a massive section of the mountain, five renral tried again. All had inky black feathers with different colors on their heads, and the enormous birds shrieked right before they swooped.

      The Koral shamans were ready and had already begun tracing patterns in the sky to hold the creatures back. The renral bounced off one barrier before soaring back up. This time, they didn’t fly quite as high but instead stayed circling overhead.

      Imogen looked over to Conrad and found him with his jaw clenched tightly, a look of concern etched in his eyes.

      “That was almost too much,” he said.

      “Do you think you can withstand another attack?”

      “I do not know. None of us are particularly strong with magic. Most of the stronger shamans are… gone.” His voice broke.

      Imogen watched him for a moment and realized that he must have lost someone. “Who was it?”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters. What happened?”

      “Magic tends to run in families, that’s all.”

      “A child?”

      He looked up, holding her gaze. “My daughter. My wife. They were lost.”

      Because of her brother, he didn’t have to say.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “But many were saved,” Conrad said. There was only a slight hitch to his words. “Because of you, General. We will follow where you lead us. But don’t expect us not to question. We have known the dangers of the Leier too long.”

      “I understand.”

      She looked over to Jorend, who had a question in his eyes. She knew what he didn’t say—that he didn’t trust the Koral any more than they trusted the Leier. Now wasn’t the time for that conversation.

      “Get the Firsts of the Blade ready and have the others offer protection,” she said to Jorend. “The Firsts should surround the Koral, and as the creatures descend, I want them to use any upward strike techniques.”

      Concern flickered in Jorend’s eyes, but then he turned and began issuing orders. Imogen unsheathed her sword, and she found Benji crouched on one of the rocky ledges near them. He was looking up at the sky, his mouth pressed in a thin frown.

      “Can you control the wind?” she asked.

      “Not against creatures like that,” he said.

      “You have control over it, though, don’t you?”

      “You have control of your blade, don’t you?”

      “I do,” she said.

      “And do you think I would be able to stop you with the wind?”

      “I suppose not.”

      Benji’s gaze darted from renral to renral. “They have something intrinsic to them.”

      “Have you faced them before?”

      He spread his hands, and a gust of wind circled him. Despite what he claimed, it seemed as if Benji was trying to influence the wind. Maybe he could throw the renral off their circling pattern. “I have seen them, but I don’t recall if it was here.”

      The sun began to set, and soon they would be plunged into darkness. When they were, the renral would be able to hunt more easily.

      “We should keep moving, then,” she said. “Find a place we can camp for the night. Build a big fire. We can be safe. The Leier and Koral will work together, and we’ll be safe.”

      “Do you think they fear fire?”

      She tried to ignore how he looked past the comment about the different peoples working together. Maybe Benji couldn’t see that either.

      She shrugged and flicked her gaze to the sky. Her mind worked through everything that might be involved in getting her people to safety, but without knowing the renral and their weaknesses, she wasn’t sure she could do so easily. The Koral had hidden from the renral and had used magic to deflect them. With the number of birds that flew overhead, Imogen wondered if she would have that same opportunity.

      Before, she had thought that all they had to worry about was guiding the Koral back safely to their homeland. Now this.

      The renral descended. Imogen braced for the impact. As they swooped downward, the Koral with magic traced a pattern in the sky and pressed a barrier upward. Energy sizzled, crackling and forming a protective pattern that held, but it was not nearly as thick as it had been before. When the first renral crashed into it, the pattern shimmered for a moment, but then it solidified. Another creature struck the shield, and the pattern shimmered again. When the third attacked, the barrier failed.

      Imogen darted toward the Koral. She brought her blade up using Lightning Strikes in a Storm, and she struck the first renral, sweeping her sword through the creature’s belly. Someone cried out nearby, and she spun in Petals on the Wind, then turned in Stream through the Trees, but each movement was not quick enough. She had to dance around the gathered Koral to give herself space and time.

      The air crackled again as another protective barrier shimmered into place and took hold. The air hung with that power, and the renral circled higher.

      Imogen found Jorend standing next to a man missing an arm. One of the Firsts. Two others had massive rents through their leather armor. Claws had ripped through them and both had nearly been disemboweled, but they were alive.

      She turned to Conrad. “Whatever healers you have need to help.”

      “We can do what we can, but as I said—”

      “I don’t care about what training you or your people do or don’t have, I care that you help in whatever way you can. Everyone helps.” She said it loud enough to be heard by everyone around her.

      He whispered something to one of the younger women, who hurried over toward Jorend. A conflicted expression crossed Jorend’s face. Imogen held her breath as she watched, worried how he might react to the Koral woman. Thankfully, he motioned for her to follow him, and they began to work together.

      Imogen made her way to the fallen renral. The bird was easily as large as any horse, with a wingspan of nearly ten feet across. Its feathers were thick and densely packed, and it had enormous claws on each of its talons. A massive beak, nearly as long as her forearm, looked razor-sharp. Its breathing was labored, and Imogen swung her blade down in the Axe Falling sacred pattern, cleaving its head off. The creature twitched once, then fell still.

      This was nothing like what she had trained for. Then again, Imogen had not trained for many of the things she had been asked to do over the years.

      Benji joined her and gestured to the renral. “It is quite the creature. They were always difficult to kill.”

      She looked over, frowning at him. “Always?”

      “They used to fly freely beyond these lands.” He shrugged. “Abigail knew exactly what she was doing.”

      Imogen snorted. “That has already been established. Now we have to get our people to safety.”

      “Not just your people, is it?”

      “We need to get these people to safety.”

      The path around the steps would be difficult, but she knew she had little choice. At this point, Imogen wanted nothing more than to keep moving and to get back as quickly as she could, but she didn’t know if that was going to be enough.

      “What does the rock tell you? Does it tell you where we need to go?” she asked.

      “It tells me that we can keep going straight,” he said, smiling at her.

      “Why do I get the sense that you are amused by this.”

      “Only amused that it’s something I cannot quite see. I’m getting fucking tired of that.” Despite his smile, she could see tension along the corners of his eyes. “There was a time when I would have thought it intriguing not to know what was coming, but now I only find it aggravating.” Benji stood, wiped his hands on his pants, and looked at the others around them. “And only because this is an opportunity.”

      She frowned at him. “An opportunity? We’re losing people.”

      “We always lose people. When you grow, there is pain.” It was something Master Liu had once said to her as well.

      “And death?”

      “Sometimes,” he said, and he glanced over to the Koral before turning his attention back to her. “What will you do, Imogen Inaratha?”

      The renral shrieked again. She looked up, and they were still flying overhead, but she doubted they would stay in that pattern for long. They had cut one of the birds down, but if she was right, then there were far more than they could withstand. The creatures had already demonstrated that three separate attacks on a Koral barrier would be enough to shatter it. Once they broke that barrier, they would be through, and no sacred pattern would be enough to stop those giant things from feeding, she suspected.

      Worse, she couldn’t help but wonder what might happen if the renral summoned others.

      The creatures cried out again, almost as if in answer.

      The sun was still setting, which gave them a little more light to see and meant that they had to keep moving. Maybe they could find a cave, someplace to seek shelter through the night and protect themselves.

      Imogen was now the general. She had chosen to help them. What worried her was that she was not sure if she could.

      That was her task, but doing it in a land she didn’t know was going to be a challenge. As she looked around at the people gathered with her, she couldn’t help but question whether there would be any way the Leier and the Koral could truly work together. If they couldn’t, her journey would be over quickly.
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      They were attacked twice again before they stopped for the night. They lost two more Firsts, each a man who’d been trying to stab at the creatures. The renral had sharp talons that ripped across flesh, but it was their deadly, swordlike beaks that posed the most devastation. Not only that, but the creatures were considerably larger than any person, and though the Leier attempted to fight them, the birds were powerful. Many people had been bloodied or maimed, in addition to those who died.

      Through it all, Imogen had brought down only one more renral. That had been accidental more than anything else. She had been trying to offer her own protection when the Koral barriers had failed, pushing upward with Tree Stands in the Forest. That barrier had not been nearly as effective as she needed it to be, and it had forced her to use a mixture of Lightning Strikes in a Storm and Petals on the Wind. She flowed around each attempt that the renral made to slash past her defenses. She felt as if she had gotten lucky rather than it being because of her skill.

      Imogen had no idea why she would’ve thought otherwise. The sacred patterns worked against other humans, but fighting creatures from the sky was something altogether different.

      The Koral’s exhaustion was plain on their faces. During the most recent attack, the barrier had been so thin that Imogen had feared that it would shatter at the very first moment, but the shamans had managed to withstand the onslaught long enough to fortify their protections.

      She looked over to Jorend. “We have to find a place to camp for the night.”

      “There’s nothing but open sky here,” he said, peering up at the darkened shapes. “And there are still at least three of them. We will lose many tonight.”

      “Unless we can find shelter someplace. The Koral can’t defend us from that kind of attack.”

      Stopping three of them, or possibly even more, might be beyond them. She and Jorend both knew that they could keep trying, but anything more would be difficult, or even impossible. It might not be enough.

      She looked back at the Koral. She understood their exhaustion, as she had felt something similar while dealing with the branox, though their fatigue was strictly magical.

      Was hers?

      She had considered that possibility. Moving through the patterns took physical strength, but Imogen had long ago trained to manage that. The other aspect of the sacred patterns was how it called power. There was magic in it, and she might have grown tired from it as well.

      Given that the Koral were their primary defense, she felt as if they needed to take a moment—and maybe nothing more than that—to regroup.

      “Find space large enough that we can maneuver,” she told Jorend. “We’ll set the Koral in a ring around the Leier. We can have the shamans create an outer barrier around everyone.” It would be a start, but it wasn’t going to be enough. They would need more done, but it was where they could at least begin to prepare.

      He frowned. “You want the Koral to protect us?”

      “We can be the sword, but they need to be the shield.”

      His brow darkened, but he didn’t argue. Had General Derashen still been alive, she suspected that Jorend would have spoken up.

      Imogen found Benji staring up at the sky. “I need you to help us know when they are descending.”

      “I might be able to help with that.”

      “Use whatever magic you have, so long as it tells us when they are planning to attack.”

      “What of you, Imogen Inaratha?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe dying, if it comes down to it.”

      “You would die to protect them?”

      “I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      She strode away, heading to the Koral. She needed to speak to Conrad about her plan, and she hoped he would agree to it.

      Imogen had come to know several of the Koral shamans, though none of them well. Certainly not well enough to ask them to suffer and die on her behalf. But she suspected they might be willing to fight for their own people, so she would ask that of them.

      Rapid response wasn’t going to be enough, though. They might need something more. She thought of what she knew of sorcery. The shaman techniques were similar enough to sorcery that they overlapped, and she thought they might be able to use techniques she had seen in Yoran. Perhaps an enchantment?

      Protections required particular patterns and spells, but enchantments would hold that power and might offer them a level of protection they wouldn’t have otherwise.

      When she found Conrad, he was working with one of the younger Koral. He leaned toward the young woman and whispered in her ear. He held his hands out, one palm up, the fingers on the other forming complicated patterns—he was demonstrating sorcery. Imogen had seen sorcerers use their patterns, and Benji had even done something similar, though it was not quite the same. Benji had demonstrated some things to the Koral, but there was more they could learn—if only he’d be willing to do so.

      As she approached, Conrad glanced in her direction and frowned. “What is it?” he asked.

      “A question, if I may,” she said.

      He whispered something again to the young woman he was working with, held his hands out in front of her, and waved them in a specific pattern. Imogen had seen that pattern before and recognized it, though why would he be using something akin to Petals on the Wind? Sorcery must have some overlap with the sacred patterns, but this seemed to be too much of a coincidence.

      The young woman nodded, and she began to work on her own.

      Conrad straightened. “I’m trying to get these others ready. Some of them have an affinity for protective magic, whereas others do not. I suspect you intend for us to stay situated as we were, and provide the buffer against the renral again?”

      Imogen looked over to the gathered Koral, and she pursed her lips. “I think it’s going to take more than just that.”

      “What?” Conrad asked, suspicion entering his voice.

      She had hoped that her interactions with the Koral—and all she had done to protect them—would buy her more goodwill from them, but the natural disagreement between their people left the Koral wary.

      “I think we need to have your people surround mine,” she said, motioning to him and pointing to the gathered Leier. “At least, the Koral who are shamans. If you can create defensive protections around us, the Leier can serve as the sword.”

      She was tired of them not taking advantage of a way they could ensure their safety.

      “I suppose it might work,” he said. “When we faced the renral in our homeland, they didn’t attack quite like that. Something is different here.” His gaze darted across the sky, as if he were waiting for the renral to swoop at any moment. Perhaps he was. “I don’t know if we will be powerful enough to create the protections you want from us. You did see what happened when they attacked the last time.”

      The image of the renral tearing through their protections, ripping at them as if they were paper, stuck with her.

      “I understand,” she said, and she looked back at the campsite. The Leier already started to form up, and they were taking up their positions.

      It would be a long night.

      The Koral surrounding the Leier would offer a measure of protection, but would the Leier fight on behalf of them, or would they be more concerned about protecting themselves? She would have to find a way to convince her people to work with them.

      “You came for more than just that,” he said, watching her. “Otherwise, you could have just sent word, but you came for something specific.”

      Imogen nodded. “It is specific. I’m not exactly sure what to make of it, but…” She frowned, cocking her head to the side. “We have dealt with sorcery in the past, and my people understand the workings of it.”

      “Your people fear it,” he said.

      “That’s true enough for most. But I’m thinking of something else. Can you make enchantments?”

      He watched her for a long moment, and then he laughed. “I would never have expected a Leier to come to me and ask about enchantments.”

      “Desperate times,” she said.

      “Desperate times.” He grabbed a stone off the ground and held it in the palm of his hand like he was weighing it. “The construction of enchantments takes a particular talent. It also benefits from the proper construct, as it were. If you have the right material, you can make a powerful enchantment. Without it, you can still make an enchantment, but relying on it to do what you think it will is different from being able to utilize that in the way you hope.”

      “I see,” she said, even though she really didn’t. “Does that mean you can or cannot make them?”

      “We can make enchantments. We don’t have the same level of experience that those within the Society do, but we can make something similar. I’m not sure if they will offer the same amount of protection you expect. Perhaps the shamans who were lost would have been able to.”

      “Your wife?”

      “She had a way with it,” he said, his voice turning wistful. “I’m sure she would’ve seemed impressive to you, General. A strong woman, much like yourself.” He turned, looking at the other Koral. “I tried to offer them the same guidance that I was once offered. I don’t have the experience. Even Shayal, my daughter, would’ve been a better help, but at least the young woman you brought to us has some potential. All is not lost, General.”

      His words said one thing, but his tone suggested another. It was something Imogen had considered. The Leier tried to ignore the magical potential of their people.

      “I’m sorry about what happened to your people.”

      “We’ve all made choices we are not proud of. Even me, General.” He took a deep breath. “I will do what I can, but I’m not sure that the protection we offer will provide you the comfort you need.”

      It wasn’t just her who had to be comfortable. It had to be all of the Leier. And unless they knew, she wasn’t sure she could count on it.

      “We could test it,” she said.

      “Test?”

      “Make enchantments, place them, and also secure your own magical barrier around them.”

      Her mind worked through the various possibilities, and she wasn’t sure if what she was suggesting would even work. She wasn’t a sorcerer by any means, but she did understand the concepts behind what they were doing and the way they were using that type of magic.

      “I suppose it might work,” he said, frowning and scratching his chin. “But it would provide no real benefit.”

      “Nothing long term, that’s true, if we have to rely on your magic. If the enchantments work, though, then we can use them for protection.” Not only here, but on the road as they traveled.

      “I will have the others work. Some of my people are more skilled with different constructs than others, and I can ask them to practice.”

      She nodded. “Do that… and thank you.”

      He turned away.

      Imogen wandered from the campsite and stepped out in the darkness to meditate. Her mind raced through the traditional patterns first before going through the sacred patterns. With each one, she named it, following that pattern in her mind and readying herself for the possibility that she might need to use it. This meditation had served her well, and she continued to hope that it would be effective against anything they faced, including the renral. Practice, even mentally like this, prepared her.

      She wasn’t sure if she would be able to defend against the renral using the sacred patterns, though.

      If only she had answers.

      There was someone here who could provide those answers to her, though she didn’t know how much Benji would be willing to offer. When she finished her meditation, she set off after him.

      She found him standing on the edge of one of the steps, looking down across the valley spread below them. His hands touched the ground, and he tilted his head back, breathing in deeply.

      “What do you detect?” she asked him.

      “What makes you think I detect anything?” Benji asked.

      She crouched down next to him. “Because I’ve traveled with you long enough now.”

      “I think about what Abigail has shown us.”

      “And though she can’t harm you, are you questioning whether she would harm the rest of us?”

      Benji looked over with a tight smile. “Most certainly.”

      He glanced back toward the campsite, where the Leier were gathered around the fire and the Koral were already starting to take up positions around them. It was an unusual arrangement. Even when they had camped, they had never intermingled much. Now it felt like something else—almost as if the Leier were the prisoners.

      There would be Leier among them who would see it that way, which was a challenge Imogen had in bridging her people with the Koral, at least while they traveled together. They didn’t have to like each other, but the renral threat meant they had to find some way to work as one.

      Now they were equals, at least in her eyes, but perhaps not in the eyes of the Leier. The Leier might be the better sword wielders, but the Koral offered something her people didn’t have.

      “What would she have been after?” Imogen asked.

      “I don’t entirely know,” Benji said. “Abigail can be difficult.”

      “When had you last seen her?”

      He snorted. “Long enough that I’ve forgotten how much of a pain in my ass she can be. But it’s not my ass she is after.”

      “You think she’s after me?”

      “She’s nudging us—you. She has something in mind, and I’m afraid I can’t see what it is. That’s probably how she wants it.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Oh, Abigail has always managed to make it difficult for me to see much of anything. She knows my limitations, much like I know hers. And she would not hesitate to use that against me.”

      “I didn’t realize you had any limitations.”

      He was quiet for a while. “There was a time when I thought that.”

      “What changed?”

      “Time. I got old, First. As all things do. I can see certain things, but not everything. The difference between someone like me and someone like Abigail is that I recognize that there are limits to what I can do and what I should do.”

      His comment troubled her. What would happen if she went against Abigail? What would the woman do to Imogen? To the rest of them?

      “What happened with her?” Imogen asked.

      Benji looked over, and there was a hint of a smile on his lips. “She made a decision once and got involved. Others did not care for it, and prevented her intervention.” He shook his head. “Unfortunately, that caused its own consequences, so the remaining Porapeth agreed that none would intervene.”

      “How do you know she still hasn’t?”

      “I don’t, but I can still see the possibilities, and I can see when they have shifted in ways they should not. Or at least I had,” he said softly.

      “Prophecies.”

      “Something like that, though there are others who would call it something else. Most would call them possibilities. Each of us has paths in front of us, and if we venture one way or the other, the possibilities change, rippling outward in waves from pebbles dropped in a stream. If you head a few steps down one path, it is difficult to change it, though the possibilities along the path begin to expand outward. Each possibility has others that branch off from it. It takes time and training and understanding for one to see those possibilities.”

      “You’re talking about fate and destiny,” she said.

      “Fate, yes, though some prefer not to call it that. I believe your people have an objection to such concepts.”

      She pressed her lips together as she looked back to where Jorend was working. The comment reminded her of something Master Liu would’ve said. She knew that Benji had somehow been in communication with him, though she wasn’t exactly sure how. Then again, she also had no idea how a Porapeth had the power they did, so she might not ever learn that answer.

      “We don’t believe in fate,” she said. “We understand finding a path, but it’s different, I suppose.”

      “Because you prefer to take this bond quest that ties you to some path.”

      “The bond quest is an entirely different sort of path. Those who take a bond quest do so to understand who we are meant to be.”

      “How, exactly, does it help you understand anything?”

      “It helps us find ourselves,” Imogen said.

      “And did yours?”

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then stood. “Before I took my bond quest, I didn’t know anything about what I was supposed to do. I was guided to take it. At the time, I thought it was something that only those who failed set out to do, but I’m coming to think that perhaps I needed a bond quest to truly understand my potential.” She sighed. At the time she had left the sacred temple, she had no idea what she would learn—or if she could even learn anything. The only thing she had known was that she’d been a failure.

      “You don’t think you could have found that potential without your bond quest? I would imagine that you would’ve come up with that realization eventually.”

      “Maybe,” she said softly.

      He chuckled and looked up at her, then flicked his gaze to the sky. “An attack is coming.”

      “How many?”

      He frowned as he tipped his head, waving one hand in a tight pattern before breathing deeply again. “Just one, at least, as far as I can tell.”

      Imogen raced back to the camp, flowing through her patterns and unsheathing her blade as she did. When she reached the campsite, the others were gathered around, though she couldn’t feel sorcery. Either the protections were there, or—

      She slammed into something.

      A barrier.

      She smiled to herself.

      Conrad turned toward her. His index fingers moved steadily up and down, while his pinkies worked in an opposite direction. He was forming a pattern, though it was a different kind than she could make with Tree Stands in the Forest.

      “We will have to lower the barrier to let you back in,” he said. “I didn’t realize you had slipped outside of the protection.”

      “No. Don’t lower it yet.”

      “Why not?” Conrad asked. He looked to one of the other Koral and started to say something.

      Imogen waved her hands and pointed to the sky. “Not yet.”

      She braced herself. She wasn’t sure whether the renral would come after her, but she was outside the barrier and would be an easy enough target.

      Imogen had no idea whether the sacred patterns could defend her from the renral the way she wanted them to. They might be her only option, though. There was power and magic within the sacred patterns, and if she could use that, there was no doubt in her mind that she could stop something even as large as a renral, but she had to find the right pattern.

      She started to flow through the sacred patterns, and energy began to build. She used Petals on the Wind, which was the one that made the most sense to her, especially given that the renral were creatures of the sky. Every so often, she would blast outward with Lightning Strikes in a Storm. It was an easy enough technique, but there had to be some way for her to angle the pattern upward toward the renral. Perhaps she could even destroy the birds from the ground. Maybe Benji would know.

      A shriek pierced the air, the sound too close.

      Imogen ducked and rolled to the side, the creature that dove toward her barely missing. Massive, sharp talons scratched at the ground, and stone erupted around her. She swept her blade in Axe Falling but hit nothing except rock.

      She bounced up to her feet and flowed again in Petals on the Wind, looking around for the renral. She couldn’t see it clearly, its black feathers blending into the night, almost as if that were intentional. The creature seemed to be part of the night itself. Imogen tumbled to the side once more, and again heard the sweep of talons across the stone.

      She needed the protection of the Koral, but she didn’t dare get any closer to them. Instead, she jumped forward while sweeping her blade, and she lunged with Lightning Strikes in a Storm. Another shriek rewarded her as the renral took off. Strangely, she could feel it pressing against her sacred pattern to do so.

      “You will need another technique,” Benji called.

      “I’m exhausting what I know,” she said.

      “You’re exhausting what you remember, is what you mean.”

      “I have tried to work through all of the patterns Master Liu taught me, but unfortunately, there are only so many that are useful and applicable at this point.” She looked up to the sky. “Petals on the Wind is one of the techniques that’s more useful against flying attackers. Most of the patterns are designed to defend against an opponent on the ground.”

      She’d fought flying creatures before, but these were larger—and deadlier. The Leier trained to fight foes who wielded swords, along with sorcerers. Still, Imogen had fought strange enchantments and dark magic in the sky. It wouldn’t be so different, would it?

      Against the renral, traditional patterns would probably not work, though she had only used her sacred patterns and had not attempted any traditional ones.

      “Do you think I should use my traditional techniques?” she asked.

      “Does it even matter what I think? I’m not the one with the blade.”

      “But you understand the patterns.”

      Benji smiled at her. “I do. As do you,” he said, turning away.

      He reached the barrier the Koral held and somehow passed straight through it, as if the barrier did nothing to him. Jorend watched him as he did.

      Benji invited questions about what he was, questions that he had so far avoided despite revealing his power several times. Sooner or later he would have to share that he was a Porapeth. At that point, she wondered what the others would do.

      Imogen made her way toward the campsite until she reached the barrier, and she focused for just a moment. She ran her hand along the barrier, feeling the energy. Conrad stepped toward her, leaned across the distance, and locked eyes with her.

      “Most of that is enchantment,” he said, pride filling his voice. “But not all. Not yet.”

      She nodded. “You’ve done well.”

      “I would like to have done better. Eventually we might be able to manipulate it so we can control who passes through.”

      “Practice,” Imogen said.

      He held his hands to the side and created a path through the protection.

      She stepped inside. She took in the smells of the enchantment and tried to ignore the uncomfortable sensation that crept across her skin. It wasn’t that she hated sorcery—at least that was what she told herself—but she had been raised to fear it.

      She took a seat at the campfire next to Jorend.

      “You were saying before all of this?” His gaze lingered on Benji as he spoke.

      “I was saying something I can’t say here.”

      “I see.”

      “He’s an ally,” she said.

      “I hope you’re certain of that.”

      “Completely.”

      Jorend made his way around the fire, whispering something to the other Firsts of the Blade and those who had notched swords.

      Imogen’s experience told her that Benji was trustworthy, but Benji had alluded to reasons she should question the Porapeth. Not just Abigail but all of them.

      What if he was not an ally?

      She glanced over to Benji, who sat alone just inside the boundary of the barrier. There was a part of her that questioned whether she was some part in Benji’s plan. He obviously had his own agenda. Imogen had seen that from him, and she knew that regardless of what she might do, she was bound up in what Benji wanted. At this point, she no longer knew if that aligned with her own plan for herself and her people.

      She sat back in meditation, trying to find answers in the patterns. Her mind drifted through the thirteen sacred patterns Master Liu had taught her. She had mastered none of them during her time in the sacred temple. Since then, she felt as if she had gained mastery, but would she have the same level of mastery as Abigail’s two guardians?

      She closed her eyes, drifting slowly into sleep. Answers didn’t come to her. Instead, there were more questions. Not only about the Porapeth and the guardians that watched over them with their dozen notches on their blades, but about her own purpose.

      Through this restless sleep, she feared another attack.

      When dreams came, they were not restorative.

      She dreamed of the temple. She dreamed of Master Liu. And she dreamed of sacred patterns.
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      The courtyard outside the sacred temple was quiet today. Imogen was the only disciple out. As she stared down the mountainside at the rocky vista stretching beneath her, she breathed the thin air in and out. Her breaths came slowly and steadily while she tried to focus her mind and prepare for her time with Master Liu.

      She turned away from the view below and glanced back to the garden. It always amazed her how much beauty could be held within a garden this high up on the mountain. There was something almost magical about it. The cold air should not be a place where flowers and trees and grasses could flourish, but somehow it was.

      Frustration had built in her over the last few weeks, though in reality, frustration had been filling her ever since she had arrived at the sacred temple. She’d come to learn about the sacred patterns, and for her to continue to grow and develop as a master sword fighter. But in the time she’d been here, not only had she not really learned anything and had not gained a notch on her blade, but she felt as if she were regressing with her technique, becoming much sloppier, as Master Liu claimed.

      She knew she was skilled and that she had talent. All she needed to do to become a valuable part of the Leier army was to prove it to General Derashen. She was determined to visit with him the next time he came to the temple, to prove herself to him. So far, he had not returned.

      “I find you here often, Disciple Imogen,” Master Liu said.

      Imogen swung her reed as she spun, preparing for an attack, but Master Liu was three paces behind her and far enough away that her reed would not reach him.

      “I’m standing here because I am contemplating my future.”

      “All must contemplate their future,” he said. “But sometimes the future contemplates you as well.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “What do you think your future holds?”

      “I don’t know what path you have for me.”

      “You haven’t decided, is what you mean.”

      She nodded. “I haven’t decided.”

      “And what has your time in the temple taught you?”

      It was a dangerous question, one she had been asked before, but Imogen didn’t know how to answer it honestly without offending him.

      “I’m not entirely sure what my time in the temple has taught me,” she said, looking over to him. “I have been trying to understand what has been asked of me, but I have not felt mastery of it.”

      Master Liu tipped his head slightly. “I find it interesting that it has taken you two years to come to that conclusion.”

      “I’ve been trying to reach that conclusion the entire time I’ve been here,” she said.

      “You’ve been trying to find power the entire time you’ve been here.”

      “Isn’t that the same?”

      “Do you believe that power leads to control?” Master Liu asked.

      “I believe that understanding leads to control.”

      It was part of the traditional patterns, part of the training she had when she was a child, and she repeated it so quickly and so easily that she knew she’d made a mistake. Not only that, but she could see in Master Liu’s eyes that he was disappointed by her statement.

      “You say the words, but you have not believed the words,” he said.

      “You don’t think I believe that understanding brings control?”

      “Do you understand your patterns?”

      Imogen resisted the urge to look past him. There was movement from people stepping out of the sacred temple, other disciples coming to train and practice. Standing with Master Liu would only draw their attention, and she would have to face the other disciples and what they thought of her. She’d already dealt with that enough and was not in the mood to continue to argue her case.

      “I understand the patterns,” she said. “I’ve trained from a young age to understand them. I have become one of the youngest Firsts—”

      “I am well aware of your standing. You have pushed yourself. You have gained knowledge and skill, and you have brought honor to your family.”

      She bit back the retort that came to mind. Family.

      The only family she had left was her brother. Her parents had died.

      And Timo…

      Timo probably had already been promoted to First. He was always skilled, always pushing himself to try to keep up with her. He would have made the village proud, and she wouldn’t be terribly surprised if he had been offered an opportunity to study in the sacred temple as well. Still, as Master Liu watched her, she recognized there was more to what he said to her.

      “But coming here means you have to find a different understanding,” he said.

      He stepped to the side and motioned toward one of the other students. Jorend was working alone, but his form was exquisite. Imogen had sparred with him enough times to know exactly what he was doing just from the way he fought. His technique was precise, and he had power and speed to go along with it. It was what she had wanted when she’d first come here, thinking that she needed those things.

      Only… as she had worked with the other students at the temple, she’d come to realize it wasn’t just about power and speed. She had enough of that, and she had managed to prove herself worthy among all the other Firsts that were here, even some of those with a single notch on their sword.

      “What do you see Disciple Jorend doing?” Master Liu asked.

      “I see him practicing,” Imogen said.

      “Practicing. And what do you think of his form?”

      “Precise. Impeccable.”

      “Indeed. One would absolutely think it impeccable and incredibly precise, but what would you say if I told you that he can be defeated with sloppy technique?”

      She started to smile, but she realized that Master Liu was not joking with her. He never joked.

      “I would say that it would be difficult to defeat a master swordsman like Disciple Jorend with sloppy technique.”

      “Difficult, but not impossible, would it?”

      “It depends on the pattern,” she reluctantly agreed.

      “Exactly,” he said. “All patterns have a weakness. You’ve mastered your patterns and have become incredibly skilled, far more than most who have ever come to this temple. And that power and control are what have given you an understanding of the traditional patterns. But I’m asking for you to understand something beyond the traditional patterns. I’m asking you to understand something that exists beyond tradition.”

      “You want me to master the sacred patterns, but I have memorized the seven you’ve shown me,” she said.

      “Memorized, but not understood.”

      The words hung in the air like a weighted robe that draped down around her. He claimed that he wanted her to learn, and she had, but it seemed there were limitations to what he had taught her. Imogen had never struggled so much to master a pattern with the blade. Why here and now? What was so special about these patterns?

      “I’m trying to understand,” she said. This time, she knew the lie even as she spoke.

      She wasn’t doing what he asked for her to understand. She had been focusing more on the actual precise nature of those patterns rather than trying to understand them the way he wanted her to. And yet, she didn’t know if there was anything more in those patterns she could even learn. She had tried. She had failed.

      At least, according to Master Liu.

      “I would encourage you to try to find real understanding, Disciple Imogen,” he said.

      He nodded to the other students and turned away. Imogen watched him go, trying to decide what more she was going to need to do. When it came to Master Liu, she felt as if she never had the answers she wanted, and always felt as if she were somehow disappointing him.

      She turned her focus back to the mountainside, looked out across the sweeping rock, and breathed in the thin air. Her heart hammered. More comments like this suggested that she was truly going to fail, and when she did, she would have to return home as a disgrace.

      How could she be this way?

      She had progressed so quickly in the ways she had thought she needed, and she had done everything they had instructed her to do so that she could master her own abilities, but even that had not been enough.

      “What’s bothering you?”

      Imogen turned to see Dalinas, a new disciple, standing behind her. Imogen had been asked to help the newcomer find her way. Dalinas had so many of the same traits she’d had prior to coming to the temple—progressing rapidly through her training, becoming skilled, reaching First of the Blade in a short period of time. She could have been Imogen.

      And she looked around the temple grounds with the same wide-eyed hope that Imogen had once felt. Then again, when Imogen had reached the temple, much of that hope had been torn free. The journey had been so arduous that she wasn’t sure she could have looked around the temple the way Dalinas had.

      She put on a brave face and nodded to the woman. “Master Liu was simply instructing me the way he always has.”

      “What did he teach you this time?” There was real excitement in Dalinas’s voice, as if Master Liu would’ve provided Imogen with some great insight, though he had not.

      “That is only for those who have been at the temple as long as I have to know.”

      Dalinas nodded. “I was hoping the two of us could spar so I can learn what you know of the sacred patterns.”

      Imogen looked behind her toward the vast expanse where Master Liu had gone. Dalinas wanted her to teach what she knew, but what did Imogen really know? At this point, she felt like she knew nothing. She did know the precision of the patterns and how to model that technique, so if nothing else, she could demonstrate them.

      “What have you learned so far?” she asked.

      “Only the basics,” Dalinas replied. “He’s tried to get me to understand the Tree Stands in the Forest pattern, but I haven’t been able to use it. I think it’s more difficult than he’s letting on.”

      Dalinas brought her sword up and held it in front of her, then pressed her feet down against the ground the same way Master Liu had taught. Imogen had been working on the same technique from the first moment she came to the temple, but even that basic pattern was beyond her ability

      “You’re doing well,” Imogen said. “Maybe widen your feet a little bit.”

      She had watched Master Liu closely many times, had seen him make the same pattern a dozen different times in a dozen different ways. Imogen cataloged what he did, the way he placed his feet. She had tried to replicate it, but each time she placed her feet a different width apart or in a different position, it made no difference. She still couldn’t master even this one pattern.

      “Are you sure?” Dalinas asked. The tone of the question was respectful, but it sounded hardened with the woman’s confidence.

      Imogen smiled to herself. She’d had the same confidence when she had come to the temple. It wouldn’t be long before Dalinas lost that when she began to realize she was not as skilled as she had believed herself to be. She would soon learn that becoming a First of the Blade was only a step on the path, and even once you followed that path, you still didn’t have the necessary skill set to become a sacred sword master.

      “This is how my feet are when I place myself in that pattern, but Master Liu uses a variety of different stances,” Imogen replied. She placed herself into the Tree Stands in the Forest pattern, then shifted. She moved between each of the versions she’d seen Master Liu do, sliding her feet ever so slightly apart, angling them, and then twisting her body. Each time she moved, she remembered just where Master Liu had positioned himself, and in none of them did she find the necessary technique she needed. In none of them could she have the mastery she had hoped for.

      “I see,” Dalinas told her.

      “It is similar each time, but I noticed you set your feet somewhat apart. Eventually, you’ll see that you’ll fail, even with that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Imogen’s attention was drawn to the others gathered in the courtyard. Many of them sparred, training the way they once would have prior to coming to the sacred temple. Others rested in quiet isolation. There were some, like Disciple Jorend, who often sat in place.

      “You are a First of the Blade, are you not?” Imogen asked.

      Dalinas straightened and then bowed slightly. “I was. I am.”

      “I imagine you were young for your family.”

      “The youngest in nearly a generation.”

      Imogen swept her gaze around before settling on Dalinas again. “Everyone here is talented. Everyone here is a First of the Blade. And everyone here is the best in a generation.”

      Dalinas narrowed her gaze. “What are you trying to say?”

      Imogen wasn’t sure what she was trying to say. She didn’t want to torment Dalinas. It wasn’t her fault that Imogen was a failure. And for that matter, it was possible Dalinas would succeed were Imogen had not. The woman did have precision, and she was skilled. Maybe Dalinas would find the flow Master Liu felt was so critical for these techniques, the flow Imogen had struggled to uncover on her own.

      “Just keep trying,” Imogen said. “I will help you as much as you need.”

      Dalinas turned away, and Imogen focused once again on the mountain, sweeping her gaze out into the distance. Clouds swirled over one of the nearby mountaintops, indicating the edge of the Leier homeland. Snow blanketed that peak, and occasional gusts of wind carried the cold toward her. She could almost feel an energy to the air, though she suspected that was imagined and not real. It was within that vague sort of energy that she detected the heat, but more than just that. She breathed out slowly, staring into the vast expanse.

      Stay? Or leave?

      The longer she was here, the more that Imogen started to question what she should do. Leaving meant she was acknowledging failure, and she never failed.

      At least, she had never done so prior to coming to the sacred temple. Perhaps that was the lesson Master Liu wanted her to learn—that she was a failure. She didn’t even have a single notch on her blade, unlike many others who were here.

      Stay or leave.

      Perhaps there was no answer. Increasingly, Imogen had the feeling that Master Liu wanted her to leave. The disappointment in his eyes was clear. He would not be saddened if she was gone.

      She took a step over the rock and began to descend the mountain. She moved carefully along stone, and as she made her way steadily down, she could feel something in the air whistling around her. There was some energy out there, and she ignored it.

      The longer she stayed, the more she questioned. She’d been here two years, and two years was not a long time when studying at the sacred temple. At the same time, two years of her life had been spent here, where she’d struggled to understand the sacred patterns. There were times when she wished she had stayed behind in her village rather than coming to the temple. If she had, she would have taken on an increasingly significant responsibility. She was a First of the Blade and had proven herself to be more capable than other Firsts in her village. Perhaps she would even have been sent to the army and worked with General Derashen, proving herself all the more.

      She took a seat on the stone and stared out into the darkness while listening to the wind whipping around her. The energy of the mountains was near, and she focused on what she had learned and whether there might be something else she could uncover in her time here. But answers did not come to her.

      When she finally tore her gaze away, she headed back up the mountain and found the courtyard empty. She still hadn’t come to a decision, which meant she would stay.

      For now.

      Each time she made that decision, she questioned whether it was a mistake.

      In the time she’d been at the sacred temple, other students had left. Most who departed had gained a notch on their blades—sometimes two, and rarely more than that. They returned to the rest of the Leier, where they could be of service to the people.

      She would never be one of them.

      When Imogen lay awake at night, staring up at the ceiling of her room, that was the fear that lingered with her. Master Liu had made it clear that she was not gaining the proficiency with the sacred patterns that she needed.

      She had failed, but he hadn’t sent her away.

      That seemed significant to her. The fact that he hadn’t sent her away suggested he still believed she had hope. She would have to find a way to prove herself to him. Whatever it took, she would do it.

      Imogen refused to fail.
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      Morning came with fitful sounds, and Imogen was surprised she had slept. The renral had attacked, but it had been more of a test of defenses rather than a true attempt. She had kept waiting for the real bombardment, kept waiting for the renral to break through the barriers the shamans held, but they had not.

      There had been one time in the middle of the night where the renral had descended with force, streaking toward the barriers. The shamans had managed to deflect the attack, their protections affording them and the Leier an opportunity to defend themselves. The Leier had not even been needed, as the renral had not gotten through those protections. That fact was not lost on Imogen’s people. She could see it in their eyes, the way they looked at the Koral.

      Imogen kept anticipating another attack, but it did not come, and finally she’d slept.

      As dawn split the sky with streaks of color, Imogen swept her gaze everywhere, focusing mostly overhead for any signs of the renral. It was as if they had disappeared.

      She found Benji alone a short distance ahead on the road, unsurprisingly having stepped through the barrier like it did not matter to him. He was crouched down, tracing his hands along the ground, his head tilted to the side but not peering up at the sky. Instead, he looked fixed on the road ahead of them.

      “Are you surprised?” Benji asked.

      Imogen stared off in the distance, following the direction of his gaze, but she didn’t see anything there that would trouble her. Certainly nothing that was bothering him the same way. “Should I be?”

      “You thought we would have been attacked more significantly overnight.”

      “Considering what we had encountered earlier in the day, I did.” Imogen turned to look back at the Leier. None of them had been killed in the attack, and none of the Koral had been, either, so it was a victory in that regard. But it still felt hollow to her. “I’m pleased that we didn’t lose any more people.”

      “Is that all you hope for? Survival?”

      She looked over to him. There was something in the way he asked that reminded her of Master Liu. “We have to survive to thrive. All we need is to get them to safety. And from there…” Imogen wasn’t sure what would happen from there. Would she continue to lead once she returned the Leier to the homeland?

      “And I’ve always believed that you cannot thrive if you merely survive.”

      Imogen huffed out a breath. “If we keep going this way, we may only be able to hope for survival. Unless you can see something else.”

      “Not clearly.”

      “Could you go back to her?”

      “I could,” Benji said. “But there remains the question of whether she will be honest about what she can see. Perhaps this is her indirect way of influencing things.”

      “What about the other Porapeth? You have certainly influenced events.”

      “Not intentionally.”

      Imogen wasn’t sure that was true. Her experience with Benji suggested that he did more than he let on. “What if we deviate from the path she suggested?”

      “It is likely to be more difficult.”

      “More difficult than the renral attacking us?”

      He nodded. “The renral are doing what is in their nature to do.”

      “It’s in their nature to hunt soldiers and sorcerers?”

      “To hunt. To feed. They are only doing what is natural for them. Much like you are doing what is natural for you, Imogen Inaratha.” Benji stared into the distance, as though he were ignoring anything she might do or say.

      She found it disconcerting.

      “And what is in my nature?” she asked.

      “The desire to serve. The desire to fight. You were trained for that.”

      She glanced at the ground. “Not always.”

      “Always. You lost your way for a while, but you are finding your way back now.”

      “I didn’t lose my way.”

      He smiled and shook his head. “Just because you’re afraid, that is no reason to deny what happened.”

      Imogen had known fear, and she had known she was afraid of what had been told to her all those years ago. But she’d believed that if she only trained harder, faster, better, then she could offer her people the protection they needed. And yet…

      Yet none of it mattered.

      She had almost failed already.

      She looked back to the Leier and the Koral, and she shook her head. “I’m going to get them back to their homelands, and that will be it.”

      “Will it?” Benji asked, cocking his head to the side with a mischievous grin. “Or will you perhaps finally find some truth in yourself?”

      “There is no truth in myself,” she said.

      “Not the truth you want but the truth you need.”

      “Now you’re speaking in riddles.”

      He shrugged. “I’ve always spoken in riddles.”

      His riddles had amused her at first, but increasingly, Imogen wondered if perhaps his riddles and lack of insight prevented them from knowing what they needed to be doing. Perhaps not intentionally, but Benji did not elaborate when she thought he should.

      “We need to keep moving this morning,” she said. “I don’t know how long we’ll have clear skies, but I’m intending to get us to a place where we can be safe enough if the renral attack again.”

      “There’s an alternative.”

      “What is it?”

      “Find them. Hunt them.”

      She frowned at him. “That means dividing up the party.”

      “We were given safe passage through here.” He turned back behind him and looked all along the valley that they were following, and Imogen could practically envision his gaze settling on the distant pool where they had first met Abigail and her guardians. “She didn’t say how we had to find safe passage.” He smiled. “I start to question whether she knew exactly what she was doing.”

      “Are you seeing something?”

      “Not exactly,” he said. “Only that I wonder whether the path we’ve been on is the right path for us to continue to take.”

      “And if not?”

      “If not, then we will have lost nothing.”

      “Only time and people.”

      “We lost nothing.” He peered into the distance for a moment longer, then finally turned his attention back to her. “I will see if I can’t find anything as we go.”

      “You do that.”

      She turned and headed back, and the others were already starting to make their preparations.

      Imogen walked with Jorend, who looked over to her. A bead of sweat hung on his brow. Had he been sparring? In the time since they defeated the branox, Jorend had made a point of working on the sacred patterns, attempting to improve with them.

      “We made it through the night,” he said. “I was not sure, but I don’t feel we are safe yet.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t either.”

      That bothered her more than she wanted to let on. How could she think they were safe, especially when she didn’t know what more the renral might attempt.

      “Get the Leier ready to march,” she said.

      “And what of you?” He crossed his arms over his chest. “What will you be doing?”

      “I will be getting the Koral ready.”

      Jorend nodded, and a hint of irritation flashed in his eyes, but he turned away. He made his way through the Leier, issuing commands to the Firsts and the rest of the soldiers, and they started off to make their preparations.

      Imogen found Conrad speaking to three gathered shamans. Two of them were older women, and one of them was a young man who glanced from Conrad to the others, his eyes wide as he did. She stood by and waited until Conrad was done, not wanting to interrupt him.

      When he was finished speaking with the Koral, he turned to her. “What is it?”

      “The protections held last night. Have you considered trying to concentrate the same kind of protection into an enchantment?”

      “I have thought about it, but I am not sure it will make that much difference. It might be better—and easier—if we keep a contingent of shamans awake to watch for attack. We aren’t necessarily trained the same as the Leier for such battle, but desperate times make a rapid instructor. I’m sure you can attest to that.”

      “I have seen many uses of magic,” she said. “I spent time around sorcerers in Yoran and other places, and I came to understand the power that exists in the world in a different way than I did when I was in the Leier homeland.”

      He took a deep breath, and he nodded slowly. “I’m sorry. I should have remembered that. I do you a disservice.”

      She chuckled. “You don’t do me a disservice. You’re protecting your people the only way you know how.”

      “I should know better. I have been working with the young woman you sent to us. Lilah. She has quite a bit of potential.”

      Imogen nodded. “I don’t think she’s the only one.”

      “Not all of the Koral can learn to be shamans, but many can.” He frowned. “It’s interesting, is it not?”

      “What part of it?”

      “People so similar, yet separated by such a simple thing. Our people grow up around magic in one form or another, whereas yours grow up avoiding it.”

      “I wish it worked that way.”

      “Perhaps it will have to be.” He smiled at her, tipping his head. “Though I get ahead of myself, General. We will offer whatever we can, as I said. So long as we’re making progress to our home, I doubt you will have any objection. Besides, it’s not as if we can go back. That way is far too difficult.”

      “I wonder if we might have had some way of picking through the rock.”

      “It was too high. Too steep. And I don’t think we could’ve all traveled that way. This might be longer, but it will bring us to the same place.”

      Imogen hoped that was the case. She wasn’t sure, though.

      “We’re going to continue moving onward,” she said. “Eventually, we’re going to need to take shelter in a cave or find a place where we can be protected until we can get rid of the renral.”

      “We won’t ever be rid of them. Perhaps if there was only a single one, it might work, but against three…” He looked up, shaking his head slowly. “Or more than that, really.”

      “I think some of us will need to hunt them,” she said.

      His eyes widened. “You will be leaving us.”

      “I have to be a part of it, I suspect. Whoever remains will be able to protect you. Besides, the shamans have demonstrated their ability to defend the Koral.” And the Leier, she didn’t add.

      His brow furrowed, and irritation deepened on his face. “You would leave us.”

      “I will not,” she said. “Each of us has a role to play. That includes me. I might lead, but I can also fight.” She caught herself before saying too much. She wasn’t sure how much he knew about her sacred patterns and the power she could produce with them. It was one thing to see her fight, but another to believe there was magic to the patterns.

      He regarded her for a long moment, as if trying to decide how to react. “I’ll see what my people can do.”

      Any traditional approach wasn’t going to work. It required that the Koral be a part of the fight, but it might also involve the Leier working with them in some fashion. The renral were a particularly devastating opponent, which meant that ancient enemies would have to find a way to become… perhaps not friends, but allies.

      In that, the renral might actually serve a purpose.

      She walked away from Conrad, and the caravan started weaving through the valley. Imogen kept her gaze locked ahead of her, but also on the sky. She didn’t see any signs of the renral, but she kept anticipating that one would appear.

      At one point, near the middle of the day, Benji stopped and sniffed the air. That elicited a strange glance from Jorend, though Imogen wasn’t about to explain to him who and what Benji was. Not yet. Not in this place.

      When Benji was done, he motioned to Imogen for them to keep moving.

      She leaned over to him. “What was that?”

      “There is something else taking place. Something that the wind and the earth and the rock all speak to. I can’t tell if it’s Abigail or if there is something else at play here.”

      “Why would Abigail be involved in this?”

      “Probably to fuck with me. Not that she would ever admit to that, but it’s the truth. And I’m afraid that if she intends to do that, there may not be much I could do to stop it.”

      They marched a few more hours before she started to feel something strange. At first, Imogen wasn’t sure what it was, but the longer she went, the more certain she was that it had the tingle of sorcery to it. With everything they’d encountered so far, anything that touched on her with the sense of sorcery left her unsettled and uncertain. She searched for signs of anybody who might be using sorcery, but it didn’t seem to be coming from the Koral behind her. Whatever she detected now, whatever power was out there, was distinct and separate and not from where she thought it would’ve come from.

      She slowed and looked over to Benji, but he seemed distracted.

      “I feel something,” she said.

      “I’ve been feeling it for quite some time, but there has been little I can do to isolate the location.”

      Imogen looked up the rocks, out into the valley, but she didn’t see anything. The renral hadn’t made their presence known either. Still, there was that distinct energy she detected.

      “Whose lands are we in now?” she asked.

      “This once would’ve been a part of the Koral lands, and before that, this had been claimed by the Oditan. Before that—“

      “Where are we now?”

      “This land belongs to no one.”

      “Nobody uses these lands?”

      He shook his head. “Nobody stays. But then, perhaps it has changed. Since I was last here, much has changed, as I have told you.”

      He fell into silence, and Imogen wondered how much to push, if at all.

      “I think back to when we first met,” she finally said.

      He looked over at her, his silver eyes flashing.

      “I think about the two people you were with when Timo and I first came across you. Do you think that was all part of some trap?”

      Benji sniffed, which he often did when he was irritated. “Oh, I’m quite certain it was some sort of trap, but the real question is who had attempted to place the trap. After seeing what Dheleus had been after, I thought it was him or perhaps your brother, but I wonder if there was a greater plot than one I can see.” His eyes flashed again, the silver deepening.

      “What do you see?”

      “Dangerous things. More than just the renral here.”

      He fell silent, tilting his head to the side, breathing in deeply. She suspected he was using his power and decided not to disrupt him.

      She drifted back to the rest of the group and found Jorend.

      “Something isn’t right,” Jorend said. “I can’t quite place it, but I feel like I should. It makes me feel like I’m still a Second who’s just learning the more advanced traditional patterns and striving to become a First.”

      “I feel the same way sometimes,” she said.

      He frowned and looked back at the Koral. “What are they doing now?”

      “It’s not them.”

      There was the protective magic they pushed outward, but nothing more than that. Certainly nothing like what she was feeling practically crawling along her skin. It was a steady burning sensation that left her uncertain and uncomfortable.

      “Somewhere else?” he asked.

      Imogen nodded. “I can feel it out there. I can feel the way it’s pushing on me.”

      He turned his eyes to the sky. “Pushing?”

      “I’m not exactly sure.” And that was true. She continued to find herself using Tree Stands in the Forest, thinking that she might be able to use that pattern to help her understand what was taking place around her, but she came up empty each time. “There may be something worse than the renral out there. I don’t know what it is, so we just have to keep our eyes open.”

      She moved forward before changing her mind and heading back to Conrad. He was talking with several people, so she moved even farther back along the line and paused next to Lilah. She had similar hair as Imogen, the same pale skin, the same almost-black eyes, and those features had made Imogen think that Lilah was one of the Leier when they’d first met. Then again, many of the Koral looked very similar to the Leier. They were far more closely connected than their people ever acknowledged before.

      “I keep thinking we will run into more difficulty,” Lilah said, “but we have not. Even the renral merely make their presence known. We’ve had time to create enchantments.”

      Imogen looked at the shamans gathered near Conrad. She couldn’t imagine how hard they’d been working while also walking.

      Lilah sighed. “It makes me worry that we have overlooked something.”

      “It’s why I keep searching.”

      Lilah nodded toward Benji up ahead. “What if it’s him?”

      She was one of the only few in the camp who knew anything about Benji. Imogen wondered how much she had shared with Conrad or the other Koral, but so far, she didn’t have any feeling from them that they knew. Which meant that Lilah had kept it to herself.

      “I don’t really know,” Imogen said. “I have traveled with him long enough that I don’t think so.”

      “But he’s a…” She dropped her voice. “Porapeth.”

      “He is, and now I’ve met another one.”

      “You met a second?” Lilah’s voice went up sharply at the end, and she covered her mouth with her hand. “Do you know how rare that is?” she whispered.

      “Incredibly rare.” Imogen nodded and looked at the others around them. “There was some strange dynamic between the two of them. He didn’t want to admit it, but I think he’s uncomfortable with her.”

      “Her?” She let out a small giggle. “I would’ve loved to have met another.”

      “She doesn’t have the same warmth Benji does.”

      “Does he have warmth?”

      Imogen smiled. “Perhaps that’s an understatement. Or overstatement?” She shrugged and shook her head. “Either way, she had a different feeling.”

      Lilah sighed. “I remember when I first met you. I’d been pulled away from my home and my family. I don’t even know how they’re doing. I wonder if the army went past them, and if they tried to claim my father.” She breathed out slowly. “My sisters never picked up the sword, though I can’t imagine my father doing so either.”

      Imogen found that strange to even consider. In her experience, all of the Leier learned to use the sword. “General Derashen wouldn’t have taken anyone without the necessary skill. And he didn’t commission anyone who was needed to protect the family.”

      “Even if you viewed the Koral as a threat?”

      “I don’t know,” Imogen said.

      “It feels like so long ago. I suppose I should be ready to return. At least, if that’s what the Porapeth think we can do.”

      “She suggested that this was the safest way.”

      “Not so safe,” Lilah said, looking up at the sky.

      Imogen nodded. “Not so safe. That’s the reason Benji fears she planned something for us.” She glanced over to him. “He’s concerned there might be some other kind of magic here as well.”

      “What can I do?”

      Imogen once would have thought there would be nothing Lilah could do, but she was a Koral sorcerer. Though her magic was not nearly as developed as those within the Sorcerers’ Society, she had been plucked from her home with the intention to train her within the Society because she had potential and raw power. It was that raw power that could benefit them.

      “Keep working with the other shamans. You know how to create protections. That might be needed.” More than might be—definitely, Imogen knew.

      Lilah nodded, and Imogen moved on. She reached the back of the caravan and bowed her head politely to the Leier who were taking up the rear guard. She walked backward, looking up at the rocky slopes, the rolling hillside, and the ledges that led down into the depths of the valley. Far below, a faint fog drifted, filtering along the base of the valley. It had been there from morning, though it seemed to be getting denser the longer they traveled.

      It was far down in the valley, but anything could hide in a fog like that. And she felt the distinct sense of magic, as though that fog were magically enhanced. If she were down in the fog, she might be able to discover if magical really enhanced it, but she didn’t dare leave these people. Her people.

      She turned her attention back to the caravan. As soon as she did, she detected a twinge of power. This time, the sense came from above.

      Imogen looked up, but she didn’t see anything. “Halt!” she shouted.

      The caravan screeched to a stop, and without even needing to issue an order, the Koral shamans circled the Leier fighters.

      She headed toward the group, and a loud shriek split the sky.

      The renral hadn’t attacked them long enough last night that she had allowed herself to believe they might actually leave their army alone. They’d had time to prepare, but not enough. Not nearly enough.

      A faint shimmer on a nearby rock caught her attention.

      Then a darkened shape descended from the sky. Then another. And another.

      Seven in total dove toward them.

      The renral were attacking.
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      Everything felt different in the daylight. When they had faced the renral at night, the shadows swallowed the dark creatures, making it difficult to see them during their attack. In the daylight, the inky blackness of their feathers absorbed the sunlight, but they were visible. They were still a nightmare, but at least they were a waking one.

      Imogen helped the rest of the Leier move into the center of the shamans, who had taken up position around them. They spaced evenly around in a ring and created their own barrier.

      Imogen stepped outside the ring.

      “What are you doing?” Conrad called.

      “I think it’s time for me to see what more my blade can do to them.”

      “You will sacrifice yourself unnecessarily.”

      She glanced up as the first renral descended. She wasn’t going to sacrifice anything.

      Jorend strode forward, stepping over the barrier before it had a chance to close around him. He looked over to Imogen, and his face was clouded with darkness. “If you think I’m going to allow you to be the only one to have honor today, you’re mistaken.”

      “It’s not honor so much as it’s stupidity,” she muttered.

      Then again, it was more than that. Curiosity? She needed to know if she could cut them down.

      “Well, if you think you’re going to be the only one to have any fun here today, you are mistaken.”

      She grunted. “I don’t know if the sacred patterns matter here. Just fight.”

      Jorend looked as if he wanted to argue with her, but then he nodded.

      Imogen began circling around the caravan, floating in Petals on the Wind. The sacred pattern flowed with power. She made a point of using as much magic from it as she could, trying to send it away from her. She had to find the energy within it, and once she did, she could be prepared.

      As the first renral neared, she exploded upward in Lightning Strikes in a Storm, and she stabbed her blade into the creature. As she twisted, she felt the wind coming from one of the other birds, and she rolled, knowing she didn’t have much time.

      Fear coursed through her as she avoided the next attack. She slammed the first renral down onto the barrier, and it was a strange feeling to have that magical barrier push against her while she floated above the shamans beneath her. The renral was still pierced on her sword, so she whipped her arms to free the massive bird from her blade.

      She twisted over to see Jorend scrambling with one of the creatures. He’d wounded it by clipping one of its wings, and it hobbled toward him. Imogen didn’t have a chance to focus on helping him. Instead, she launched herself off the barrier in Lightning Strikes on a Storm and drove the blade straight up at the next creature.

      It struck home.

      She spun in the air as she thought of Petals on the Wind, and surprisingly it worked. She twisted, almost as if the air were holding her up. Imogen turned and carved through another renral.

      But the pattern shifted, and she had disrupted something. When she withdrew her sword from the creature, it dropped to the ground, and she collapsed to the rock next to the shamans.

      Three renral were down, which left four more. They circled, no longer attacking with the same ferocity as before, as if they recognized the danger now. Her people could hold out.

      But so could the renral.

      If she did nothing, the birds could bide their time until the shamans were weakened enough that their magic no longer held. With as many creatures as had attacked, it would not take long for that to occur. Then all of them would fall.

      She would do something before that happened.

      She made her pattern around the caravan again with Petals on the Wind, focusing on the movements.

      The renral dove, and Imogen knew she had to time it right.

      “You take top, I’ll take the bottom,” Jorend said from across the space.

      She didn’t look over, instead shifting her gaze and moving from the nearest renral to the second one. That would take a different timing, but she thought she might be able to coordinate it with him. She jumped, pushing off in Lightning Strikes in a Storm, and drove her blade upward.

      And missed.

      The timing was off, or the wind had shifted, or…

      It felt almost as if something had influenced her weapon.

      She spun again, forming Petals on the Wind, and one of the renral used its talons to grasp at her.

      Imogen fought the temptation to panic. She had trained for too long to panic under circumstances like this. It did nothing. Instead, she focused her blade, and when she did, she knew she could sweep it through the creature. Her sword was honed to a razor’s edge, and she swept it through the creature’s talon with Axe Falling. She then twisted into Petals on the Wind, and she floated for just a moment until she shifted again into Lightning Strikes in a Storm. Using that sacred pattern from her angle seemed as if it would be more effective.

      She streaked toward the renral and stabbed her blade into its back. The momentum caused the creature to crash into the barrier below, and it shattered beneath her.

      Imogen rolled to her feet, trying to get moving. By breaking the barrier, the people were in danger, and there was one renral left.

      It dove toward them, and Imogen could tell that it was much larger than the others. The people were cast in shadow as the bird swept over the ground in its descent. Its razor-sharp talons drew her attention, but not nearly as much as the swordlike beak that would rip through her.

      Jorend joined her. His face was bloodied, and he gripped his sword hilt in a bloody hand. “These are more difficult than I expected.”

      “I will take this one,” she said.

      “You? We do it together.”

      Given the creature’s size, maybe they would benefit from working together.

      She stepped to the side. “Get ready,” she said to Conrad. “Form your protections.”

      Imogen used every bit of power she could summon with the sacred patterns. Petals on the Wind helped lift herself into the sky, and Lightning Strikes in a Storm blasted her upward. She was launched out over the valley.

      Imogen allowed herself to panic this time. There was nothing beneath her other than the emptiness below. Though she tried to control her fall to ensure she didn’t drop down into the valley, she didn’t know if it would be possible.

      Petals on the Wind.

      It was almost a whisper in the back of her mind. She focused on that pattern and began to spin. Somehow, it felt as if the wind embraced her, swirling her up and twisting her around so she could look down again.

      She attempted to use Stream through the Trees, but the angle was wrong, so she tried a different technique. Not just Petals on the Wind, but Axe Falling mixed with Lightning Strikes in a Storm.

      The momentum carried her toward the renral, but where was Jorend?

      She didn’t see him.

      The renral reached the new barrier and crashed through it. People shrieked beneath her, the sound full of violence. It was not like the clang of metal on metal when soldiers fought in war. This was a slaughter. Shrieks turned to muted cries, then strangled moans before falling silent.

      She had to help.

      The Leier Firsts hacked at the enormous creature. Most of the renral were the size of a horse, but this one was double that, with a wingspan that was thirty feet across. She focused on its back, bringing her blade straight toward it—she had to find a way to pierce its hide.

      Sacred patterns formed as Imogen darted forward, but it bounced back before she could plunge it into the bird.

      The renral had magic, some natural barrier around it.

      Imogen needed to find a way to fight through it. Her people, Leier and Koral, depended on it.

      She brought her sword back again and let it hover slightly in the air. She twisted slowly in Petals on the Wind, then brought her blade back down again, using the combination of Axe Falling and Lightning Strikes in a Storm once more.

      The technique shattered the protection around the renral. Her blade sheared the creature’s back, and it shrieked in fury. It spun its long beak toward her, dark beady eyes boring into her. Imogen pulled her blade out, rolled off the creature’s back, and swung her weapon through its neck.

      The renral still didn’t fall. Massive wings folded around Imogen as the beak probed, trying to stab her. She was buried in feathers, buried inside the creature. Her sword was trapped, and worse, she could feel the faint tingling of magic. The renral was squeezing that magic upon her.

      “No!” She cried out with everything within her. Even as she did, Imogen knew it wasn’t going to be enough. The creature was too powerful, and there was far too much magic within it.

      She needed to blast herself out from the renral, move her arms, and free her blade. She could not move her sword. But there was one pattern she could try. It had not worked against the renral before, but that was because they came down from above.

      She fell motionless into Tree Stands in the Forest. It was the foundational pattern, one that everything seemed to build on. If she could hold the power of that pattern, Imogen knew that she could find a way to overwhelm the renral. She had to understand it first.

      Imogen closed her eyes and focused. She wasn’t standing, and she certainly wasn’t in any forest, but she knew she could concentrate on this pattern. It was a strange thing to do while wrapped up by feathers. She could almost feel the presence of night swirling around and the energy there. She ignored the stink of the creature, the strange burning sensation of its magic working against her, and everything else happening other than Tree Stands in the Forest.

      A barrier formed around her, but it wasn’t so much the pattern as it was the power that came from it. The steady and stout trunk she formed, the roots that spread beneath her, even the branches that arced over her—all of them created the protection around her.

      At least, that was what normally happened.

      This time, she was standing in the renral. She had to find a different set of roots.

      Imogen focused, pushing outward with that power. She could feel the resistance, but she knew she had to keep pushing.

      A strange rumbling sensation rippled through the renral. Its feathers fluttered, and it opened its wings. Imogen could move.

      She sprung upward.

      Tree Stands in the Forest became Axe Falling. She brought her sword down, and as it struck, it turned into Lightning Strikes in a Storm. The combination was rapid but also flowed, one form to the next. Each pattern was distinct, and each carried its own purpose. As the blade stabbed into the renral’s side, Lightning Strikes in a Storm pressed through some residual barrier, then exploded outward. The renral was ripped free from her, no longer wrapping around her the way it had before.

      The eagle shrieked and fell silent.

      Jorend stood next to the renral’s head and held his bloodied blade. “These damn creatures,” he muttered, sinking to his knees.

      Imogen scrambled off the renral and hurried over to him. He had a massive gash across his chest, and one arm had been almost severed clean, held on by bone and tissue. How had he even gripped his sword?

      “Conrad!” she called. The shaman was the most skilled among the Koral.

      “Conrad is gone,” a soft voice said.

      Imogen glanced over as Lilah approached. Her dark hair was streaked with blood, though there was no sign of injury. Her pale face looked even more ghostly, and her eyes were wide. She clutched the protective enchantment she’d worn since Imogen had first met her.

      “What happened?” Imogen asked, though even as she did, she thought she knew. She had seen the renral crash into the barrier, had seen the power that exploded outward as it used its magic.

      “He tried to protect us,” Lilah said. She motioned to the other Koral with them, and she shook her head. “He did everything that he could, but…”

      Conrad had suffered so much. All of the Koral had. Imogen knew it, and knew what her people had done to them, even if she had never seen it firsthand. But hearing Conrad speak of his wife and child and other shamans had shown her just how much he had lost.

      He didn’t deserve that.

      None of them did.

      “I need a healer,” Imogen urged. “Find any shaman who might be able to help.”

      “I can see who has some skill,” Lilah said. “It won’t be what the Society would have been able to do.”

      Imogen looked over to Jorend, who lay motionless. If they did nothing, he would lose his arm—at best. He might not survive.

      “Whoever you can find,” he whispered.

      “Do what you can,” Imogen said to Lilah.

      Lilah and several Koral gathered Jorend and moved him away.

      Imogen looked over to some of the Firsts, and she motioned to the massive fallen renral. “Move this thing off the path,” she said.

      They got to work dragging the creature away. Imogen sank to the ground on the side of the group, and she closed her eyes for just a moment. Everything within her was exhausted, but at least it was just a physical exhaustion.

      When she opened her eyes, though, the sun had begun to set. Benji was crouched next to her, trailing his hands in a pattern. Imogen could feel the wind he was forming, and she recognized that he was creating some sort of barrier around her.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, looking over to him.

      “I am doing nothing,” he said. “You don’t need to be so judgmental.”

      She rolled her eyes and glanced around. The space they’d occupied had been cleared of the renral, though the stench in the air remained. Imogen could still feel something out there, a crackling sort of energy that she suspected came from the fallen renral, though she didn’t really know. At this point, she didn’t know much of anything.

      “I didn’t think the creatures had any magic, but the last one did.” She turned her attention to the cracked ground where the gigantic creature had crashed, remembering the power that was in it, the way it blasted its energy outward, and how it had pushed against her, as if trying to fight backward. “I’ve never fought anything quite like that before. It was an enormous thing.”

      “It was,” he said. “And you brought it down.”

      “That was only seven of them. Seven.” She shook her head and tried to focus. “I need to rest, but I don’t feel as if I can.” She looked over to Benji, and then to the others. “Abigail said this was the safest path, but what if this is her influence? I know you don’t want to think that a Porapeth could do such a thing as this—”

      “Have I ever made that implication?”

      “You have defended her.”

      “Oh, I would defend her, but that’s not to say she couldn’t be responsible for this.”

      If it was not just the renral but now Abigail, Imogen wasn’t sure what they were going to have to do. They had been promised safe passage—but this was not safe.

      She let out a heavy sigh. “We will get the camp ready,” she said, getting to her feet. She was unsteady, and she could feel the energy within her fading. All she wanted was to rest.

      “Sit,” he said, patting the ground next to him. “The others have it.”

      “We need to place protections.”

      “The Koral shamans have been doing that. Lilah has been leading him. She’s strong, which I think helps, and thankfully she learned more than she realized in the time Conrad worked with her.”

      “We need to place protections.”

      “You already said that,” Benji said.

      Imogen blinked. Had she?

      “Maybe I was injured,” she said.

      She swept her gaze around and saw the Leier stationed with the Koral. They were interspersed among each other, as if one Koral was teamed up with one Leier, and together they would be a sword and shield, protecting each other.

      At another time, she might’ve smiled—their people were finally working together. But all she wanted now was to rest.

      “You were injured, but not the way you think,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I detected something when the renral attacked you.” He looked over to the fallen creature, and a darkness creased his brow. “I had not felt anything quite like it before, but I recognize it.”

      Imogen huffed out a breath. “What was it?” She wanted him to share what he knew so that she could fully understand just what she would have to do, but at this point, all she cared about was getting answers. All she cared about was that he tell her what she needed to know. She wanted to get through this so she could keep moving and get on with what else she had to do.

      “The magic it was using was a distinct psychic attack.”

      She mouthed the word psychic. “The renral was using some sort of mind magic on me?”

      “I believe so. When I last encountered them, they didn’t have that ability, but it’s been long enough that they might have perfected that kind of magic.”

      “Maybe they aren’t what you thought them to be.”

      “Perhaps not. Or perhaps they’ve been taught this magic.”

      Imogen’s mind wasn’t working the way she wanted it to, and she couldn’t process anything any longer. She felt like she’d been drinking too much. She leaned back, closed her eyes, and started to drift off.

      “Sleep,” Benji said.

      “I don’t want to.”

      “I’m afraid you must.”

      “Even if I sleep, it’s not going to help,” she mumbled.

      “Just sleep.”

      She rested her head and looked up at the sky. Was it her imagination, or were there dark shapes circling?

      “Renral,” she whispered.

      “I know.”

      She propped herself up on her elbows, but Benji pressed his hand against her temple and a wave of cold washed through her.

      “They are not coming close,” he said. “So rest.”

      Even if Imogen wanted to fight, she didn’t have it within her to do so. A strange sensation tingled through her, a weakness followed it, and it was too much for her body—and mind—to withstand. Though she attempted to fight the urge to sleep, there was no more fight left in her. Surviving the renral attack had taken all of that from her.

      Soon she drifted off to sleep. In that, she had dreams—strange dreams of soaring over the ground, of a massive, winged creature beneath her, and darkness that spread into the distance.

      The nightmares were not restful at all.
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      Imogen jerked awake and was greeted by air thick with stink. For a moment she feared something had happened in the camp while she’d been asleep, but then she breathed in and out, and that thickness cleared. A fire burned nearby, crackling with warmth. Maybe that was the heat she had felt.

      The Leier and the Koral were still situated the way they’d been before, alternating in a line. The Leier the sword, the Koral the shield. Safe. For now.

      Imogen craned her neck to the sky. The dark shapes were still circling overhead, as if the renral were taunting them. They were quiet, though Imogen doubted the silence would last for long. Eventually, the creatures would shriek, and perhaps they would dive once again, testing the magical protection the shamans had placed.

      She crawled to her feet so she could look for Benji, and she wobbled for a moment. She was more tired than she’d realized. Imogen had been injured often in her fighting career, yet nothing quite like this. Most of her injuries over the years had been physical strikes, leaving her bloodied more times than she could count. This felt as if she were left with mental anguish and a weakness she could not overcome.

      As she forced herself to stand, she noticed a medicinal odor in the air. It reminded her of injuries, of wounds, and of healing that had been done on those who had suffered from training mistakes.

      A thought jolted through her. Jorend.

      She staggered through the campsite, longing to sit down next to the fire and grab a piece of roasting meat curling on a spit, but didn’t want to yet. She needed to find Jorend, to know if he was going to survive.

      She found Lilah near the center of the camp, not far from the fire. The girl sat next to Jorend’s unmoving form as she applied a thick compound to his forehead. His head was propped on a rock, with blankets draped over him and a sheen of sweat beading on his brow. The Koral healer held his shoulders and murmured something to Lilah, who nodded and continued her work.

      Imogen approached carefully, not wanting to disrupt them but needing to know whether he would pull through. “How is he?” she asked, bracing herself.

      She was still struggling with Conrad’s death. Training with the Leier had hardened her, and she had never expected to keep all her people alive, but the fact that he had been killed in such a brutal and senseless way struck her as cruel.

      She had to find a way to protect the rest of them.

      “He will survive,” Lilah said. “He was injured severely, though.”

      “We don’t think these creatures have venom, though it’s difficult to know,” the Koral healer explained. “There may have been something in the talon or its saliva that will prevent him from recovering completely. We just won’t know until we have more time to see.” She sighed heavily and released her hold on his shoulders. “I will give you a few moments with him, but then I need to keep doing what I can for him.”

      Imogen sat and watched Jorend for some time.

      His eyes opened slowly.

      “You’re awake,” she said.

      “It hurts.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “The damnedest thing is that I don’t even remember the creature getting me,” he said. “I only noticed it after it was all done.”

      She pursed her lips and nodded. “Battle fury.”

      “Battle fury,” he repeated.

      Supposedly, battle fury made it so that wounds did not hurt in the midst of a fight. It was the body’s way of protecting the warrior when they needed it most, but it could also be devastating. Imogen had heard of fighters dealing with battle fury, only to die after.

      “What do you remember?” she asked.

      “I remember the attack, and I remember the damn thing shattering the protections. The Koral didn’t have any chance. The shaman—Conrad—fought valiantly.” Jorend shook his head as if it pained him to make that statement, but there was a measure of respect in his voice that had not been there before. “He pushed the others away from him using some ring of power. He protected them. He was the only one the creatures struck. And then he was consumed.”

      What a horrible way that would’ve been to die. Imogen expected to die with a sword through her, or perhaps while fighting some sorcerer. Not from a creature eating her. She hadn’t known that the renral had eaten some of the Koral. Had they done the same to the Leier?

      Maybe she didn’t want to know. It might be better for her not to. It wouldn’t change anything, and they would still need to defeat the renral either way. The threat was no different.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “Because we failed him?”

      “Because I wasn’t able to protect you.”

      “You don’t need to protect me. That’s not your job.”

      There was a tingling energy in the air. Imogen didn’t think she imagined it, and she glanced up at the sky, though the dark and shadows were difficult to see with the bright firelight ruining her night vision. When she looked back to Jorend, she found him breathing slowly, but his eyes were open and he watched her.

      “The Koral said that you’re going to recover,” she said.

      He stared up at the sky and frowned for a moment, before turning his attention back to her. “I might survive, but I don’t know what’s going to happen to me.”

      “I don’t either.”

      “I want to be able to return to what I was,” he said.

      She wanted the same thing for him, but she didn’t know if it was going to be possible. “We will try.”

      He snorted. “Try. What you mean is that you don’t know if I’m even going to pull through this.”

      “I saw your injury,” she said. “I don’t know what that means for you.”

      “I know.” He looked over to the wound on his arm. “If I recover, it’s possible I won’t be able to use my arm again. Even if I can, I don’t know what kind of swordsman I will be. How many were hurt?”

      “Other than Conrad and you, I don’t know that anyone else was hurt significantly. You fought well.”

      She wasn’t going to tell him how many were lost. A few had minor scrapes, but no one else had been maimed, thankfully.

      “I might have fought well, but it wasn’t enough.” He looked up and held her gaze. “I tried to use the sacred patterns, but I wasn’t the master you wanted me to be. That I wanted me to be.” He closed his eyes, and he breathed out slowly.

      There was nothing more that Imogen could say to him. He tormented himself, and she understood. She would’ve done the same if she had been the one injured.

      And there was still something she needed to do. She needed to help him—and others—learn the sacred patterns in a way that would help protect the Leier and the Koral.

      Jorend drifted back to sleep. The Koral healer returned, so Imogen stood to move out of the way. She wobbled again, and she focused herself, closing her eyes and meditating briefly. She had not been injured, as far as she could tell, but she recognized that something wasn’t quite right.

      She took a deep breath and focused on Tree Stands in the Forest. She stood for a long moment with her hands clasped in front of her—no sword at her side, just her and the pattern. Gradually, she began to feel better. It was almost as if her feet were pressing into the ground, as if they were taking in nutrients from some place deep beneath her, as if she truly was a tree that was borrowing energy from the world around her.

      Finally, she opened her eyes.

      “How do you feel?” Benji’s voice came from the other side of the barrier.

      “Better,” she said.

      “Good. I need you to come with me.”

      “Where?” Imogen didn’t want to leave her people unprotected. Though the Koral had protections in place, the Leier would need her and her blade.

      “Just come with me,” Benji said, reaching through the barrier and stretching his hand toward her.

      She stepped through and felt a strange wash of energy over her, almost a cold chill like a heavy snow or a spring rain. The sensation was not uncomfortable.

      Imogen moved steadily, careful to maintain the sacred patterns as she did, flowing through Petals on the Wind.

      “You’re getting better with your technique,” Benji said as he started to scale the rocky mountainside.

      She tried to catch up, but she was still tired. Even though she’d used Tree Stands in the Forest and felt stronger, it had not been enough.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” she said.

      He looked over at her and laughed. “You don’t, do you? I would say that given the way you were using that technique just now, you understand exactly what I mean.”

      “What was I doing?”

      “You are getting more powerful.”

      “It shouldn’t work like that,” she said softly.

      “It shouldn’t, but you were using what you call a sacred pattern—and what I call magic.” He grinned, but in the faint moonlight, his face looked contorted and almost angry. “I’ve been waiting for you to tap into that power so you can use it.”

      “You have been telling me I need to use the sacred patterns for a while now,” she said.

      “You need to do more than just use the sacred patterns.”

      She watched him but wasn’t quite sure what to say. It was more than just about the sacred patterns to Benji. He seemed as if he wanted something more from her, and it was something she was not quite sure she could access.

      “Where are you taking me?” she asked.

      “It’s not much farther.”

      They continued climbing. Benji scrambled quickly up the rock, pausing every so often to wait for her. Whenever he paused, he pressed his hands down on either side of him, tipped his head back, and breathed in as he used his Porapeth magic.

      Imogen followed him as well as she could, though she remained weaker than she should be. The renral had hurt her more than she had realized, and she hoped she recovered from her fatigue soon. The rock scraped her feet and her hands, and she occasionally slipped, scratching her knees and bloodying them.

      Finally, Benji stopped once he reached the peak of a small mountain. “I wanted you to see this.”

      Everything was dark around her, though the firelight from their campsite glowed below. “I can’t see anything out here. Can you tell me what the rock told you? Or the wind or the grass or whatever it was.” She tried to keep the frustration from her voice, but knowing that she had to climb back down made her irritable.

      “Look,” he said, motioning to the ground near him.

      Imogen shook her head. “What are you trying to show me?”

      Benji held his hands out and spread them. The air glowed, almost as if he was channeling the moonlight, and she was able to make out more down below. In the distance, Imogen could see glowing lights. They seemed impossibly far away.

      She squinted, frowning as she looked. “Leier or Koral?”

      “The Koral cities are the opposite direction,” he said, turning and facing the other way while looking out into the night. “The mountains separate us. At least from here they do. I suspect it belongs to your people.”

      Imogen didn’t know which place that might be. The Leier didn’t have large cities. Most of her homeland was in the mountains and separated into small villages and towns, though there were some places that were more populated. That was especially true along the coast, but if that was what they were seeing, then they had ventured much farther than she realized.

      “How far is that?”

      “From here?” Benji shook his head, and he breathed in and out, moving his hands slowly and steadily as he did. “Quite a ways. I suspect it’s still a long journey.”

      “I don’t know that the Koral will be willing to go to one of our cities.”

      “They may not have much choice.”

      She shifted her focus and noticed something else deeper in the stone, marks that looked like they had been made by massive talons.

      “They were here,” Benji said. He was saying it as if it mattered, as if following Abigail’s technique was going to be enough, but Imogen wondered if that were true.

      “There was still that strange magic I detected,” she said. “It was different than what I felt from the renral.”

      That was the piece that her mind finally caught up to. It had taken her a while to get there, but now that she had, it bothered her. Before the attack, she’d been feeling the soft burn of magic along her skin, something that suggested some power out there. When the renral had attacked, they had taken all other thoughts away from her so that she could think of nothing else. Even when the enormous renral had demonstrated its own form of magic, she had not been able to think of anything beyond what she already encountered. And now…

      She looked over to Benji, who watched her. There was an unreadable expression in his eyes, almost as if he knew exactly what she was thinking.

      “They knew we were coming.” She looked around, sweeping her gaze on either side of her. The rock would have been able to obscure the renral. With their black feathers, they could blend into the night and be concealed completely. “Are you trying to show me that she is responsible for this?”

      “I don’t know if she is, but it remains possible. I can’t see anything other than what is around me. Everything is a blur.” Frustration entered his voice, which had not been there before. “It could be her, or it could be you. Either way, we were supposed to travel safely here.”

      Benji was a Porapeth. He was somebody who was supposed to be able to see various possibilities. Somebody who was magic, and somebody who could detect magic.

      “How is it that you don’t know?” she asked him.

      He looked over to her, and he shook his head. “I don’t know.”
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      The army was moving far more slowly than Imogen wanted. There wasn’t any choice in the matter at this point. Several Firsts of the Blade had been injured, which she hadn’t noticed before. Most people had superficial wounds, but there were a few lacerations that had been healed by the Koral shaman, along with one man with a much deeper wound. That man cried out every so often, the pain from his injury too much. Imogen couldn’t shake that sound.

      There was no easy way down to one of the lower terraces, so they kept moving at this slow pace, hopeful they would find their way. Eventually, they needed to reach the city.

      The renral didn’t bother them as they traveled. The caravan gradually separated from the mountains, heading through a grassy valley, and the air became warmer. They reached the edge of a copse of trees late one evening, and Imogen paused, debating whether they would go farther. The trees gave them a measure of protection and also offered firewood. They’d been using Koral magic for fires, but a tree would be safer and more natural.

      She found Lilah, who had taken up a higher position with the Koral. Conrad had seen some potential in her, and perhaps he had shared that with the other Koral. She may have been Leier, but she was a Leier who used magic. She was skilled, having traveled with the shamans and working with Benji a little bit, so her magic was now more refined in some ways. But she didn’t have the same experience as some of the other Koral.

      “What do you think?” Imogen asked.

      “I’m not so sure.” Lilah looked over to the rest of the Koral. “They keep asking me questions as if they want me to take on more responsibility, but I shouldn’t lead them. I’m not even one of them.”

      “I felt the same way.”

      “But they listen to you. Because you’re skilled.”

      Imogen glanced over. “And you don’t feel as if you are?”

      Lilah breathed out slowly, and she twisted an enchantment on her finger. Imogen hadn’t seen her wear it before, which suggested she had made it since they started traveling with the rest of the Koral. “I do have some talent.”

      “I suspect the other shamans would say you have significant talent. Sometimes that’s all that matters. Keep having them make protections. I think that is going to be the most critical thing we can do.”

      “They don’t see me as one of them.” She looked back, dropping her voice. “And I’ve heard some of the Koral talking about the Leier. They don’t want to work with them. They feel—”

      She cut off as Jorend approached.

      He tipped his head slightly. His arm was wrapped in bandages that were slightly saturated with blood, but he looked well, considering his injury.

      “Others are asking about our path in the days ahead,” Jorend said.

      “I’m not entirely sure about our path going forward.” She motioned ahead of them. “We follow the valley. I’m trying to keep us ahead of the renral, as well as another potential danger.” She looked over to him. “I don’t know if the being who granted us safe passage told the truth.”

      Jorend’s brow furrowed at the mention of being and nodded to the trees. “Why not head down?”

      It would lead them through a different valley, something she had considered but dismissed. That was the path Abigail had warned them against.

      “I have been told not to,” she said.

      “By your friend. You’ve not told me who he is.”

      “I’ve been traveling with him for the better part of several weeks,” Imogen said. In reality, it had been longer. “He was with me when I first came to the Leier lands, and he was with me when we met Lilah,” she said, nodding to the girl.

      Lilah looked at Imogen and frowned, before tilting her head to the side and seeming to listen for a sound or smell the air—a movement that reminded Imogen of Benji.

      “The others need me,” Lilah said. “And I think there’s a conversation the two of you must have.”

      “Thank you,” Jorend said, bowing to her politely.

      Lilah nodded, and she turned away.

      Imogen took a deep breath, and she looked into the trees. “Would you walk with me?”

      “Walk?”

      “I know we’ve been walking most of the day, but we haven’t been moving quickly.”

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      “It’s not your fault,” she said. “The people are tired, and you aren’t the only one injured.”

      “I’m the one who’s the most injured. And they’re moving slowly because of me.”

      “They’re moving slowly because others are tired, weak, and sore. It’s not because of you.”

      He sighed as he looked back at the camp. “I wonder if perhaps it would be better if I turned back.”

      “You wouldn’t last on your own.”

      “You doubt me?”

      “I don’t doubt you, but if the renral were to attack you again, then…”

      He wouldn’t have the Koral barriers to protect him, and he wouldn’t have anything that offered the safety he needed. In the days since the last attack, the Koral had been carving more enchantments and making more protections, enough so that they were all safe and the Koral didn’t need to stay awake throughout the night holding up barriers.

      “Then I would die fighting,” he said.

      “You would die pointlessly.”

      He stared at her. “I will walk.”

      They started into the trees. Jorend held his arm up against his body, and Imogen wondered if he would still be any good in a fight. It shamed her somewhat that she would think so practically, but given everything they had gone through and what she feared they might still face, practicality mattered.

      “You told me that you traveled with this man, but nothing else about him,” he said.

      “He’s a Porapeth.”

      A smile cracked his face. “You want me to believe that you have been traveling—we have been traveling—with one of the sacred Porapeth? They are the reason we set out on our journey for the sacred patterns, General.”

      She breathed out a heavy sigh. That was just one of the stories of the Porapeth. “I don’t know how sacred Benji would consider himself. But he’s a Porapeth.”

      “What has he seen?”

      “As far as I can tell, it’s not quite like that.”

      “The stories of the Porapeth—”

      “Are just stories. Benji would be the first to tell you that.”

      “So he doesn’t see the future?” Jorend asked.

      “I think he might have been able to do so before, but something is not quite right for him. He tells me that it’s me.” She snorted. “Maybe that’s true, or maybe it’s not. He isn’t the most forthright with his description of his magic.” She watched Jorend as she referred to Porapeth magic, not sure how he might react.

      “What has he been telling you?”

      “He’s concerned. We don’t know if we are being coerced or whether it’s safe for us to take this path, and if it’s not, then it might be that the one who is guiding us this way has a vendetta against Benji.”

      They had stepped deeper into the forest, and the darkness swirled around them, almost as if there was a strange and uncomfortable current in the air.

      “You mean another Porapeth?” Jorend asked.

      Imogen nodded. “Her name was Abigail. I have the sense that the other Porapeth were not pleased by something she did. But she saw something Benji could not.”

      “Are you sure you can trust her? We don’t even know if we can trust him.”

      The wind picked up again, and Imogen froze. Benji was here. Maybe not next to her, but he was certainly near enough that he was paying attention to their conversation.

      “Benji has not led me astray yet,” she said. “And he has been protecting us.”

      Jorend frowned and glanced into the trees around him, then turned and nodded. “I misspoke. I don’t want a Porapeth to think I’m speaking ill of him.”

      “I doubt he would think that.”

      They walked for a while, and the farther they went into the trees, the more the wind whipped around her. Benji had to be pushing on her using his distinct magic.

      “I should’ve told you sooner,” she said. “I wasn’t entirely sure how to, and I didn’t tell General Derashen for the same reason.”

      “He probably wouldn’t have believed you. He was a practical man, despite all of his accolades. He understood the powers in the world, and he didn’t care for them.”

      “I don’t know how well any of us really knew the General.” Imogen had conversations with him before his death that led her to think perhaps he was more open-minded than she had believed.

      “Is that it?” Jorend asked. “Is that all you wanted to tell me about him?”

      “There’s not much else to tell you.”

      “Other than how we might be caught between the Porapeth.”

      “Maybe some disagreement between them,” Imogen said. She shifted her feet to Tree Stands in the Forest. She was aware of something. Perhaps an energy, though maybe that was only Benji’s influence. “But we still need to keep moving, get the Koral back to their homeland, and return to ours.”

      “What if the Porapeth decide otherwise?”

      She shook her head. “They won’t.”

      “You are talking about the Porapeth. If they make a choice—”

      “We will find our own path. We have to find our way to that city. From there, we can get the people to safety. We can reach the homeland, and we can… Well, we can stop worrying about renral attacking us.”

      Jorend watched her as if he wanted to argue, before shaking his head and turning away. When he left her, Imogen stood for a few more moments, still feeling the energy of the forest, the wind whispering through the trees, and something else.

      “You can come out,” she said.

      Benji chuckled and emerged from the darkness. The air around him shimmered enough that it made him appear clearer than it had before. Some Porapeth magical trick.

      “Were you listening?”

      He shrugged. “I was curious. I would’ve expected him to discover the truth by now.”

      “I think it’s difficult for those who see magic to recognize when it comes and presents itself in the way it has.”

      “You mean it is difficult for those who have feared magic their entire lives.”

      She nodded. “That’s what I mean.”

      “He’s not wrong.”

      “About Abigail?”

      Benji approached, and she could feel the wind swirl around them—the current of the power he held on to—and the way it caressed him, sweeping around his feet and then upward. It occurred to her that he was using power more often these days. It was a strange sensation to be aware of, something she had not noticed in the outlying lands quite as much.

      “Abigail the Lost has her own plan,” Benji said.

      “And I take it that her plan isn’t agreeable to the rest of the Porapeth?”

      “The Porapeth don’t care, though I think most would prefer that Abigail not force herself onto the path.”

      “What is it?”

      Benji frowned, tilted his head back, and breathed in deeply, as if he were inhaling the fragrance of the forest and taking in some aroma—or some magic—that only he could determine. Finally, he turned his attention back to her. “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to see her path, but I haven’t been able to.”

      Imogen stared at him for a moment. “We’ve been following the path she wanted us to take.”

      “Because she promised us worse otherwise,” he said.

      “How do we know if it will be worse?” She looked all around the forest. “How do we know that what she is doing, the way she’s guiding us, isn’t more dangerous than what we might encounter if we were to take the other path?”

      “You would pit us against her.”

      Imogen glanced up to the sky. Every so often, she still felt as if she could hear the renral shrieking, but then it passed and there was nothing.

      “I feel as if we’ve already been through that,” she said.

      “You intend to change direction?”

      “We need to head toward something we can see, and we can see that city. Why do I get the sense you aren’t thrilled by it. Have you seen anything?”

      “It is not my path to choose,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I am not the one to choose your path, Imogen Inaratha. That is for you. As you decide your path, as you find your own destiny, you will realize that you cannot be guided by me or by any other Porapeth—no one but yourself. So if your path leads you that way”— he motioned, and the wind whipped through the trees as if pointing toward her—“then perhaps that is the way you must go.”

      There was a part of Imogen that worried they had already been placed into greater danger because of the Porapeth. She wanted to ensure everyone’s safety, and she wasn’t sure what it would take.

      Following Abigail’s path wasn’t the way, though.

      “I think we have to follow our own path. Not hers.”

      “There will be consequences,” Benji said.

      “For you?”

      He locked eyes with her, his silver eyes flashing and glittering for a moment. “Unfortunately, Imogen Inaratha, the consequences are for you.”
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      “How long have you been in the tiger temple?” Master Liu asked.

      Imogen held the wooden staff, keeping her gaze fixed on his flat expression. In the small confines of the room, she didn’t have anywhere else to look. The stone walls were unadorned with decoration, and the only light came from a lantern situated high overhead.

      “Almost three years,” she said.

      He tapped the practice reed on the ground in front of him, which briefly drew Imogen’s attention, before she looked back up at his face.

      He had barely moved during this sparring session. Each time they fought, she increasingly came to believe that he tried to move less each time, like he wanted to demonstrate his superior skill to her.

      After three years, Imogen didn’t need him to show her. She knew he had it.

      “All this time, and what have you learned?” he asked.

      She bit back the first retort, that she had learned nothing.

      She had been shown thirteen different sacred patterns but had never satisfactorily completed them for Master Liu. She wasn’t sure she could.

      “You have taught me the sacred patterns,” she said, choosing her words carefully, not wanting to anger him.

      “You have been shown them, but you have not learned them, have you?”

      “I’ve learned.”

      “If you had, you would have a notch on your blade.”

      She stiffened. It was the first time he had mentioned the notches to her.

      Imogen knew she had failed. She knew she didn’t have the notches on her sword. And she knew that at her rate, she might never acquire one, something that had seemed impossible when she’d first come to the sacred temple what seemed like an eternity ago. At that time, Imogen had been filled with confidence and had believed it was only a matter of time before she acquired her first of many notches. She was convinced she would be one of the greatest sword masters in all the Leier homeland.

      But that had not come to pass. She had learned the sacred patterns, but she had not truly learned them.

      In her sparring sessions with the other disciples, Imogen continued to prove herself superior to every person she faced, but she no longer had the opportunity to train with anyone who had more than a single notch on their blade. A single notch represented mastery of one sacred pattern, a second notch meant mastery of a second pattern, and so on. Because she hadn’t fought anyone with two or more, she didn’t know whether she was better than them.

      Imogen had kept waiting, hoping that Master Liu would approach her with the blade marker so that she could earn that first symbol. Had she been anywhere else in the Leier homeland, defeating someone with a single notch would have given her one of her own.

      Here in the sacred temple, only Master Liu could grant it.

      “I have done what I can,” she said. “I try to learn but find that my efforts are not satisfactory. I hope that in time you will feel differently.”

      “You look to me for validation?”

      She furrowed her brow. “You are the one to decide.”

      “At what point will you decide?”

      “Decide what?”

      He tapped his practice reed on the ground again. “How many students do you know who have remained in the sacred temple as long as you without progressing?”

      A cold sensation washed over her. “I must be close to acquiring my first notch,” she said.

      “How many students, Disciple Imogen?”

      She licked her lips, trying to wet her dry mouth. “None, I suppose.”

      Of the students who had come to the sacred temple, Imogen had known none who had remained as long as she had without acquiring a single notch. Everyone eventually gained one.

      Even those she had defeated had shown a greater mastery of the sacred patterns than she had. At least, a greater mastery than what she’d been told she had.

      “None,” he said. “But you stay.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      He snorted. “I’m suggesting that you have remained here, continuing to take up my time as you demonstrate sloppy technique, and you have not demonstrated any progression.” He slipped the practice reed over his shoulder and watched her. “Am I being unclear?”

      She shook her head. “You want me to leave.”

      “I can’t choose for you. But there are many ways for a Leier with your skill to serve the people.”

      “I’m sure General Derashen would welcome me,” she said.

      Imogen had anticipated that she would receive her notches and then join the army, but her three years with the temple had proven how little she had known.

      “That is how you would spend your days?”

      “What else would you suggest?”

      He regarded her for a long moment. “There are some who have lost their way,” he started, and as soon as he did, Imogen knew where he was going with it. “They decide that it might be best for them to understand how they might serve the Leier better. They search for a way—any way—to demonstrate their skill.”

      “You want me to take a bond quest.”

      He regarded her. “You think it’s dishonorable?”

      “No,” she said hurriedly. “I just thought that coming to the sacred temple would preclude me from doing so.”

      He smiled tightly. “Much like you thought you would progress quickly while you were here and gain notches, the way you had rapidly risen in rank before coming.”

      She didn’t look away, but she wanted to.

      “Pride is its own challenge, even for the Leier,” he went on. “There are many noble quests that our people have undertaken over the years. And in the process, most find a greater meaning for themselves.”

      “What greater meaning?”

      “What do you value?”

      She frowned. “I value serving the Leier.”

      He scoffed. “If that were true, then you wouldn’t hesitate. Perhaps you can accept a bond quest that will take you outside your homeland and destroy a dangerous threat such as the hyadan.”

      He said it in an offhanded way, but Imogen knew he had prepared his comment. The hyadan were a known threat, magic created by dark sorcerers, and they were a danger her people had thought destroyed.

      “Others take a bond quest that leads them to protect the homeland itself. General Derashen is one such person,” he said.

      She hadn’t known that.

      “And still others choose a bond quest that allows them to master the sacred patterns so they can instruct future generations.”

      “I could do that,” she offered.

      “Could you?”

      The words stung like a slap.

      “What if I chose to protect the homeland?” she asked. It would be the same bond quest as General Derashen, a man she knew to have at least seven notches on his blade, and possibly more. Were she to prove herself to him, she could gain the notches she wanted.

      But stubbornness made her question whether that was what she really desired.

      She knew the answer to that: she wanted to earn her notches from Master Liu.

      She wasn’t going to, though. That was what he implied.

      “I can’t choose for you, Disciple Imogen. You must decide for yourself. But I can say that you have served in the temple a long time and have not made any more progress. I wonder if perhaps you have reached the end of what you can learn here and must find the answers you seek another way. For now, there is something else I must do.”

      He tapped his reed on the ground again and nodded to her. He leaned the practice weapon against the wall as he stepped out of the room, then closed the door behind him.

      Another way.

      What other way?

      A bond quest wouldn’t provide her with the answers she wanted. It certainly wouldn’t show her how to master the sacred patterns in a way that wasn’t sloppy, according to him. She had no idea what that would involve.

      She stood in place for a long while, then worked through the traditional patterns. This was the easiest way for her to regain a measure of focus. She couldn’t find that focus in the sacred patterns, but the precision and the exactness of the traditional patterns helped her find that understanding inside herself.

      A heavy sheen of sweat coated her when she was done. She had lost track of how long she’d been here, but long enough that she felt tired, in a good way. Maybe what Master Liu had wanted was for her to find her focus.

      She wasn’t ready to leave the temple. She could still master the sacred patterns.

      Imogen let out a heavy breath, then stepped out into the hallway. She passed a pair of decorative stone tigers as she made her way toward her room. After rounding a corner, she nearly slammed into Jorend.

      He looked up, frowning at her. He was carrying a blade—a blade that now had four notches on it.

      She glanced up at him. That was what Master Liu had needed to do?

      Jorend had four notches on his blade. She had none.

      Imogen darted around him, ignoring his irritated glare, as she raced to her room.

      Maybe Master Liu was right. Maybe staying here longer was a mistake.
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      Descending the first of the terraces was difficult, and the caravan clambered slowly down the rock until they reached the next plateau. Imogen paused and breathed in. She had traveled extensively, especially after leaving the Leier homeland, but never down terraces like this before. The journey was more complicated than climbing mountains would normally be. She had to focus on where she gripped the stone, holding tightly in fear that she might lose her grasp and slip.

      She looked down at the valley deep beneath them, and she wondered if perhaps that fog was as dangerous as it appeared at first glance.

      Benji had not said anything when they’d started their journey. Jorend had looked at her, a question burning in his eyes, as if he were uncertain and perhaps a bit worried. No one else spoke up or expressed concern. All of them seemed to think this was her plan all along, and no one seemed to mind the change in direction.

      At the same time, Imogen couldn’t help but feel as if the change in direction was doing them some good. Having a goal made everybody move a little faster, and it seemed to motivate the people. There was an energy that hadn’t been there before.

      The renral attacks had left most of them in a daze, so making this journey provided them a way of focusing on something different. They were concentrating less on the renral, which still circled but had not threatened for some time, and more on traversing their way along the rock.

      “We will have to go slowly,” Lilah said, joining Imogen as she stood at the edge of the next step. “It was difficult for us to climb down. The rock is sharp, and the terrain is unstable. And I’ve told you how the Koral don’t want to trust the Leier warriors.”

      Imogen looked back at them. “I’ve had words with both sides,” she said. “They will work together, or they won’t have my protection.” That had been simple enough for her to do, though the fact that she had to do it at all still bothered her. The Koral had seemed surprised when she’d come to them, and the Leier had taken her orders the way she expected. She was the general now.

      Lilah paled slightly. “Do you think the valley will be safer?”

      “I don’t know,” Imogen said, glancing back. “We haven’t faced a renral attack in the last few days, but there’s a part of me that fears it’s just the beginning.”

      “Perhaps they don’t want to attack in this territory?”

      Imogen didn’t think that was quite right. As far as she could tell, given the size of the renral, they didn’t necessarily have a territory. They could fly and hunt and chase as long and as far as they wanted—and it would be difficult to do much against them.

      Imogen picked her way along the terrain. It was a fairly steep drop, though only about fifteen feet down to the next terrace. The rock itself created small handholds that she used to work her way down, shimmying along the rock face until she could reach the terrace below. When she did, the air shifted and the temperature dropped a few degrees cooler, but there was also a strange, thick sensation.

      She was the first one down to this level of the terrace, but the others quickly followed. Several other Firsts made their way toward her, including Jorend. His injured arm was bandaged and in a sling against his body, which made his descent more difficult, but he was still strong, quick, and knowledgeable with the Leier traditional patterns. He would be useful in a fight.

      The direction of her thoughts troubled her. Had she moved so far along the leadership path that she only thought of people in terms of what they might offer the others? Was that what General Derashen had done?

      She knew that he had, at least to a certain extent. He had always been looking for another soldier who could make a difference.

      “I didn’t think you wanted to go against your Porapeth friend,” Jorend said, glancing behind them.

      Benji was pressing his hands down against the rock while he crouched, and he whispered as if he were talking to the wind. Imogen wondered if that was what he was doing, or maybe he was talking to Abigail. As far as she knew, the Porapeth had a way of speaking to each other across distances. Benji had obviously known that Abigail was going to be near the pond in the first place. Could he have some way of reaching out to her and warning her that they were leaving the path she had set for them?

      “I’m not going against him,” Imogen said. “If there’s one thing Benji has made clear, it’s that we need to follow our own path.”

      “Much like Master Liu.”

      Imogen nodded. Benji and Master Liu knew each other, though anytime she had asked Benji about it, he deflected. She wondered why, but there were other pressing matters.

      “Why not keep traveling around? It might be easier.”

      “Perhaps easier but not shorter,” she said. “At this point, I am starting to think that’s what we need.” Imogen nodded toward the top of the step that they had climbed down. “Traveling that way would have taken us a long time. It was meandering slowly, and I suspect it was taking us far away from where we wanted to go.”

      “Why do I get the sense that you’re unsettled by where we are going?”

      She stared down the ledge into the distance and could feel some energy around her, almost magic, but she didn’t think that was what it was. Whatever it was seemed to be coming from behind her.

      Imogen tried to keep her face neutral, but she had already told Jorend some of the details about what they were doing. “You know what we are up against. If I’m wrong, and if this somehow pits us against the Porapeth”—or more likely, put them in the middle of a battle between Abigail and Benji—“then we have to be ready to take action.”

      “Against the Porapeth,” he said.

      She breathed out slowly. “It isn’t my preference, but I fear that we might ultimately end up having to do that.”

      Jorend glanced around at the others who were working their way down the terrace. “We follow your lead, Imogen Inaratha.”

      He started to turn, and she cleared her throat, making him stop halfway.

      “How is your arm?” she asked.

      “It hurts, but I don’t think I’ll lose it. After the attack, I feared I might. I don’t know that I’m going to be useful to you for a little while.”

      “There are other ways you can be useful.”

      “My sword is yours.” He tipped his head in a bow, then strode off.

      Imogen found Benji at the edge of the terrace, looking down into the valley, and she had the distinct sense that he was bothered by all of this. She understood, because she was as well. She didn’t go over to him, needing to keep the people moving. Until she did, she wasn’t sure she could take the time to have a quiet conversation with him.

      Lilah was working with the Koral. Whereas Imogen had previously believed that Lilah now led them, she now realized that wasn’t the case at all. As Imogen watched, she saw that the other Koral might listen to Lilah, but they had a council that seemed to make the decisions together.

      Lilah looked over to her, and her eyes were darkened in a troubled expression that flickered across her face. Imogen tried to offer a reassuring smile, though she doubted it did as much as she hoped.

      The day was growing late, and they stopped for the afternoon. Some sat on the step and rested, while others stayed busy making arrangements.

      A shriek pierced the air.

      Everybody gathered almost immediately. Imogen looked up at the sky, but she didn’t see any signs of the renral. She ran and found Benji crouching with his hands pressed against the stone, the wind whipping at his clothing more than it was hers.

      “Where are they?” she asked.

      “I’m not exactly sure. And it’s not only them. I have begun to catch whispers of other creatures.”

      “Branox?” They hadn’t seen any sign of them in quite some time. Ever since the renral had started attacking, in fact.

      “I don’t think so,” he said. “Something else. It makes me think that perhaps Abigail continues to push us, but I can’t see where she’s pushing us. The silver in Benji’s eyes flared for just a moment, then retreated. “I don’t know that she’s involved in this.”

      “We can let go of that question. What I want to know is why she would try to torment us. Torment you.”

      Benji breathed out slowly. “Porapeth live long lives.”

      “You’ve made that clear,” Imogen said, smiling at him. “I seem to recall you talking about the branox attack several hundred years ago. I don’t see what you’re trying to get at, though.”

      He turned, and when he looked at her this time, he did so with a different intensity in his eyes. “We live a long life, First. Because of that, sometimes friends grow distant and then become something else. Rivals. Or even worse.”

      “Worse than rivals?”

      Benji nodded. “The Porapeth can see. At least, I used to see clearly.” He shook his head and muttered something under his breath that sounded like a quiet “fuck,” but Imogen wasn’t sure. “It’s not always what we can see that matters. It’s what it means. That’s where we differ. Well, and we differ on who can see the best and furthest.” He winked at her. “Abigail has long had her own interpretation of how events needed to play out. As have I.”

      The Leier had always believed the Porapeth could offer insight and prophecy. They were mostly a myth, never seen, but theirs was the only kind of magic her people respected. Imogen never really understood it, and having traveled with Benji, she still didn’t.

      “So we really are in the middle of some Porapeth battle,” she said.

      “Oh, not anything quite so formal as that. She is just making things difficult for me, probably nothing more.”

      “But we are caught in the middle of it.”

      “Your journey was going to be challenging regardless of whether Abigail got involved,” Benji said.

      Imogen watched him for a few moments. Was that something he had seen? He didn’t expand on his comment.

      “I just want to make sure that our people are safe,” she said.

      He chuckled and looked around at their group. “Have you not done that?”

      She followed the direction of his gaze, and she realized what he was getting at. The people were gathered, and the Koral and Leier were all intermingled, no longer separated. When they had started off, they had been distinct camps of people, but now they were one camp. Maybe something had changed. Maybe some good had come of it.

      She breathed out. “Sword and shield,” she whispered.

      “What was that?”

      “It’s just that it seems to me that we have formed a sword and a shield.”

      Benji chuckled. “Always thinking in terms of weapons, aren’t you?”

      “I am Leier.”

      “Are you?”

      He danced away on the wind without waiting for a response. Imogen watched him go, annoyed that he just left in the middle of their conversation. At the same time, she wasn’t about to try to prove her worth or affirm her Leier status to him.

      The renral didn’t return, which gave everybody a chance to rest. They descended to the next ledge, and reaching this one took a lot longer. The climb was a difficult one, even for Imogen, and she found herself helping Jorend as he made his way down the rock with one arm. At one point, she tore a strip of fabric from his cloak and looped it around him to support him as they descended. Others struggled as well. After a while, she hugged the side of the rock, trying to press herself up against it.

      She positioned Jorend so he could stay in one spot, then crawled up until she found Lilah. “We need magic here,” she said.

      “I don’t know what difference magic would make,” Lilah replied.

      “You have to have some spell you could use to keep people anchored to the rock.”

      Lilah twisted the enchantment she wore on her hand, and her eyes flicked to the sky for a moment. She smiled at Imogen, but it looked pained. “There might be something, though it will be difficult. I haven’t tried it before, but the idea behind it is sound.”

      Imogen looked down to where Jorend gripped the rock with his good arm. He was tethered with the fabric she’d wrapped around him, but he wouldn’t be able to stay there for much longer. And she was struggling with the journey herself.

      “All I ask is that you and the other Koral do what you can. We will all need your help.”

      Lilah held her gaze. “I will talk to them,” she said, then scrambled back up the rock.

      When Imogen had met her, she had thought Lilah young. She had a youthful appearance and something about her that spoke of innocence—the twitching of her eyes, the way she looked at everything around her with a sense of surprise. That expression had shifted, and Imogen no longer saw it quite as clearly as she had before. Now there was a hardness to Lilah. Fighting branox and renral might do that, but Imogen didn’t see the same hardness in the eyes of the other Koral.

      She continued down and reached Jorend. He looked past her up to the Koral.

      “What were you speaking to her about?” he said.

      “I asked them to help us climb more safely. There has to be some sort of enchantment that will work here.”

      Jorend pulled his gaze back to her. “Can we really count on them?”

      “They fought beside us. They have died beside us.”

      He breathed out heavily. “It’s hard to rely on them.”

      “It’s hard to trust anyone, especially an enemy.” She frowned at the thought.

      “I’ve hated the Koral my entire life. It’s the only way I’ve known them. And now, to see them working with us, fighting alongside us, sacrificing themselves on our behalf…” He shook his head. “That is difficult to grasp.”

      “Conrad suffered because of our people. Because of what my brother, one of the Leier, chose to do. Conrad didn’t hold it against us, and we can’t hold it against them. So you need to find a way.”

      He laughed. “And if I don’t?”

      She grabbed on to the fabric tied to him and started to climb again. “Maybe I will drag you down.”

      “Maybe you should.”

      Imogen continued downward, climbing carefully while holding on to the fabric. She realized she was handling it wrong, so she scrambled back up the rock, jerked on the cloth, and lowered Jorend as she went.

      “You’re going to tire yourself out,” he said.

      “Probably.”

      “You don’t need to do this. I’ll be able to make it fine, and if I can’t, then perhaps the gods didn’t intend for me to do so.”

      Imogen helped him down to another foothold, then climbed farther. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t need to. Her silence was answer enough. As she guided him lower, the cloth started to slide from her grip. She scrambled to grab for him, but she couldn’t get to him in time.

      Jorend slipped and somehow managed to jam his arm between the rocks and stop himself from falling. Imogen started to slip too. She braced herself by kicking her toes into the rock. She tried to dig her hand into the stone but continued to fall.

      Then she dropped.

      The speed and force of her descent carried her outward in a swinging motion. She looked down and was able to see the bottom of the step stretching far below—far enough away that she knew the impact would be fatal.

      She braced for what was to come.

      And jerked to a stop.

      Jorend gripped her. “Grab quickly,” he said, gritting his teeth as he spat out the words. “I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be able to hold you.”

      She strained to get back onto the rock.

      “Grab,” Jorend said.

      Imogen jammed her hands into the stone, attempting to snag anything. The rock ripped at her skin. She ignored it. She crawled slowly, picking her way, using holds barely more than what her fingers could grab in order to keep herself lodged into the stone. Imogen looked back and realized just how close she had come to falling to her death.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “We aren’t down yet.” Jorend looked over at her. “Maybe we should wait for the shamans’ enchantments after all.”

      Imogen locked her arms in place and dug her toes into the stone as she tried to steady her pounding heart. She braced for a few moments until she was certain she could withstand the descent again. She let out a sigh of relief.

      Imogen focused on her breathing, but she also focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, curious whether it would make a difference in this place. She hadn’t considered trying it as she climbed, but it might actually work. She had used the pattern recently in ways she had not contemplated before, and though she wasn’t sure if it would allow her to hold on to the stone, she thought perhaps it would.

      When she was confident she wasn’t going to fall any farther than she already had, Imogen waited for Jorend to begin his descent. She held tightly on to the fabric, and when he slipped a little bit, she gripped him easily, able to keep him in place. This technique allowed her to stay anchored.

      Why had I not considered that before?

      She climbed down until she was even with him, then nodded. As he started to move, she once again anchored using Tree Stands in the Forest. They descended that way, one after the other, her holding tightly the whole time. The sacred pattern helped her climb, something that once would have seemed difficult to believe. She used it as an anchor point so that as she descended, she hooked roots and branches into the stone, though they were more imagined than real. Still, those imagined roots and branches kept her in place.

      When they finally reached the bottom of the step, she looked up at the others climbing down. The path looked impossibly steep. Whereas the other stone sections of the terrace were steep but not very tall, this one was both. It had to be fifty feet or more of nearly sheer rock that she had made her way down. And she had done it. She had descended that rock, and she’d survived it. Without Tree Stands in the Forest, she wasn’t sure she would’ve been able to do it.

      Slowly, figures began to make their way down, moving far more easily than she and Jorend had been able to. The first to descend was one of the younger Koral. He grinned with his hand held out, which revealed a mark on his palm.

      “We placed an enchantment on our skin,” he said. “I didn’t even know such a thing was possible.”

      Imogen had learned that the substrate mattered. That was what those who made enchantments liked to call the item that was enchanted. In this case, the substrate had been the actual sorcerers, and these enchantments seemed to allow them to climb down safely.

      She watched as more Koral descended and marveled at how easily they were able to climb down and meet them. When the first Leier reached them, she was not surprised that they had enchantments set into their hands too.

      One of them, a young First named Yasten, made his way to Jorend and bowed. “I would not have expected it to work, but then I saw it,” he said, holding his hand out. “The enchantment hurt a bit, but we stuck to the rock as if we were spiders.”

      “It probably didn’t hurt as much as it would’ve if had you fallen,” Jorend said.

      Yasten nodded. “I would never have considered such a thing.” He looked over to the Koral, then up to the cliff where other Leier were climbing down. “But it worked.”

      Distantly, a renral shriek split the sky again, though now it sounded as if it were far away—far enough that Imogen didn’t have to fear it like she had before. There might be other creatures here, though she didn’t see any sign of them. Benji worried about it, and there were times when she wished she could hear the same whispers he did. What would that be like?

      The sky grew dark, though that could’ve simply been from how they were protected down in the lower edge of the valley and how the sunlight did not stretch quite that far.

      She turned to Jorend. “I think we should camp here for the night. We should be sheltered enough to avoid additional attack, and I need time to come up with the next plan.”

      Jorend nodded. “I will gather them.”

      He joined the others, and Imogen was thankful he did so without arguing. He issued commands to the Leier until everybody was taking action. Even injured, Jorend did his job.

      She took a seat near the rock wall and looked up when she heard a faint scraping sound. Benji was practically bounding down the stone toward her.

      “Let me guess, you didn’t need any enchantment,” she said.

      His face wrinkled as he gave a tight frown. “Why would I need an enchantment?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. The same reason that others did?”

      He pressed his lips together, and his frown deepened. “I don’t need any enchantments. Such a thing is impossible to even consider.”

      “Is it?” she asked, chuckling.

      “What kind of Porapeth needs enchantments? I can’t even imagine such a terrible fucking fate.” He dropped down next to her, and he traced a pattern on the ground beside him. She felt it when he did, almost as if she were aware of whatever power he pushed into that pattern.

      “Can you teach me any of your patterns?”

      He cocked his head to the side, studying her for a long moment. She expected him to refuse. She hadn’t really expected Benji to be able to teach her anything. He’d made suggestions about her sacred patterns, but had not demonstrated anything new to her. While his patterns were magic, they were certainly a different kind of magic than what she thought she could access through the sacred patterns.

      “Are you finally ready, then?” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I have been waiting for you to ask.”

      “You have?”

      Benji chuckled and sat up. “Should I not have?”

      “Can I use the same patterns as you?”

      “If you believe you can, then you can,” he said, waving his hand. “Can you use your sacred patterns?”

      She pursed her lips, and she watched as he swept his hands around and made patterns in the ground. There was something about it that struck her as familiar.

      “What do you see when you watch this?” he asked.

      “I see you making your Porapeth patterns.”

      “Why must they be mine?”

      “Because they are.”

      “What have you seen when you observe your Koral colleagues making their patterns?”

      Imogen turned and watched Lilah as she spoke with several Koral. “I haven’t paid any attention to their patterns.”

      “Perhaps if you did, you would’ve noticed similarities. The similarities are tied to magic, much like I am tied to magic, as you have obviously learned. There are some who are intrinsically connected, and others who must reach the power in the world through other manners. As you have seen, sorcerers are those who don’t have their own intrinsic magic, but they can tap into it, the same as all can tap into it. At least, those who choose to learn.”

      “So you’re saying that the sacred patterns are no different than sorcery?”

      There was a part of her that rejected the idea out of hand, but then there was another part of her that questioned whether that made sense. She had certainly observed how the sacred patterns worked in a way that was tied into magic, and she had seen Timo use the sacred patterns even though he had never studied at a sacred temple. But he was a Toral, which meant he had access to magic and power he should not have otherwise.

      “I am saying that the power you reach by connecting to the sacred patterns is not all that different than the way sorcerers reach for magic. And I doubt you are surprised by it.”

      “I suppose I’m not,” she said. Imogen had gradually been coming to that same conclusion, though it was a strange thing for her to consider. Her people had feared sorcery for much longer than she’d been alive, and they believed there was no place within the Leier culture for such things. For Benji to tell her that sorcery was not that different than the sacred patterns was not fully surprising.

      The Leier could learn magic, though. Lilah was proof of that. At least some of them could. Maybe not all. What would happen if they were to actually be taught magic?

      “Exactly,” he said. “What’s more, I suspect you have always known.” He leaned toward her, and he traced his hands slowly in a spiral. “What do you see?”

      “I see you making a Porapeth pattern.”

      “No.” His voice was harsh discipline, no different than when Master Liu critiqued her. “What you see is a pattern. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “Fine. What I see is a pattern.”

      “Pay attention, First. Tell me what you see in this.”

      She opened her mouth to object, but as she watched him, she realized what she saw now was different. The way he moved his fingers was not quite the same as how she used the same sort of pattern, but her breath caught. She recognized it.

      “You see it, don’t you?” he asked.

      “You’re using Petals on the Wind.”

      “Call it what you want. The name matters not at all. I believe your sacred temples have different names for the same patterns.”

      That was something General Derashen had confirmed for her. He had studied at several temples and claimed that although the patterns were similar, if not the same, their names were different at each one.

      “You tap into this pattern in a very different way than I do,” he said. “I’ve seen you use it enough times now that I recognize the pattern itself. You trace your entire body through it, whereas I use my hands.”

      “Does one work better than another?”

      “Does a finger work better than a toe?”

      She frowned as she thought about it for a moment. “It depends on what you are asking them to do.”

      He nodded to her. “Exactly. For your purpose, your pattern is far superior to mine. If I were to use this pattern when fighting, it wouldn’t be as effective. But then, I’m not asking it to fight. I’m asking it to help me summon a connection.”

      “What do you do when you use it?”

      “I find whispers,” he said. He swirled his fingers again and the pattern persisted, but this time, she recognized that the wind was whispering around him. “This pattern will not defeat enemies the same way yours does. I’ve seen how you use your pattern and how you send energy through it.” He offered a smile. “And I saw it when you fought the renral.”

      She wasn’t sure how much of that had been real and how much had been her imagination, but when she’d been fighting the renral, it had felt as if she’d spun in the air. As if the pattern itself carried her up, connecting her to the wind and allowing her to control her movement.

      “Did it feel real?” he asked.

      “It felt real enough,” she said. “But I…”

      He shifted, moving his fingers in a different pattern, and she watched how he traced them on the ground around him. She would bet that this was Stream through the Trees.

      “Now, you use this one for a different purpose,” he said. “In my case, I create a connection to the ground, a way of feeling.”

      “That’s how you know what the ground is telling you.”

      “Indeed. This technique allows me to connect to the energy there, and there’s an energy in it that flows within me.”

      Did that mean every sacred pattern was connected to the kinds of patterns the sorcerers used? If so, then it meant the sacred patterns weren’t sacred at all.

      And here she thought they were connected in a way that would make them more powerful, but what she was learning instead was that perhaps the sacred patterns were not as special as she’d thought.

      “Don’t give me that look,” he said.

      “What look?”

      “The one that says you’re disappointed.”

      “I’m not,” she said.

      “I see it on your face. You’re disappointed. You’re questioning whether your sacred patterns are less than you believed before. Do you believe sorcery is less powerful, knowing the secret of it?”

      “I don’t know the secret of sorcery.”

      “You know part of it, though, don’t you?”

      She looked over to where Lilah was, and she nodded. “I know there are those who have the ability to channel power through them, and when they do, they can access the energies in the world.”

      “A reasonable description,” he said. “Though perhaps sloppy.” His comment elicited an arched brow from her, and he grinned. “I do believe you aren’t a fan of that term, is that correct?”

      “How did you know?”

      It was an interesting choice of words, and she couldn’t help but wonder just what the relationship between Benji and the sword masters in the sacred temples might have been.

      “I know many things,” he said.

      “So if they are the same—”

      “I did not say they were the same. I said the connection is similar. The intent is what matters. Much like many things in the world, the intent of what you are doing is what’s important. As you begin to find your way, and as you continue to understand what you see, it’s a matter of recognizing the intent of what you are doing.”

      “So are there really only thirteen patterns?”

      He cocked his head. “Thirteen? Whoever gave you that idea?”

      “There are thirteen sacred patterns to make a sword master,” she said.

      Benji frowned. “Perhaps thirteen patterns that work, but there are many more known patterns. Which means—”

      “Which means there might be more sacred patterns I could discover?”

      He regarded her for a long moment before finally nodding. “It is possible.”

      Imogen watched him as he moved his hands and waved his fingers around.

      She smiled tightly. “Show me.”
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      Imogen’s tiredness this morning was a different kind than what she had been feeling lately. This was exhaustion from staying up for as long as she had, late into the night, as she worked on the different patterns Benji had been willing to teach.

      Most of them were patterns she recognized, and it was a matter of associating them with what she had learned and trying to piece together the way they were connected. As they worked, she had felt the change in the air, the growing warmth and humidity suggesting to her that the new day was coming.

      She still hadn’t come to understand any new sacred patterns, but she learned something about them she hadn’t before. Benji had shown her two dozen different ones. There were ten she thought she could piece together with the sacred patterns, but that left the others disconnected. That didn’t mean she couldn’t find a way to use them—it just meant it hadn’t been done yet.

      Imogen got to her feet and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. Jorend made his way toward her, a worried look on his face.

      “What is it?” she asked as he approached.

      “I watched you last night. I saw you working with the Porapeth.” He said it as if he still wasn’t entirely convinced, which concerned Imogen. If he didn’t believe that Benji was a Porapeth, she worried about how he might react and what he might be telling others.

      “He was demonstrating some of his patterns,” she said.

      “Does he think to make you a Porapeth?”

      She frowned. “I’m not exactly sure that’s how it works. He was demonstrating patterns so I might better understand the sacred patterns.”

      He reached for his sword and ran his finger along the hilt of the blade, tracing the notches he had. “Do the Porapeth patterns make a difference?”

      “I don’t know yet,” she said. “According to him, all of these patterns are connected, and they all work in a similar way to tap into the magic in the world.”

      “You do hear what you’re saying, don’t you?”

      “I do.”

      She looked at her own blade for a moment, staring at the notches that had once signified her skill with the sword but now seemed to signal something else. She wasn’t sure what that was. Perhaps an understanding of something greater than what she had believed before.

      “We have fought our people’s connection to something greater for as long as I have known,” she said, looking up at him. “But perhaps that’s been a mistake. The Koral shamans aren’t our enemy, and I can’t help but question the role of the Porapeth and the connection to the Leier—and the sacred temples. We have long been guided by the Porapeth. What if they have guided us in that as well?”

      She didn’t know, but after spending time training with Benji, she had started to question whether the sacred patterns were something different or if they were simply another way of reaching for magic. At this point, she was still at a loss.

      If she could use the patterns Benji taught as if they were different sacred patterns, then she would. Especially if it meant protecting these people. Her people.

      “That’s not why I came to you this morning, anyway,” Jorend said. “We have scouts looking ahead of us, and they found something.”

      Imogen didn’t care for the way that sounded. “Show me.”

      She looked around as she followed Jorend, thinking that perhaps Benji might be somewhere, but he had disappeared. After she’d worked with him through the night, he had ventured off, disappearing into the darkness. She had closed her eyes in hopes of a few moments of sleep, but she didn’t know how much rest Benji needed. It was possible his magic fueled him so he didn’t need any.

      She followed Jorend until they reached the edge of the terrace, then headed down the rocky side. He held out his good hand and showed her an enchantment. “I wasn’t eager to take this, but the others were so convinced it worked that I felt as if I needed to.”

      “It worked for them,” she said.

      “I know it did, which is why I took it.”

      He held out his hand again, then slapped it to the ground. “It’s strange how it works. I can feel my hand sticking if I push out through it.”

      He pressed his palm down. She could feel the energy probe outward from his hand and work into the stone. He pulled his hand up, and it seemed like it clung to the stone, as if he could not even pull it away.

      “Impressive. Did it hurt when they did it?” The idea of placing an enchantment onto a person seemed unpleasant to her.

      “It hurt, but pain is not unfamiliar to me.” He continued to descend the rocky terrain, clinging to the stone with the enchantment. “They are down here.”

      She followed, but she could feel that either she was going to have to be very careful as she climbed, or she was going to need to have an enchantment placed.

      The Koral were busy, though she suspected that any of them would take a break from making their enchantments to help her. She wasn’t sure that she needed an enchantment, though. The sacred patterns would work to hold her to the stone the same way it had before.

      Imogen dug her hands into the rock, grabbing tightly, and her feet dangled for a moment. “How are you doing this?” she asked, looking over to him.

      “I have to hold on to the stone, then I can find a foothold and use that to anchor myself to the rock. I keep my feet locked in, then I move my hand.”

      “That’s what I’m doing.” Only, it wasn’t exactly the same. She climbed in a similar manner, hand over hand, but she paused and focused on Tree Stands in the Forest to try to hold herself in place. It worked, but it was difficult and draining. Not just physically, but draining in a way that reminded her of how the renral attack had affected her.

      Imogen finally found a foothold and forced her toes into the rock. She slipped one hand down the surface of the stone, then the other, moving carefully. For most, this descent would not even be possible without enchantments. She had no idea how many of their people would have fallen to their deaths otherwise.

      “We’re going to have to enchant our boots,” she said.

      “What was that?” Jorend asked.

      “Nothing.”

      He was already a dozen feet below her, and the wind whipped around, making it difficult for her to hear much of anything. He was doing this with one arm, which impressed her, but it also told her that this shouldn’t be too difficult if they had proper enchantments. If he could do it with how injured he was, then the others could do it as well. She couldn’t help but wonder where Abigail had wanted to guide them and how she intended to influence them. That still wasn’t clear to her.

      Imogen continued down the stone, her feet slipping as she probed for a toehold large enough for her to lock her feet in. When she had it, she shifted her hands, moving carefully to ensure she had enough of a grip. The technique required concentration, but surprisingly was not nearly as complicated as she had expected it would be. She managed to hold tightly to the stone.

      How was she going to get back up, though? Maybe this had been a mistake. Climbing back up was still part of the journey, at least until they decided to descend.

      “It’s not much farther,” he shouted up at her.

      She slipped and nearly fell, but she caught herself with her fingertips. She was only a few feet away from him. “How did you find this?”

      “I didn’t. The scouts did. Several of them have stayed below to continue searching for other dangers in this direction.” He looked at her as if he was waiting for her to challenge his decision to send scouts. “They’ve been testing these enchantments as they probe along the rock. It has not been easy, but it’s necessary.”

      He swept his gaze up, and Imogen glanced the direction he was looking, frowning as she did.

      She breathed out heavily and shook her head. “Not easy is an understatement.”

      “Anyway, it’s up here.” He crawled along the face of the rock, then disappeared.

      “Jorend?” She kept her voice low but didn’t hear a response. She continued to climb until she came across a cave in the spot where Jorend had been.

      He had to have gone into the cave, even though she didn’t see where he had disappeared. She tried sliding along the stone to follow him, which was slow going. Maybe it would be better if she had enchantments the same way Jorend and the scouts did. Using her sacred patterns took far more time.

      She could head back up, but she was getting tired and the cave provided an opportunity for reprieve. Imogen hated to admit she needed it. She was Leier. Their people were accustomed to climbing mountains, but this was clinging more than anything else.

      She crawled into the cave and crouched in its mouth. There was no sign of Jorend. No sign of the scouts.

      She turned and looked back out. There was little more than a fog filtering up from the valley; otherwise, the rock face dropped off from here. She could climb back out and shimmy her way back along the rock to reach the upper portion, but she needed to know where Jorend and the others had gone.

      “There you are,” Jorend said. His voice came from the depths of the cavern.

      Imogen inched forward to get to him. She kept her head down and held on to her sword, listening for more sounds from him or any of the other scouts. When he called her name again, she crept toward his voice.

      The shroud of darkness that surrounded her began to part. It was a strange change, especially as it wasn’t because a lantern had been lit or anything else, but it was almost like light was emanating from the walls of the chamber itself.

      Imogen breathed in, feeling like Benji as she did. Although she didn’t have his Porapeth magic, she thought she recognized the reasons behind why he sniffed the air.

      “Jorend?” she whispered.

      “Relax,” he said, approaching from the front. He appeared as if he were glowing, and he flashed a wide smile. “I thought it would be better if you saw it for yourself.” He studied her face and frowned. “I’m sorry. I should have explained where I was going. You’re right, General. My apologies.”

      He bowed his head, but Imogen looked away from him. Staring in the cave, she tried to make out whether there were any shapes or movement in the darkness, but she could not see anything.

      “You said you’ve been looking for someplace that would offer a measure of safety for our people,” she said. “This is it, isn’t it?”

      It would be a place they could regroup, where they could train and prepare for other dangers. She needed the Leier to understand what they might be able to do. And her people—all of the people—were exhausted.

      “The scouts have been exploring the depths of the cave, but I haven’t been able to find anything. We think it’s empty.”

      “What about the light?” she asked. She wasn’t sure if he could see it, and part of her worried it was some sort of magic. If so, she would have to go and explore.

      “That light is everywhere. We’re still trying to find the source of it,” he said.

      Relief swept through her that he could see it too, and then she processed his comment.

      “You’re working on it?” she said, brow arched.

      “Traveling to the city will be dangerous. We’re going to need to scout our way. I didn’t say we had all the answers, General. I was just telling you that we found a place.”

      She smiled at him. “It is a worthy place.” But she hesitated before saying anything more. She had to be careful—she needed Jorend and didn’t want to upset him. “I’m afraid this isn’t where we need to end up.”

      “It might not be, but it’s a place where we can keep the people safe while others explore the valley to learn why you weren’t supposed to take that path.”

      It dawned on her what he was getting at. He was concerned about Abigail the Lost.

      So was she, for that matter. She didn’t know what Abigail might do, and feared that now that they had left the path, something might happen. Even if Benji couldn’t see it, Imogen wanted to be ready.

      “Will it work?” he asked. A hint of concern entered his voice. Maybe he was worried about whether this was the right plan.

      The cavern was certainly large enough. As she made her way deeper, the walls arched overhead, forming an enormous chamber. It would be wide enough to hold the people. But they would also be trapped. She swept her gaze around, looking for the source of that glowing light, but she didn’t see anything. The air hung with dampness, another problematic feature of this cave.

      “We have to make sure there aren’t any other entrances or exits and that there aren’t creatures here.”

      “What creatures could make their way along the wall like that?” he said.

      “I don’t really know. Given some of the things we have seen, I think we need to be careful—and prepared for the possibility that there might be something just as awful as the renral.”

      If Abigail had tried to push them in a specific direction, then Imogen could imagine how the Porapeth would try to guide them to a place that would be difficult to escape from. Still, Imogen had been the one who’d left the path, which was important to remember. She wasn’t sure exactly what Abigail wanted from them, other than to agitate Benji—which had been successful—but Imogen needed to be careful.

      “We should explore and see if there is anything else in the cave,” she said.

      Jorend nodded, recognizing the command.

      “Then maybe we can move the people in here. That is, if they have enough enchantments to do it.”

      “Everybody else has accepted the enchantment, General.”

      The implication was clear. Everybody but her.

      She hadn’t realized that everyone had already been enchanted. She was the only one who had not? The Koral would certainly be willing to accept an enchantment. But all the Leier…

      That surprised her.

      Climbing the way she had and forcing herself to use the sacred patterns would be difficult to rely on long term.

      “I will take the enchantment,” she said.

      He shook his head. “That’s not what I was trying to say. I was trying to—”

      Imogen smiled. “You’re right. If we are going to climb down the rock and explore the valley, I can’t be the one who slips.”

      The descent had been difficult but not impossible. Still, if she was going to rely on her sacred patterns, she would have to maintain far more focus than she would if she could simply use the enchantments.

      They swept through the cavern together. Imogen looked at the walls, trying to understand the strange glow coming from everywhere. It seemed to emanate from the stone itself, almost as if an enchantment had been placed, but she didn’t see any signs of markings on the wall.

      “How did the scouts find it?” she asked.

      “Like all great discoveries—by accident. They were climbing down the rock. Somebody almost fell, and they came across it.” He looked over to her. “When they reached it, they thought it a blessing from the heavens, as if the gods graced us with this.”

      Perhaps believing the gods had been responsible for providing this place of safety was for the best. Imogen wasn’t exactly convinced that was the case, but she would be willing to consider it.

      They couldn’t stay up on the upper terraces. The renral would still pose a danger, and until the people made it to safety, they had to worry about being attacked.

      Having a place like this while they scouted the valley would also pose other benefits. They didn’t know what they might find as they continued their descent. What other dangers might Abigail have for them?

      “Seeing as how you have the enchantment, I will let you climb to the others and bring them down,” she told Jorend. “I will explore, find the scouts, and wait.”

      He nodded and made his way toward the mouth of the cave. Imogen took that moment to look around her. Jorend had said that some of the scouts had remained, but she hadn’t seen them. How deep did this network of caves go? The Leier had experience exploring caves so she wasn’t concerned about them getting lost or disappearing while venturing inside, but she also didn’t know how far they might have gone.

      As she worked her way through, she wondered if there might be another way for her to find answers. There was that strange glow, which she had to try to understand, and she didn’t think she could by simply exploring. There was another way, though.

      The sacred patterns wouldn’t work for her nearly as well as how Benji could sniff the air and speak to it, or how he could talk to the stone, but they did provide a different kind of answer.

      Imogen unsheathed her sword, held it in both hands, and meditated. She started with Tree Stands in the Forest, the foundational pattern that was a pivotal part of everything else she did. She built the base, spreading the roots below her and the branches overhead. From there, Petals on the Wind began to circle around it and add to the pattern. She shifted into Stream through the Trees, Waterfall Cascading down the Rocks, and Axe Falling. All of them augmented the original and became tied to Tree Stands in the Forest. Even Lightning Strikes in a Storm was linked to it, though not in a way she’d ever believed when she was younger and still trying to learn the sacred patterns. At the time, Imogen had thought they were each separate, but now that she understood how the patterns worked together, she recognized that Lightning Strikes in a Storm built on Tree Stands in the Forest. For that matter, Petals on the Wind branched off from that as well.

      She could feel the way Tree Stands in the Forest sent energy around her, almost as if it were trying to help her. Her mind focused, and the pattern stayed within her.

      What if she added one of the newer patterns Benji had showed her? Could she use it with Tree Stands in the Forest?

      Imogen let her mind flow through those patterns, but nothing came. She knew the patterns were connected somehow. Now wasn’t necessarily the time to try to mingle them with what Benji was teaching her, but she did need to try to understand whether there was something within those patterns she could access. Perhaps some greater power. Perhaps some key to reaching for more than what she already had. The sacred patterns had been useful for her, but she could not find any way to mix them with the new ones she’d learned.

      One more thing to ask Benji about, if he was willing to answer. She thought he would, especially as he seemed inclined to teach her, like he felt she needed those answers.

      Needed answers.

      She frowned to herself. Was Benji using her against Abigail in some way? She wouldn’t put it past him. He had made it clear that the Porapeth were not supposed to intervene in affairs, nor were they supposed to try to influence them, though she had also seen Benji do otherwise. Abigail would have as well.

      That might mean Imogen was a pawn in some battle between them.

      She returned to Tree Stands in the Forest and spread out the branches and the roots, forming the pattern so that she could detect anything in the cavern, including the source of the pale glowing light she saw.

      A scream came from the back of the cavern, startling Imogen and shaking her from her meditation. She jumped to her feet, sword already unsheathed, and she darted toward the sound.
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      Imogen knew there were other scouts in the cave, and the scream likely came from one of them. But what had they uncovered?

      The sound died, and she didn’t hear anything more. Taking the time to meditate and use Tree Stands in the Forest might have been a mistake. She had attempted to find answers, but perhaps she should have gone looking for the others right away.

      She slid her feet forward slowly, twisting and turning while staying in Petals on the Wind. The glow in the chamber began to ease. She shifted to Stream through the Trees, and then she paused when the lights in the cavern dimmed completely.

      There had to be some magical influence here, though she wasn’t exactly sure what it was. Not renral—at least, not the renral the way she had seen them before. Whatever she felt was different than what she’d detected before, and it had to be considerable.

      Imogen felt something around her, a faint energy.

      The roots began to spread, but a tree was not only roots, was it?

      She needed branches. She spread those as well, and they stretched outward from her, as if some part of her were aware of everything around her. She continued to probe, sending branches and roots out until they met a sense of pressure.

      Imogen shifted carefully, sliding her feet as if she were uprooting one leg, before setting down new roots with each step. Each time she lifted a leg, she felt as though some part of her was being unsettled. When she put the leg back down and pushed energy into the stone beneath her feet, she detected something greater. Imogen made a steady pattern with one step after another, until she reached the pressure against her.

      The pressure felt strange to her. She didn’t know what it was, only that it pushed against her, making it difficult for her to walk forward.

      The cavern was dark, with nothing but inky blackness around her.

      But she didn’t need the light. She was Leier. She had trained to fight.

      She might be isolated and alone, but she was holding on to this pattern.

      A fluttering sensation worked against her senses, and it seemed as if it was trying to probe against the sacred pattern. In that moment, she knew she had felt it before.

      The air split with a painful shriek.

      She froze. Could the scouts have found some sort of renral roost? They should have detected something… unless Abigail had wanted them to come here.

      Her people had faced renral ever since taking the path Abigail had sent them on. Why wouldn’t there be more for them to deal with?

      Imogen needed to know if there was one here, but she didn’t know if she would be able to tell. The inky feathers would blend into the blackness of the cavern.

      She focused and forced her mind to still. She stayed in Tree Stands in the Forest, knowing it would protect her.

      As she did, a whimper came from nearby. One of the Leier scouts?

      Imogen pushed outward with the pattern, extending the roots and the branches, visualizing it in her mind as she created a barricade around herself. There was pressure, though—heavy, almost painful. That had to be the renral fighting against her connection to the sacred pattern.

      A shriek split the air again, and this time she could practically feel the renral breathing. Another whimper followed.

      First, she had to remove the renral, then she could check on the scout. More of her people would be in danger if she didn’t neutralize the threat, especially as Jorend had gone to summon them to this very spot.

      She had to fight the renral, and she had to do it in the darkness. What was worse was that the pressure pushing on her was even greater than before. She had come to know that the renral had some magical connection, and what she felt now certainly suggested a significant connection to power. Tree Stands in the Forest protected her, but now she had to move.

      She lifted one foot and uprooted herself, then she brought her foot down.

      It was just in time.

      Something blasted against her, a mixture of wind—like a foul and fetid breath—and energy, a sort of dark magic she felt upon her.

      Imogen pushed down through the ground, through everything she understood about the sacred patterns, forming the tree again.

      In this place, she didn’t have to defend against the skies, so she was better off. She could move carefully, slide one foot after another, and make her way toward the renral, all while using Tree Stands in the Forest in a much different manner than she had before. At some point, though, she would have to attack. She wouldn’t be able to hold this pattern indefinitely. She could mix in one of the other sacred patterns, but she had to do so in time to protect the scout—or more, if there were any.

      “Give me some alert you’re there,” she called into the cavern.

      There had to be more than one.

      “Here,” a voice whispered.

      “Are you alone?”

      The renral shrieked, and its call bounced off the stone walls. The sound reverberated like a terrible storm that echoed everywhere.

      “Matthew died,” the scout said. “We didn’t know there was one of these creatures here.” Each word was clipped as he spoke. She looked toward him, but she couldn’t tell who it was.

      “Do you have any light?”

      “Light?”

      Imogen couldn’t break her pattern or else she would lose her barrier. She couldn’t reach into her pocket or do anything else though she wished she could get one of her enchantments. She still had several in her pocket, though she’d been careful not to use them while traveling.

      “I might have something,” he said, his voice hoarse.

      Imogen needed to work quickly. Jorend had left to lead the others here, and she didn’t need him bringing her people into some trap, especially if there was only one way out of the cavern.

      She pushed the branches away from her as if she truly were a tree, and she guided the barrier toward the renral, trying to force it back. The creature pushed against her, though she wasn’t sure if the pressure she was feeling was magical or physical. Either was possible. She felt its breath, hot and foul and putrid, but Imogen ignored it.

      A stir of movement blasted forward. Imogen hurriedly rooted herself, pushing her feet down and using her arms to sweep the branches and the power up and out. It was all in her mind, and Imogen had no idea how much of this was real or not, but she created a massive tree in her imagination that filled the entire cavern. It was not only to protect her but to protect the fallen Leier nearby.

      The renral slammed into her and nearly sent her staggering back, but she was able to catch herself. She had rooted herself deeply and maintained her pattern, though she swayed against the pressure of the renral.

      “A light,” she said.

      A faint glow appeared from her left and gradually pushed back the darkness. Imogen waited for her eyes to adjust to the light. It came from a sacred orb—it was magic, but they never called it that.

      Standing as she was, with her feet pressed down and the energy radiating from her, she practically imagined she was a tree that had filled the entire cave, but she was surprised to see that there were no branches or root systems in the space. It was just her standing in place, in front of the largest renral she’d ever seen.

      This one was even more enormous than the beast that had wrapped her in its wings and tried to suffocate her. The massive beak looked longer than Imogen was tall, practically scraping the stone, and it gleamed in the pale light like a giant broadsword the creature could use against her. What might that do against her magical branches?

      How had the creature even gotten in here?

      “Is that—”

      “Quiet,” Imogen said.

      She had to focus.

      She’d used a combination of sacred patterns before, and she suspected that doing so again would be the key now. She wouldn’t be able to overwhelm this creature by merely holding Tree Stands in the Forest against it. She had to remove the threat of this renral. If she did nothing, it would destroy her and perhaps all of her people. She could not allow that.

      She had to be both the sword and shield.

      The renral watched her, as if it knew her thoughts.

      She jerked one leg up, uprooting it. Imogen set the leg down, hurriedly reestablishing the roots. When she did, the renral jammed its massive beak toward her, trying to slice at her and pierce the protection offered by the sacred pattern. The barrier held, but Imogen could practically feel the beak shearing through some of the branches she’d formed, as though the renral were destroying some aspect of the magic she radiated.

      It was a strange and startling sensation she did not care for.

      She clenched her jaw and focused again. If the creature recognized that any movement of hers was a point of weakness, she would have to react. Lightning Strikes in a Storm was the most likely pattern she could use, but within the confines of the cavern, Imogen wondered if Petals on the Wind or Stream through the Trees might help her more.

      Through it all, she had to hold on to Tree Stands in the Forest.

      “Wh—What are you doing?” The scout’s words remained clipped, and his voice shook.

      Imogen wanted to reassure him that she was doing everything she could, but she didn’t want to take any of her focus off this creature.

      “Quiet,” she said instead.

      In her mind, while staying in Tree Stands in the Forest, she began to swirl in Petals on the Wind. This was a creature of the sky, so that pattern seemed to make the most sense to her. But they were on the ground, and maybe the renral would know how to carve through Petals on the Wind precisely because it was a creature of the sky.

      What if she used one of the ground-based patterns instead? One that it might not have much experience dealing with?

      She shifted, and Petals on the Wind became Stream through the Trees. The pattern appeared in her mind, twisting, turning, and flowing around the renral.

      The renral got to its feet and stretched its wings, but the cavern was too small for that. Imogen realized she could use the narrow confines to her advantage. With enough focus, she could stretch outward to create a barrier with her magical branches and prevent the renral from moving toward her. More than that, she could push the creature back.

      But just forcing the creature back wasn’t going to be enough. She needed to do more, to overpower it.

      It was time to destroy it.

      As she used Stream through the Trees, the energy in the air begin to shift. The renral jabbed its beak at her again in a sharp, lightning-fast crack of movement. Imogen braced herself, not releasing her sacred pattern but extending the power outward. She tried to add even more energy to it and push her roots deeper into the ground, as if she could spread out more than what she’d already done.

      Imogen readied herself, pushing outward. She added Lightning Strikes in a Storm to Tree Stands in the Forest, then flowed in Stream through the Trees. The renral thrust its beak toward her, trying to cut through her branches, and she managed to hold her position briefly. Still, the giant beak carved through the magic she was channeling.

      She had to hold out.

      The scout whimpered, and she could feel movement behind her.

      “Stay where you are,” Imogen said through gritted teeth.

      As she held on to her pattern, she knew it had to look ridiculous in the confines of the cavern. Imogen was facing off against a renral. She was pushing power down through herself and using the sacred patterns—all of them designed for meditation—in order to attack this creature of the sky.

      Even thinking of it like that made Imogen want to burst out laughing.

      The renral continued to jab at her, its razor-sharp beak carving through branch after branch, and Imogen could imagine it ripping through her sacred pattern. She tried to maintain her connection but could feel the beak shredding through everything she held.

      The tree stands in the forest.

      This time, she pushed downward and anchored herself to the rock beneath her boots while also pushing outward with the branches of her magical tree. She hoped the combination might shove the renral away from her and give her an opportunity to strike once again.

      The renral shrieked in agitation, and she pushed again. This time, she used Lightning Strikes in a Storm, but it came from one of her branches.

      Now that she could feel the energy in the air and the way these imagined branches were spread out around her and filling the entire cave, Imogen knew she could use those branches and send lightning crackling from one to another.

      The energy struck the renral, and it cried out again. Before it had a chance to attack, Imogen sent another bolt of lightning through it. She continued to attack with one bolt after another, shooting blast after blast through the cave and using everything she could to overwhelm this creature.

      It shrieked once more and finally withdrew its beak, turning backward and spreading its black wings around it protectively. The wings stretched, then constricted and pressed inward.

      The sight was strange to see, but she had witnessed something similar not long ago. When the other large renral had been pinned her to the ground before, it had tried to suffocate her. At the time, she thought it was trying to attack her, but what if that wasn’t the case? What if the renral was simply trying some protective measure?

      She sent another bolt through it using Lightning Strikes in a Storm, holding on to Tree Stands in the Forest the whole time. The renral didn’t shriek again. There was nothing other than silence. The air crackled, though it did so with her own power rather than the sensation of magic it often came with.

      Blast after blast crashed through the cavern until the renral squeezed and collapsed into an ever-smaller ball. A bolt of what felt like sorcery crashed into her meditative pattern, launching her backward. She braced herself, and her imaginary branches clung to the ceiling of the cave and kept her from getting thrown into the back wall.

      Imogen hurried to her feet, but the energy was gone.

      So, too, was the renral.
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      Imogen prepared herself for the possibility of another renral attack, but there was no sign of it. The creature had vanished.

      The cavern was quiet, and though the renral was gone, an energy still lingered, one that came from how she had been drawing on her sacred patterns. That power filled her and flowed outward. The dim light from the scout’s enchantment still illuminated the cavern, but it wasn’t enough for Imogen to make much else out.

      “Is it gone?” he asked.

      Imogen looked over to him. She didn’t know his name—she hadn’t managed to learn the names of all the Leier she traveled with quite yet—though she recognized him. He was one of the Seconds. His pale complexion looked even paler inside the dimly lit cavern, and his eyes were tight and showed his pain.

      “It’s gone for now,” she said.

      “How?” He stared at her with wide eyes. “Are you a sorcerer?”

      “Do I look like a sorcerer?”

      He shook his head. “I saw what you did. The way you faced the creature and used your magic against it.”

      “What magic do you think you observed?” Imogen snapped. She slammed her sword into its sheath and turned to him. He had no notches on his hilt, and his blade was still sheathed, which suggested that he hadn’t even had the opportunity to remove the weapon.

      Lying close to him was the body of the other Leier scout, Matthew. At least he’d had the good sense to take out his sword. As she studied him, she realized he had a single notch on his hilt. A powerful and skilled Leier, now gone. Dead, like so many others who had faced the renral.

      “I don’t know what you were doing,” the scout said. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it before, but I felt it.”

      Imogen crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. Increasingly, she believed that not only would the Leier have to learn about their connection to magic through the sacred patterns, but they would have to discover how many of their people could use magic.

      “How many notches do you see on my blade?” she asked. She knew that rumors had spread about her. They always spread rapidly among the Leier, especially when it came to earned ranks or notches. But she had not gone around the camp and taken the opportunity to work with everyone.

      His gaze drifted down, and his eyes widened. “I’m sorry, master,” he said, bowing his head and wincing. Honor would force him to keep bowing.

      That wasn’t the answer she wanted. It wasn’t honorable to torment this man, but she needed the Leier to recognize their own capability and be prepared to fight.

      “I’m not a master—yet,” she said.

      He looked up at her, and his eyes narrowed slightly. There were no Leier with notches on their swords who refused to acknowledge they were masters. And those with many notches, like Imogen now had, were considered incredibly powerful, though she still didn’t feel as if she’d fully earned hers. She might have defeated Jorend, but that was because she felt as if his notches were not earned the way they should have been.

      Though she knew that she was skilled with the sacred patterns and believed herself worthy of the notches on her blade, she had never truly earned them the way others had. There was a part of her that wished she’d had an opportunity to test herself against General Derashen. These days, she wasn’t sure he would have posed much of a danger to her.

      The scout tipped his head toward her. “My apologies, General.”

      She nodded but didn’t say anything more. Instead, she turned her attention toward where the renral had been. The air in the cavern stunk, and though a slight wind flowed through here, at least it wasn’t the same as the renral breathing on her.

      She felt as if there was something else to this place. Imogen crouched down, tracing her hand in a pattern, and realized this would look to the scout like she really was using sorcery.

      “Where did you go?” she whispered.

      The renral had disappeared, but how?

      As she made her way through the cavern, she flowed through Petals on the Wind and then shifted to Stream through the Trees, the combination that had been required to suppress and defeat the renral.

      It was more than just that, though. What had really helped was Tree Stands in the Forest. Without that foundational pattern, without the understanding of the root system and the branches, she would not have been able to withstand the attack.

      The branches had been what had helped her this time. When she’d faced the renral before, she had felt like the sacred pattern was not effective against the creatures, but maybe that was her own failure. Imogen had not pressed upward with branches then. Before, she had pushed downward and created a ring around her, but that wouldn’t be enough when the creatures were in the sky.

      Could the branches protect her?

      These were thoughts for later.

      The renral had disappeared, and now there was no doubt the beast had some sort of strange magic. It had balled up and constricted, then blasted outward before disappearing. What kind of magic would permit a creature of that size and power to vanish? If they had magic that allowed them to simply disappear, it would explain why the renral were not seen for stretches at a time.

      She turned and spotted multiple oblong shapes in the back of the cavern, not too far from where she was. Though the scout still had his light on, the shadows made it difficult for her to make out much. She grabbed the light from his hand and walked toward the shapes near the wall.

      She froze.

      Eggs.

      She turned back to the space where the renral had been. That was why the creature had been fighting ferociously—it had been defending its eggs.

      There was an entire clutch of them, nearly a dozen, and they were all enormous. Each one was nearly knee high, and she could imagine the creatures that would emerge from them.

      She unsheathed her sword and raised it.

      “Don’t,” a voice called.

      She stopped with her blade held high, and she turned. Benji strode toward her, his hands twisting in the air and wind whispering around him in the chamber. The breeze tickled her skin.

      “There was a renral here,” she said.

      “I felt it. Much as I felt what you were doing.” He cocked his head as he watched her, and he breathed in deeply. “Impressive, I must say. You still doubt the sacred patterns?”

      “We have moved far beyond doubting the sacred patterns, haven’t we?”

      He chuckled. “I suppose we have. You’ve demonstrated something important, I think.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Your ability to maintain a pattern.”

      She stared at where the renral had been. “I used the foundational pattern. Master Liu had always told me it was incredibly powerful, and if I could master that one, I might be able to use it to anchor myself if necessary.”

      At the time, she had never really understood what it meant, but now, anchoring seemed like an appropriate description. She had certainly attached herself to the ground, and she used the roots and the branches she’d formed to brace herself.

      For the first time, Imogen was aware of the power she had summoned and the way it felt against her skin and left it tingling. She looked over to Benji, who was breathing in and out, his nose flaring.

      “Why should I not destroy these eggs?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Benji said. “I can’t see why, but I can see that you should not.”

      Imogen crouched down in front of one of the gigantic eggs. A strange warmth seemed to emanate from it. She didn’t want touch it, but at the same time, she thought she needed to. The surface was slick and smooth, and there were odd indentations around it.

      “Abigail was protecting these,” Imogen said.

      There had to be some reason Abigail didn’t want her people to come this way. She had wanted to guide them and had influenced their path, but why? What reason did she have?

      “How many other places like this do you think there are along the rock?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “If the renral can disappear, that means it can reappear.”

      Benji nodded. “It does.”

      “Did you know?”

      He shook his head. “It has not been my experience that they have the ability to use magic intentionally.”

      “It hasn’t?”

      “There was a time when they were more majestic creatures,” he said. “Not nearly as violent as they are today. They have a bloodlust they did not before. They are hunters, but they were majestic hunters, if you will.”

      Imogen grunted. “There is nothing majestic about the way they hunt.”

      “It depends on your vantage, now doesn’t it? Like all things, when you are the one doing the hunting, it seems far more impressive than if you are the hunted.”

      She glanced over and cocked an eyebrow at him. “You sound as if you respect them.”

      “If this was Abigail”—he raised his hands when she turned to him, as if anticipating that she was going to cut him off—“and I’m not saying it is, but I can understand why she would use these creatures.”

      Imogen stared at him, and she shook her head. “That’s enough.”

      “Your people intend to stay here?” he said with a laugh.

      “I think so.” She glanced around her. “We thought this would offer us some protection, but—”

      Benji snickered. “I could’ve warned you that this would be an unsafe place to stay. Even descending that wall was going to be risky. I thought we might have had more time, but the descent meant we were in more danger than you realized.”

      “Did you know the renral were roosting here?”

      “I could feel something.”

      “You do know you can tell me about these things you’re feeling,” Imogen said. “It might help us on our quest.”

      “I’m telling you as much as I can.”

      “Is there anything else you see or feel that we might need to know?”

      He tipped his head back and smelled the air, and he frowned. “Not that I can detect.”

      Imogen sighed. Frustration filled her, but she tried to suppress it. There was no point in getting angry at Benji. Even if she was being used as a pawn between him and Abigail, he was still a Porapeth. Nothing she could do or say would change that.

      She helped the scout off the ground. He was more injured than she realized. He limped from a fracture in his leg, wincing each step he took as they moved through the cave. Benji slipped an arm around the man as well. The scout looked over to Benji with his brow furrowed, but Benji poked him on the forehead and he passed out.

      “I figured it would be best for him not to question why I’m helping,” Benji said.

      Imogen snickered. “There are plenty of questions about you.”

      She regarded him for a long time, and Benji simply held her gaze, unflinching as he did. She gave a small smile, waiting for him to do or say something more, and he tapped his foot as he watched her with his silver-eyed stare.

      He chuckled. “There are questions, and I don’t have any answers I want to give. Well, maybe answers I could give, but it’s a matter of wanting to, isn’t it?”

      “I suppose it is,” she said.

      He laughed again as he turned, sweeping his gaze around him. “What do you see here now?”

      “Nothing more than what I told you.”

      The farther she went into the cavern, the more the light began to build around her, first a soft glow and then a vibrant intensity. She looked for anything that might provide her with an answer, but there was nothing.

      “I can feel something,” Benji said.

      “Let me guess, you can feel the renral coming back?”

      He pressed his lips together in a tight line before shaking his head. “Not that, though I wouldn’t be terribly surprised if it does return.”

      “You saying that doesn’t make it any better,” she said.

      Benji snorted. “Did you think I was trying to make it better?”

      Irritation flared within her. This time, it really was because of Benji. She was annoyed with him and the way he was using her and her people.

      Several Firsts found them. She entrusted the injured scout to their care and told them to take him to a Koral healer. They resisted, but only for a moment, and then they scurried off.

      Imogen looked toward the back of the cavern. “The renral is going to return for the eggs. If we’re not supposed to carve through them because you saw something…”

      “I did see something,” Benji said. “I can’t explain what it is or why, but you’ll have to trust me that what I saw will change things.”

      “Everything has been changed.”

      Increasingly, she found herself feeling as if Benji was withholding things from her that she needed to know. Perhaps not the way he believed, but he was a Porapeth and possibly did not see things the same way she did.

      She turned away.

      Jorend stood near the mouth of the cave. He watched her carefully as she approached, an unreadable expression on his face. “I heard there was a renral attack. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize there was a renral here. We thought this would be a good place—”

      Imogen waved her hand. “We didn’t know. And it would’ve been a good place.”

      “But the renral is gone,” he said.

      “Gone, but maybe not forever.” She looked over to Benji, who was tracing his hand along the glowing stone wall. “The renral have some sort of magic. I don’t really understand and Benji hasn’t been able to explain it much better to me, but they have control over themselves and can disappear, apparently.”

      “Why was it here?”

      “Eggs.”

      Benji looked over to her, and he shook his head.

      “I’m telling him,” she said, nodding to Jorend.

      Benji cocked his head to the side, almost as if trying to study the air. Was he looking into possible futures? Perhaps he was trying to come up with some way to use her against Abigail, or to use all of them in some fashion.

      “There are nearly a dozen eggs in the back of the cave,” she said.

      Jorend started forward and unsheathed his sword. Imogen caught up to him and grabbed him by the wrist.

      “I have been warned not to destroy them,” she said.

      “When the renral hatch, then we have another dozen of those creatures coming after us,” Jorend said. “Don’t you think that now is the best time to remove the danger?”

      Imogen agreed with him, but she didn’t want to say so. She thought Benji was making the wrong choice in preserving the eggs, but if he had seen something…

      They were eggs—essentially infants. Even if Benji was somehow using them against Abigail, Imogen still didn’t feel right destroying them.

      “We leave them,” she said.

      Jorend watched her and then bowed slightly. “I will do as you require, General.” He sheathed his sword.

      She breathed out, and she shook her head. “I don’t know if this is so much what I require, but it is what the Porapeth asks.”

      At the mention of the word Porapeth, Jorend’s mouth tightened into a frown.

      They both felt the same way, though she wondered if that would change now that the danger had begun to increase. What role did they now play? What was Abigail pushing them toward, and what did Benji have to do with it?

      But she was now off the path she was supposed to take. She was now traveling the road that Abigail the Lost had warned her against. There would be consequences. If Imogen survived, she suspected that they were going to need whatever advantages they could. If Benji could see some possibilities, they needed to know.

      Imogen didn’t like the idea of staying here, but the alternative might be worse, especially given a renral with the size and the magical ability of the one she had seen.

      “Gather the people together. We will camp here for the night,” she said to Jorend.

      He nodded and left, and Imogen glanced toward Benji. He watched her with a question in his eyes. What did he see?

      At this point, she wasn’t sure she cared. She had to better understand what was going on here. Perhaps she only needed to understand the renral eggs and whether they would hatch and pose a danger, but she also had to investigate the rest of the cave.

      She looked to where Matthew, the scout, had died. The renral would return, and unless she understood its magic, she wouldn’t feel comfortable staying here. Benji might claim to offer some protection, or the Koral might be able to do something, but would that be enough?

      She stopped in front of the eggs, crouching and tracing her hands along the surface of the nearest one. The shell was pale, which surprised her given the black feathers the creatures had. Imogen ran her fingers along the strange dimples that covered the shell and could feel something trembling within the egg.

      She jerked her hand back. This was a mistake. Jorend might be right. They should carve through the eggs and remove the potential of a future threat.

      Still, curiosity drove her. She ran her hand along the egg and felt the vibration in response to her touch. Imogen lifted it and was surprised by how heavy it was, then set it down. She touched one of the other eggs. And another. Each one she touched vibrated, as if it was reacting to her.

      Maybe there was something she could do to ensure that the cave was safe from the renral mother.

      Imogen sat in front of the eggs, holding her blade in front of her as she closed her eyes and meditated. She would let Jorend, Benji, and the Koral protect the people otherwise, but if she was going to listen to Benji and not destroy these eggs, she would use whatever she could to ensure the renral could not get to them and attack.

      Imogen pressed her hands to the ground on either side of her. Pushing downward, she felt the stone beneath her hand, and she continued to probe. She would be the tree that stood in the forest. She would send roots down into the ground, and she would form branches overhead. She would fill the cavern entirely and use the sacred pattern to make sure her people were safe.

      And then she would rest.

      Imogen didn’t know if this would be too tiring for her or if she would be able to use a pattern for very long, but she was determined to embrace it, to hold this power and pattern inside her mind. As she did, she could feel the fluttering energy within it, and she could feel the way the roots descended beneath the ground, then pushed upward to form the branches above her. She knew they were in her mind, a part of her meditative pattern, but she didn’t care.

      Then she felt something else. The eggs sat on top of her branches and on top of her roots, as if they were there among them. Imogen weaved the roots around the eggs. If the renral was going to come, then she was going to use whatever sacred patterns she could to protect the eggs from the creature.

      As she did it, it felt right. She had no idea why she was wrapping the eggs in her sacred pattern, but she thought it was what she needed to do.

      Once she was finished, her mind went blank. She drifted off and faded into strange dreams. Dreams of flying, of soaring above the ground and looking down at what stretched below her.

      Within those dreams, she felt free.
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      When the bell tolled, Imogen got to her feet. She carried her sword, adjusted her robe, and looked over at her bed. She wasn’t sure she wanted to do this, but she also didn’t think she could stay any longer. At this point, doing so was futile. She hadn’t learned anything.

      The only belongings she really had were her robe and her sword. Of them, she cared only for the sword.

      The bell continued to sound as Imogen stepped out of her room. Disciples moved through the hallway, each of them dressed in the same robes and most of them with an eagerness that showed they still carried the desire to learn. That desire had faded for Imogen, and she no longer felt as if it made sense for her to stay here.

      She joined the disciples, and when the rest of them made their way toward the great hall, she headed out into the garden. The wind whipped around her and flakes of snow swirled in the air. She breathed in the fragrance of the flowers, and even now, the strangeness of the fragrance of that was not lost on her. The massive stone tiger in the heart of the garden caught her attention, though she looked away. It might be the last opportunity she had here in the temple, but everything around her was a reminder of her failure.

      She inhaled deeply.

      “Leaving without speaking to me?”

      Imogen turned to see Master Liu behind her, his face serene as always. There was another figure in the doorway, though she couldn’t see who it was. They were shielded from her view. Perhaps another instructor, or perhaps a new disciple who had recently arrived. Imogen had stopped going out to greet the new disciples.

      “You made it clear I needed to leave,” she said.

      “I made it clear that everything will come to an end. Even this temple, Imogen Inaratha, will one day fail. Time claims all things.”

      Imogen gripped her sword. She had never come close to challenging Master Liu, despite every desire to do so. He had proven himself a far greater swordsman than she could ever be.

      Maybe that was a lesson the masters of the sacred temples wanted to teach. They wanted the best and the brightest to come to the temples, many of them risking their lives to do so, but the master instructors also made it clear that those who came were nothing compared to them.

      Very few knew what it was like in the other temples. The only person Imogen knew of having any experience in another temple was General Derashen. Since he was the leader of the Leier army, it was only right that he had visited more than one temple.

      Even he could not challenge the sacred sword masters.

      “You never wanted me here,” she said.

      “Did I not?”

      “You didn’t teach me anything.”

      “Perhaps not,” he said. He stood motionless in the useless sacred pattern he called Tree Stands in the Forest—one of many he had demonstrated for her but that she had never managed to come close to completing in a way that satisfied him.

      Sloppy. That was a word he’d used on her time and again to the point where she had started to call herself that. If nothing else, it might be best that she believed so. Then she could resume using the traditional patterns and the precision found within them, and she would no longer be sloppy.

      “Have you decided?” he asked her.

      “You made it clear that I had two options.”

      “I said that those who leave the sacred temple do so with two options. I didn’t suggest one way or another for you.”

      She wanted to laugh at that. He may not have made any overt suggestions to her, but he’d made it clear what he thought she should do, much like he often did.

      “I’ve dishonored myself so much that I should leave the homeland.” She fixed him with a hard gaze. He didn’t look away, not that she expected Master Liu to be intimidated by her. “That’s what you want from me.”

      “Did I say anything about dishonor? I suggested you could serve your people another way.” He nodded into the distance, and Imogen turned to look out toward the snowcapped mountain peaks. The wind picked up and more snow swirled around, though it wasn’t cold here on the mountainside. It never really was. The only time she had truly experienced cold had been during the climb up to the sacred temple, and never afterward.

      “What do your people value?”

      “Strength and skill,” Imogen said.

      “And you believe that is all you value?”

      Imogen opened her mouth to object, but she clamped it shut again and watched him instead. “No, it’s not all that we value. We value peace.”

      It was one of the aspects of the blade she was taught early on, but it was one that was lost over time, especially as she had progressed with her sword skills. How could you focus on valuing peace when you learned to fight and destroy? But when she had returned to the sacred temple, she’d been reminded of that value time and again, to the point where it had been ingrained in her.

      “Peace,” he said. “But sometimes peace is difficult, isn’t it? Sometimes reaching it is brutal and bloody, and sometimes for your people to know peace, you need to travel outside your comfort zone and find what threatens your own peace.” He turned to her. “You fear you have failed, but that hasn’t been my message for you at all. You have been shown each of the sacred patterns. In time, it’s possible you can master them. If so, you can claim the notches you so value.”

      She didn’t turn away from that comment. There was no point in it. She did value the notches, though she also knew she would not be able to claim them now that she was being sent away. She would always be a First. Never anything more.

      “If I’m sent from the sacred temple…” She shook her head and caught herself. “When I’m sent from the sacred temple, I will never be able to acquire a notch on my blade.”

      “Perhaps not how you once thought.” He smiled tightly. “Taking a bond quest is another way to find honor, Imogen Inaratha. And if I may be so bold, you might find that it is more enlightening than other ways.”

      Because I’m not even worthy of serving in the army. That thought remained unspoken.

      Imogen had visited with General Derashen when he’d come to the temple. He had watched her training sessions, and she’d thought that perhaps she might be able to learn from him, but even that seemed like it wasn’t for her.

      “I will take this bond quest,” she said.

      “You only now have decided?”

      She shook her head. “I decided when you told me I should.”

      “It should be your quest. Your path. It is your journey—not mine and not anyone else’s.”

      Imogen resisted the urge to argue with him about that. How could it be her quest if she was being sent away from the sacred temple to take it? How could it be her path when it was not the one she wanted?

      “I imagine you question why this path and not another,” he said. “Sometimes the path we take is not the one we would choose for ourselves. Sometimes that path would be too easy.” He turned to her, and the swirling snow seemed to make his eyes a deeper gray, or maybe it was reflecting the overcast sky. “You must find your own way, Imogen Inaratha, First of the Blade.”

      “How can I find my own way when you’re suggesting one to me?”

      “I have merely suggested a path. It’s up to you to take it. It will always be up to you to take it.” He smiled at her, a genuine one this time. “Once you complete your bond quest, perhaps then you may return and find another path, another journey, and another purpose.”

      He watched her for a few more moments as he stayed in Tree Stands in the Forest. Finally, he turned and headed back toward the temple, back toward the shadowy figure that she only caught a glimpse of.

      Find her own way.

      Imogen knew what he meant by that. He wanted her to leave the sacred temple. And by suggesting a bond quest, he wanted her to leave the Leier homeland. She was smart enough to know that the reason he suggested it was because General Derashen didn’t want her.

      No one did.

      But she would prove herself. She had never backed down from a fight, and she would not do so now.

      She would take this bond quest, complete it, and return to prove to Master Liu—and General Derashen—that she was worthy.
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      A steady tapping sound forced Imogen awake. She looked up and glanced around, and she realized she was alone. Strangely, though, that tapping continued to build, a rhythm that knocked continuously and entered into her awareness. Was the renral trying to get through the stone?

      Her heart pounded as she sat up in front of the eggs. She twisted to examine them, to see if anything had changed with them, but she saw no differences.

      Imogen had guarded this area for the better part of the night, her back pressed up against one of the eggs. Strangely, the warmth within the egg was comforting.

      She had drifted in and out of her meditation, and each time she’d come around, she had still been aware of the sacred pattern. Imogen had focused on the way the branches pushed up and how the roots in the ground probed outward, and she had remained anchored that way.

      Now she felt the tapping. She didn’t feel any pressure against the sacred pattern, nothing to suggest she was in any danger, but she did feel something pushing against her.

      She shook herself and got to her feet, but as she started to walk away, she could feel some connection still there. The eggs seemed attached to the roots.

      Imogen tried to separate that connection, but it seemed almost as if the eggs clung to it and attempted to maintain their link. As she tried to sever the connection and pry herself free, it didn’t work.

      She moved forward, and it felt almost as if the eggs held on to her. She ignored it and strode away until she reached the outer aspect of the cave, where the Leier and the Koral were gathered.

      The light inside this part of the cavern glowed softly, creating an energy here, and everybody who was gathered looked to be resting comfortably. Three Firsts stood in front of the cavern mouth, and two Koral flanked them on either side. The shimmering edge of a magical pattern indicated that a barrier had been placed around the doorway, and the sword and shield worked together to ensure the renral wouldn’t return.

      Imogen smiled to herself.

      She lingered next to the wall, and she focused on the feeling of the stone beneath her feet and the way the roots still trailed underneath the stone, back to the eggs. Strangely, the branches were there too. It was almost as if energy cycled out from her head to her toes, angling toward the eggs.

      “What did I do?” she whispered.

      A soft chuckle came from nearby. She looked over to see Benji leaning against the wall, his arms crossed in front of his chest, one foot tapping steadily.

      So that was the tapping sound she detected.

      “You have done more than I would’ve expected, Imogen Inaratha.”

      “What did I do?” she asked, peering back into the depths of the cave. She felt the way the power streamed off her, though she couldn’t tell what it was or why it was there, only that it was being channeled from her toward the eggs.

      “You can separate your magic, but I think it won’t matter now.”

      “Separate?” She turned, and as she did, the roots of the branches seemed to twist with her.

      Benji laughed again. “You aren’t accustomed to permanence, are you?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Permanence. Holding on to one of your sacred patterns and keeping it there even after you release it.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not accustomed to that.”

      He grinned at her. “I did not think so. I am impressed you could do what you managed. I did not see that coming.”

      She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not, and she couldn’t tell from Benji’s face. He was looking back into the cave toward the eggs, his brow furrowed and his foot tapping. The ground rumbled beneath him and shook with each tap.

      “What exactly did I do, then?” she asked.

      “You offered your protection,” he said. “Were you not aware of that?”

      Imogen frowned. “I wasn’t aware that I did anything.”

      He stepped forward and waved his hands, circling them in a strange pattern above her head. As he did, Imogen was aware of the separation that resulted. It was almost as if the pattern he used cleaved the branches and separated them from her. She could see them in her mind as they retreated back toward the eggs.

      Then he did the same thing toward her feet, though this time he used a mixture of foot taps and a pattern he made with his hands. The roots were removed and separated, and they retreated away from her as well.

      “I did not expect your people to know permanence,” he said. “Very few recognize that.”

      “Recognize what?”

      “That it can exist,” Benji said, stopping his foot taps. He cocked his head and looked at her, and his nostrils flared as he took a deep breath. “Again, I wouldn’t expect your people to know about permanence, but then, you have continued to surprise me.”

      Imogen looked back toward the eggs. Now that she was separated from them and could no longer feel them pulling on her, some of the tension she’d been feeling left her body. She didn’t really want any connection to the renral eggs—but she had been the one to form it, somehow. She’d done it to ensure there would be no renral attack while they were sleeping. Nothing more than that.

      Now, though, as Imogen could feel that energy inside her and all around, she no longer knew if that was the only reason she’d done it. Maybe there was something to what Benji had said—something to the way he’d been encouraging her—that had prompted her to act the way she had.

      “Did you make me do that?” she asked.

      “Do you think I can make you do anything, First?”

      She breathed out, frustration filling her. “I don’t know. I don’t know anymore.”

      “I don’t choose your path. You must choose it for yourself.”

      “You sound an awful lot like Master Liu. How well does he know you?” Or other Porapeth, she wondered.

      “I have told you that we’ve been in contact,” he said. “But perhaps not as directly as you might believe.”

      “What about Abigail?”

      Benji frowned, and a sense of darkness creased his brow. “She tries to choose paths for others.” He glanced back to the eggs for a second before turning his attention back to her. “It is not always wrong, but unfortunately, it is not always right.”

      “You sound almost as if you approve of what she’s doing.”

      “Abigail has done many things in her life, and not all of them have been unnecessary. Do you remember the branox?”

      She offered a hint of a smile, and she chuckled. “Of course I do.”

      “When you faced the branox, do you remember how terrifying they were?”

      “Get on with it.”

      “When the branox were dealt with in the past, the Porapeth tried to offer different paths—possibilities, but nothing more than that. We could not have offered anything else. But not Abigail. She saw the danger, and she decided she could not stand aside and simply wait while the branox slaughtered everyone as they fed on magic. She made her choice, and she pushed people on a path.”

      “Then she did good,” Imogen said.

      She hadn’t been entirely sure what to make of Abigail and had thought that perhaps she had her own agenda. Maybe she still did, but the idea that she’d been responsible for stopping the branox the first time left Imogen thinking that perhaps there was good in Abigail.

      “She chose a path,” he said.

      “You keep saying that as if it’s a problem, but it seems like her choice actually saved others.”

      Benji nodded slowly, and he looked around the cave. His gaze settled on the eggs. “She chose a path.”

      Imogen frowned. “What are you saying?”

      “I am saying that perhaps we are on her path again.”

      “I thought you could see.”

      “Normally.”

      “And the fact that you can’t see now?” she asked.

      He shrugged and headed back to the eggs. As he crouched in front of them, he traced his hands along the stone in front of him. He tapped his foot again and waved his hands in another pattern, and a faint breeze built as he did.

      Imogen didn’t want to go over to him, but at the same time, she was curious about what he was doing. Even as she stood there, she realized she didn’t need to be next to him—she could feel it. Somehow, she was completely aware of the way he touched the eggs and circled his energy around them, and she could feel something in the way he traced his hand. There was power here.

      How was that even possible?

      It was almost as if she was still connected to the eggs, though that should not be. Benji had severed the connections, cutting off the branches and roots, and had disconnected her entirely. She didn’t want to be connected to them anymore.

      At the same time, even as she watched, she could feel the way he was pushing against them… and the way the eggs were pushing back.

      Strange.

      “We can’t get in there to you,” Jorend said from behind her.

      She spun, her hand on her hilt, and he stepped back.

      “Apologies,” he said. “I did not mean to startle you. One of the shamans must’ve placed a barrier. We were not able to find out who it was, and none of them stepped forward to admit it. But we aren’t able to get in there to you.” He glanced over to Benji. “The shamans must’ve permitted him past.”

      Increasingly, Imogen felt as if she needed to tell Jorend the truth about how she used the sacred patterns. He had learned aspects of the sacred patterns but did not use them in the same way she did. As she looked around at the others with her, she knew that her people would need to understand the truth. They could use a form of magic. It might not be the same as the Koral shamans, but what they could do had its own benefits and they could summon a form of power.

      “I wanted to be ready in case the renral returned,” she said.

      “You would have taken that thing on by yourself?” He glanced behind him and nodded to one of the scouts. Imogen followed the direction of his gaze, looking to the scout she had saved from the renral. “Jaral claims you faced a creature larger than any of the others we have seen.”

      “I did,” she said.

      “And he says that—”

      “Anything he says is probably true.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “Anything?”

      “Maybe not,” she said with a shrug, “but most of what he says is probably true. I did take on the renral by myself, and I did so with the sacred patterns.”

      Jorend nodded. “I see. That is all it is, then.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He claims he saw sorcery. But the sacred patterns don’t involve anything you can see.”

      “The sacred patterns don’t involve anything you can do without your sword, either,” she said softly.

      He frowned as he watched her, then he shook his head. “Did you not use your sword?”

      Increasingly, Imogen was being pushed to reveal the truth to her people. Was this something else Abigail wanted? If so, what purpose would there be in it?

      If she revealed to the Leier that they could use magic, it would potentially split her people. Discovering that their most skilled fighters went to the sacred temples and learned a form of magic might be more than what some of them could withstand.

      There had to be some connection between the sword masters like Master Liu and the Porapeth.

      “Are the Porapeth how the sacred sword masters learned the patterns in the first place?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, though it was an interesting question.

      Benji strode toward her from the back of the cavern, regarding her with eyes that flared brighter silver. “Are you afraid to learn these patterns?”

      It wasn’t a denial, she knew.

      Imogen focused, thinking about the patterns within herself, and she turned to Jorend. “I will work with you to understand the sacred patterns.”

      Jorend smiled at her. “You already have. When we were in the temple, I was working with the sacred patterns but struggling with them. I was trying to find precision, the way we all must find precision. That is the key to the traditional patterns.”

      “The traditional patterns, but not the sacred patterns.”

      “Right,” he said, nodding. “Which is why I struggled, much like so many others who go to the sacred temple.”

      “But you mastered several sacred patterns.”

      “I did, but I still did not understand them.” Jorend ran his finger along the hilt of his blade, and he looked up at her. “I received notches once I passed the tests, but even so, I still was aware that I did not understand the sacred patterns the way I needed to. There was something in what I did, in how I demonstrated them, that was different than how Master Liu did. I’m not sure why he promoted me despite my failings. I think he simply wanted to be rid of me. From what I’ve learned since then, I wasn’t the only one who felt that way. Others believe the same of Master Liu.”

      She laughed. “I don’t think there are many people who leave the sacred temples feeling they are a sword master.”

      “Not very many, but there is you.”

      She smiled tightly, and her thoughts turned inward. When she had left the sacred temple, she’d done so as a failure as well, though she had known it. Did Jorend know he was sent away as a failure?

      “I was asked to leave the temple,” she said. “I was sent on a quest to do something I thought was impossible.”

      Imogen didn’t talk about this with many people. Even talking about it with Jorend now left her uneasy, but she felt as if she needed to.

      “It was something Master Liu said to me.” She shook her head, wondering whether or not she should reveal it. Then again, she had not returned to Master Liu, and she had no reason to keep any of his secrets now. “He wanted me to take a bond quest to find myself. He wanted me to learn. To change.”

      Had she not left, she knew what would’ve happened to her. She never would have changed.

      “That’s why you left?” Jorend frowned, cocking his head from side to side, and he looked at her. “I don’t know any who were given a bond quest by Master Liu.”

      “I don’t either,” Imogen said softly. “It was his way of giving me a purpose, or so I thought at the time.”

      She realized she was focusing on Tree Stands in the Forest. There came a strange, fluctuating reverberation that came from the eggs behind her. Surprisingly, through her connection to the sacred pattern, she could feel that energy emanating from the eggs.

      “You were sent away dishonorably,” he said.

      She shrugged. “I thought so at the time, but I don’t even know. It’s possible Master Liu truly did know something of my future. Maybe he spoke with a Porapeth.” Imogen glanced back toward Benji, who sat near the eggs, and she grinned at the thought.

      “Is that why you returned?” Jorend asked.

      She met his gaze. “I am unbonded, but that’s not why I returned. At the time, I thought I was returning only for the branox, but now I wonder if perhaps there was another reason—one I didn’t even know.”

      Maybe she had been guided.

      She looked over to Benji again. “We will choose our path.”

      “We will choose our path,” Jorend said, nodding to her.

      “When we do, I want to be ready.”

      “What do you fear we need to be ready for? Are you still convinced that we’re caught up in some game between the Porapeth?”

      Imogen sighed. It might come down to pressing Benji on it, but even if she did, it was possible that he would not share with her anything more.

      “More renral,” she said. “Including the one that left here. Perhaps other creatures of power. Whatever comes, we need to be ready.” Imogen looked to the people gathered in front of her. “And what of them?”

      Jorend stared for a few moments. “They are ready, but I suspect they will want more of an explanation at some point.” The way he said it suggested it wasn’t just the people who would want more of an explanation—he did as well. She didn’t blame him for that. He deserved to know more, especially with everything they might have to deal with.

      More than that, she wasn’t exactly sure which way they were going to go. They had to travel down the terraces, but beyond that…

      Imogen would have to find her own path. Not the one Abigail seemed intent to push them on, and not even the path Benji wanted for her. It would be her own, even if it put her between the two Porapeth.

      As she looked over to Benji, she started to wonder if perhaps that was his choice for her. If it was, he hadn’t said anything about it, which made it even more likely that it was his way of trying to force her in a certain direction.

      He wouldn’t say anything. Somehow, and some way, they would have to find their own path.
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      The base of the valley was filled with fog. Imogen swept her gaze around and crouched as she neared a section of thick grass. The valley was covered with tall broadleaf grass, and the dampness of the blades left her uneasy. She saw no trees or flowers—nothing but the grass and the fog.

      Everybody had descended safely. The protections they’d placed and the enchantments they’d used had given them the ability to do so quickly, and far more safely than Imogen would’ve expected. It was a stroke of luck.

      She felt a crackling energy that reminded her of the branox. The sensation left her feeling on edge, but no one looked up. Only Imogen. She stared up at the sky, watching for any sign of the renral, but there was nothing. Just her nerves.

      She kept watching for some sign of an attack, and though there had not been one, she feared that it was only a matter of time. From here, they had to find their way toward the city. She would need to use Benji to help guide them, especially as she wasn’t sure how they needed to travel or what he might see.

      Increasingly, the people were taking up the positions Imogen wanted them to, without any sort of guidance. The Leier intermingled with the Koral, and they all worked together, which pleased her. They had paired up so that weaker Leier fighters who were Second or lower were with the more potent Koral shamans. Imogen didn’t know if that was intentional, but it was a reasonable strategy.

      Fog stretched toward them, as if swirling from deeper in the valley. She had looked for another terrace down but found nothing more than a sheer rock wall leading even farther down into the depths of the fog.

      She caught up to Benji, who crouched down near the head of the procession and touched the damp grasses near him. He leaned forward as if sniffing them and not just the wind this time.

      “Do we have to descend even farther to reach the city?” Imogen asked.

      He kept sniffing and didn’t answer right away. Eventually, he turned toward her with eyes slightly wide. “I think that would be unwise.”

      “Is that something you see?”

      “Something I feel,” he said.

      “Because of Abigail?” They hadn’t seen any sign of her, but Imogen continued to suspect that Abigail had a hand in pushing them this direction.

      “Perhaps. I can’t see if she has guided us this way on purpose. Maybe she truly wanted us to be safe and to stay on the higher terraces.”

      He got to his feet and wiped his hands on his pants. “I will keep trying, but for now, I think it’s wise to stay along this path.”

      She waited, and she could feel a sort of strange magic emanating from him, but then it faded. Benji wasn’t trying to use much magic here. Why was that? When they’d been higher up, he had been quick to use his power, tapping his feet in a steady rhythm and using his patterns in the air.

      “Something’s not quite right here for you,” she said. “What is it? Are you concerned about her?”

      “I have been trying to determine what she is after.”

      “You really don’t know?”

      Benji sighed. “There was a time when I could see what she intended. I no longer can. It worries me.”

      “What could she be after?”

      He looked out over the valley into the fog. “In the past, Abigail was no different than other Porapeth and she’d wanted nothing more than to provide guidance with what she could see. Over time, her goals shifted. Unfortunately, I can no longer see them, and I no longer know what she intends. We live a long life, and we each have our own agenda. None more so than Abigail.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “We prefer to offer influence from outside, but she has always wanted a more direct approach. Unfortunately. I’m not sure what she’s trying to influence this time, but I fear that it is something dangerous.”

      Imogen frowned. “What makes you say that? You wouldn’t just imply that unless you had a reason.”

      He pursed his lips. “When I could still see, I recognized that a great darkness was coming.” He raised his hands, as if to preemptively cut her off. “I don’t know what it was, only that my path brought me here. To you.”

      “I need to know the truth of the Porapeth,” she said. “What you’ve been trying to hide from me. What happened with Abigail?”

      “I told you what happened. She intervened in events she should not have, and the others stepped in to keep her from causing greater harm.”

      “How did she intervene?”

      Benji breathed out heavily. “She divided a people that should not have been divided.”

      “The Leier and Koral,” she whispered.

      He held her gaze. “It was a long time ago. Long enough that none remember. Only the Porapeth.”

      “But you said the other Porapeth intervened.”

      “How do you think your sacred sword masters learned what they needed? The Porapeth intervened to prevent what Abigail had set in motion. They gave up a part of themselves in doing so, and they were lost long ago. Only their disciples remain. I don’t know what Abigail saw. Each Porapeth views the world in different ways, and I can’t say what she thought to influence. It had been a long time since I’d seen her, but I don’t disagree with what the others did.”

      “What about you? You weren’t one of the Porapeth involved?”

      “No, yet Abigail still blames me. She tries to come after me from time to time.” He smiled as he said it, like it was some sort of game to him.

      “Did it have to do with Timo?”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. His eyes flashed with silver. “I’ve been trying to determine the cause, but everything leads me here. Perhaps this is why I was supposed to come here. Every glimpse I can see has guided me in this direction.”

      “Then why not leave me so you can see more clearly again?”

      “Because I fear that if I leave you, I won’t be able to help.” He smiled again, this one sad, almost somber. He turned and walked away from her.

      A few of the Koral and Leier made their way along the terrace, and Imogen caught up with Lilah, who was only a few steps behind Jorend.

      “We need to keep moving carefully,” Imogen said.

      “Because of him?” Jorend asked, nodding in Benji’s direction.

      “I’m not so sure if it was him or the other Porapeth. I’m starting to become concerned.”

      Jorend snorted. “Starting?”

      Imogen shrugged. “He doesn’t know what’s coming, and I think he’s worried about it.”

      “If we keep going this way, it will bring us closer to the homeland.”

      Closer, but not back.

      They still had a long journey ahead of them to reach the city.

      Every so often, Imogen caught a glimpse of lights in the distance, which suggested they were getting closer. It gave her hope, but more than that, she began to feel something: the tightness and the influence of magic. She didn’t need to see it to know it was out there.

      She signaled to the others that they needed to slow. She looked over to Benji, who was still staring down into the fog of the valley. He hadn’t wanted to help out of fear of influencing events, but maybe that had to change.

      Could the others feel anything? There was magic out here. She could feel it, and she could tell power was out there, though she couldn’t tell what it was.

      Imogen tried to think of what it would take for her to fully detect power around her, but she wasn’t sure what that might involve. She could use Tree Stands in the Forest, but that may not give her the answers she needed. Whatever she detected left her with an underlying anxiety. She tried not to overreact to it but worried that if she did not respond in any way, they wouldn’t be prepared for it. Imogen guided their group carefully, then paused. Maybe it was late enough that they could take a break for the evening.

      She looked over to Jorend. “Set up camp. I’m going to have Lilah come with me and take a look. Nothing more than that. Once we know it’s safe, the rest can join.”

      “You shouldn’t go alone, General,” he said.

      “I won’t be. Get the people ready.”

      She and Lilah had not spent much time alone these days. Imogen felt as if she knew the girl, but she also thought she needed to get to know her better. Lilah was taking on a more important role within the Koral, especially among the shamans.

      The two of them walked along the spongy ground. The humid air seemed to radiate from the fog beneath them. Imogen could still feel the strange crackling energy, but she had not seen anything to indicate where it was coming from.

      They hadn’t gone very far when Lilah spoke. “Are you concerned about what we might find when we leave the camp behind?”

      Imogen glanced over. Her hand, as always, remained near the hilt of her sword. “The Koral shamans can place protections.”

      Lilah looked up the rocky cliffside. “It was effective up there, but I don’t know how effective it will be down here. All you had them doing—I mean, us doing—was placing a simple barrier.”

      “And a simple barrier should work here. Even if you need something more complex, I am confident the shamans will be able to do it.”

      They walked for a few more moments in silence.

      “Has it been hard for you to join the Koral shamans?” Imogen asked.

      “I thought it might be. They’ve been so welcoming. I…” She glanced behind her, before turning back and meeting Imogen’s eyes. “Perhaps it doesn’t matter.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      Lilah was quiet for a while. “Magic,” she finally said. “If I’d stayed in my home, I don’t know what I would’ve learned of it.”

      Imogen glanced over. Lilah’s dark hair, pale skin, and slight build reminded her that Lilah could have been her had she taken a different path.

      “The Leier are afraid of magic,” Imogen said. “When I was young, I was taught that magic was a path to darkness. I believed it, especially because we were shown examples of Koral shamans, people who embraced magic and were said to follow the path toward darkness. We were told they wanted to fight my people. Our people.

      “Even that understanding of the Koral was misguided. Think of what we’ve learned in the time we’ve traveled. The Koral barely attempted to cross the mountains, and only did so when chased by creatures like the renral or others, and never otherwise.” It was what Conrad had told her before he had died. The other shamans had been less inclined to speak to her about the Koral, though Imogen didn’t blame them for that. How could she, when she was still the enemy?

      “When I was young, all I wanted to do was to learn about the sword. I wanted to be the best,” Imogen continued. “I was consumed by the stories of magic users and the darkness they were filled with. I wanted nothing more than to understand how to use the sacred patterns to defeat them.”

      “That is why my parents hid me,” Lilah said.

      “They hid you, your sisters, and I suspect there are Leier who were hidden in a similar way. One thing I have seen in the world is that there is magic everywhere. It blossoms in strange and unusual places.”

      “Such as… such as in you?”

      “Thank you for asking that question while we’re away from the others.”

      “I’ve seen what you do,” Lilah said.

      “You’ve seen me using sacred patterns.”

      “I’ve seen you using magic. You may not want to call it that, and your people may not, but that’s what it is, isn’t it?”

      Imogen looked around, uncertain what to do or say, and not wanting to deny the truth. Not any longer. “It might be. I can’t deny that, and I can’t deny that I don’t know if it is or not. All I know is that what we do—the way we use power—is distinct.”

      “The way you use power is tied to your patterns.”

      Imogen nodded. “Sacred patterns. Only a few can even do it.” She traced her thumb along the notches on her blade. “At least, that’s what I believed. But perhaps that was a mistake. I intend to see if I can do anything about that.”

      All this time, she had never understood the truth about the Porapeth influence on their people. It made sense, though. But what she still didn’t understand was what Abigail had done and how she had first separated the Leier and the Koral. Was that what this was about now? If so, why?

      Lilah let out a small laugh. “You intend to teach your people magic? They’re Leier, Imogen. I have a hard time thinking they’ll be willing to embrace it.”

      “I won’t be teaching magic,” Imogen said.

      She had been thinking this through, but not well enough to have come up with a plan already. Teaching the sacred patterns wasn’t the same as teaching magic, though. She could demonstrate what she knew of the sacred patterns and could encourage her people to find their own flow. If that helped them defeat the kind of magic they might have to face, then she was willing to do it. Some of them might eventually learn there was something more to the sacred patterns, much like she did. She hoped Jorend would eventually come around, but even he might struggle with the truth.

      “I’ll be teaching the sacred patterns to as many people who want to learn,” Imogen said.

      “What if they don’t want to?”

      “The Leier have learned to revere those who traveled to the sacred temples, and anyone who gains even a single notch is valued.” It still felt strange, especially knowing the truth of the sacred patterns and the part the Porapeth played in that. “There might be some who want to work with me just to learn sacred patterns—something they had never been given the opportunity to do otherwise. It wasn’t until recently that I came to understand the truth of the sacred patterns and the power they permit.”

      “I didn’t really understand magic until I was captured.”

      Imogen smiled at her. “You understood it. I saw you using it. Had you any real control, I think we might have been more trouble for the branox early on.”

      “Perhaps,” Lilah said. “But when I was brought to the Koral, they taught me.” She chuckled and looked over to Imogen. “I know the Leier thought they were keeping us from using magic, but there are ways of masking it.”

      Imogen smirked. “I won’t reveal that secret.”

      “I’m not afraid of you revealing anything. You’ve proven yourself time and time again, and you have demonstrated that you aren’t here to harm us.”

      “I don’t want to harm your people at all.”

      “Why not?”

      Imogen stopped. She couldn’t feel the crackling sensation up ahead of her, not anymore. The spongy ground still supported them, and the rocky ledge stretched up on one side, with the fog coming up from the valley on the other. It was almost as if there was a path that forced them through here, though she didn’t know where it would lead them. That was even more reason for her to scout ahead.

      “I’ve spent quite a bit of time outside the Leier homeland,” Imogen said. “When I was first found by a friend of mine. He was willing to accept my hatred of magic.”

      She smiled as she thought of her friend Gaspar and how he’d come across her when she was as angry as she had ever been. At that time, she had felt exiled from her people, and she’d been trying to complete her bond quest, knowing she would have to do something impossible.

      He’d been on his own mission when he’d first taken her in, and while he had his own distrust of magic, it was not hatred. She’d thought so when she’d first met him, and thought they might be kindred spirits who could work together, but it was not the same.

      “Over time, because of him and others around him, I came to see magic differently. There were beneficial uses to it.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small enchantment. She’d been carrying it ever since leaving Yoran, and all she had to do was tap on it to communicate across the distance to Gaspar or one of her other friends. She hadn’t thought of using it.

      Only because this was her quest now.

      “You have an enchantment,” Lilah said, leaning down and examining it. “Interesting. The lines on it suggest it’s for communication. There is a distinct curling pattern, which focuses it and—” Lilah looked up, and she shook her head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be so nosy.”

      “No, that’s fine. You can look. And you’re right that it’s meant for communication.”

      Imogen hadn’t known the purpose of the curling lines, but perhaps they were designed to focus the communication and send it across great distances. She hadn’t tested whether it would work from here, and now that she was so far from Yoran that she doubted she would be able to return, she wondered if it would even work. That thought left her far sadder than she thought it would have.

      She sighed. “I have used many enchantments in the time since I left my homeland. They have been beneficial, some of them incredibly so. Some of the enchantments helped me talk to friends, and some of them gave my friends strength, speed, or skills they wouldn’t have otherwise. All of them had their purposes.”

      “They would be helpful depending on who used them,” Lilah said.

      Imogen nodded. “Exactly. Much like sorcery or any kind of magic. That’s what my people lost sight of.”

      They started forward again. Imogen stared, feeling for the crackling she had felt before, though there was no sign of what it was. There was nothing that suggested the reason behind what she detected, only that there was something else around. She was certain of it.

      “I haven’t seen anything of this city you observed with Benji,” Lilah said. “Or were you trying to get me away from the rest so we could talk?” She smiled.

      Imogen looked out over the fog. Every so often, she thought she saw shimmering lights within it, but they were too faint and difficult for her to see.

      “We are getting close,” she said. “Hopefully we can make sure the people are protected.”

      More than that, though, she wondered if they might be able to leave their people better off than they had been before. The Leier had seen how the Koral would help. The Koral had seen how the Leier would fight beside them. That had to matter.

      Imogen nodded and continued farther along the path. She could feel the crackling in the distance. It was magic, she was certain of it, but she didn’t know where it was coming from.

      Lilah watched her. “I wanted to thank you. When I first saw you and Benji, I knew you would be my key to learning magic.”

      “You would’ve studied at the Society otherwise,” Imogen said, waving her hand. “Eventually, you would have learned what you needed and grown skilled enough to do what was necessary. But perhaps it would’ve taken time, and given what I know of the Society, it’s possible you would not have been permitted to return home.”

      Lilah fell silent, and Imogen didn’t push.

      The air continued to crackle every so often, frequent enough that Imogen was certain there was magic being used around her, but she wasn’t sure where it was. Maybe there was another renral, though this didn’t seem like a place where the renral would want to hunt. They likely wouldn’t be able to see their prey in the fog.

      There were other creatures in these lands too. The army hadn’t encountered anything other than evidence of various living beings passing through, but Imogen wanted to be ready for the possibility that they might come across some. If they were prepared, they could defend against whatever they found. If she could stop any creature from getting to her people in the first place, then she wanted to do that as well.

      She looked over to Lilah. “Are you detecting anything?”

      Lilah paused and then shook her head.

      Imogen found that odd. She could still feel something, and there was no doubt in her mind that energy came from somewhere up ahead. It always seemed to be just a specific distance in front of her, as if it were pulling her away.

      She froze.

      Pulling her away. Drawing her away from the others.

      She reached for her sword, and it was only then that she realized she was wrapped in bands of power. She struggled against them, but she couldn’t move.

      Lilah turned to her with a look on her face that Imogen hadn’t seen before. When she’d first come across Lilah, she had thought her young and inexperienced. She had guessed she was potentially talented but raw with her skills. Lilah had grown in her time with the Koral, in her abilities and in her leadership.

      And she had mentioned how there were ways of shielding magic.

      “Lilah? What are you doing?” Imogen said.

      Lilah held Imogen’s gaze with a hardness she’d never shown before. “You really should’ve stayed on the path she laid out before you.”

      The bands began to constrict around Imogen.
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      Imogen reeled from the sting of the betrayal. Lilah had been working with Abigail.

      Abigail had kept a spy with them all along.

      That thought came to her as she focused on the strange bands Lilah was using to squeeze around her. Imogen knew she had to fight, but she also wanted answers.

      Lilah had been working against them. There had been several times when Imogen had needed to intervene in how the Leier worked with the Koral, though Lilah had been the one to provide the warning—a warning that she had instigated. What more had she done that Imogen hadn’t seen? How often had she caused problems without Imogen aware?

      There would be time to deal with that later.

      Now she had to focus.

      And she had to fight.

      She needed to draw on the sacred patterns. In this case, she needed a foundational pattern, so she focused on Tree Stands in the Forest. Her feet pressed on the spongy ground as she attempted to form the pattern, but it was difficult to maintain. Even as she tried, the power squeezed her, and she felt a sense of resistance.

      As Imogen looked over to Lilah, she realized that Lilah had her feet set and was moving in a variant of a sacred pattern. She was using one aspect of Stream through the Trees, though not quite moving the way Imogen did when she used that same pattern. The power coming from Lilah was considerable, enough that Imogen could scarcely believe it.

      “Why?” Imogen whispered.

      “I’ve been watching you. That’s what she asked me to do. She wanted me to force you away from the path, but the great Imogen Inaratha could not be forced.”

      “Why have you done this?”

      Imogen’s body didn’t react the way she wanted. The power that squeezed her was difficult for her to withstand, and though she strained, she could not fight past what Lilah was doing.

      She didn’t need to move to form a sacred pattern, though. That had become clear the longer she had worked with them, meditating and trying to master the power within them. If she could find a way to access the pattern—and in this case, she thought Tree Stands in the Forest would be the most effective in at least giving her a chance to push Lilah back—she would buy herself sometime.

      Lilah took steady steps toward her, her body swaying as she did, a flow to her movements that Imogen had not seen from her before.

      Lilah had been holding back.

      Imogen marveled at the way she moved. Lilah was incredibly skilled with what had to be similar to Imogen’s own sacred patterns.

      Imogen had to find a way to focus deep beneath her and push outward, but it was difficult. The power Lilah held her in was considerable, making it difficult for Imogen to do anything.

      Lilah studied her intently. There was darkness in her gaze that Imogen had never seen from her. She had traveled with Lilah for the better part of several weeks, and Imogen had assumed she was helpless.

      “I thought Conrad trained you,” Imogen said.

      “Conrad thought he was training me.” Lilah smiled and shook her head. “I let him think he was, much like I let you think you were training me. And even Benji.” She snorted. “As if he could provide any guidance. She told me about him.”

      An intensifying darkness and malevolence radiated from her. Imogen’s stomach twisted into knots.

      She needed to access Tree Stands in the Forest. If she could, she thought she could shatter the magic Lilah was channeling and use her own connection to the sacred patterns to break free.

      Lilah was more than a Koral shaman. She was a sorcerer—and had obviously trained with the Porapeth.

      But Imogen was Leier. That had to be enough.

      All this time she’d been concerned about what Timo might be doing, and she had not given any thought to whether she might be betrayed by somebody traveling with her.

      “You made it easy,” Lilah said. “I wanted you to stay on your path. You would have been more use to us that way, but you forced me to take action.”

      “What do you mean, my path?”

      “That path you were meant to take.”

      Abigail had seen something of her? Benji had not even been able to see anything, and he was a powerful Porapeth—but perhaps not the most powerful one. What if Abigail had managed to see something Benji could not? If that was true, then they had all been betrayed. Including Benji.

      As she watched Lilah, she noticed the way the girl was moving now, which reminded her of Petals on the Wind. She was using a sacred pattern.

      What had Benji said? There were similarities to the patterns, and by noticing the similarities, you could recognize them. Lilah’s movements were like the way Imogen used her own sacred patterns. Knowing that…

      Petals on the Wind had a weakness.

      All patterns did. That was what the Leier were taught when they learned to fight sorcerers. Once they came to understand that truth, the Leier learned to disrupt other patterns because they could find the weakness within them. In this case, Imogen had to uncover the vulnerability in the pattern Lilah used against her. If it was similar to Petals on the Wind, she understood what she would have to do.

      But she would have to brace herself deeply. More than she had before.

      That meant she needed time.

      Lilah continued to move toward her, flowing in Petals on the Wind, but she did so in a slightly different way than what Imogen had learned. Imogen had to focus, to see if she might be able to understand that difference and find a way to counter it.

      All the while, Lilah simply smiled, as if she knew what Imogen was thinking.

      “My parents taught me all about the Leier and all about the Koral,” Lilah said. “You can’t know what it’s like to not be a part of what you should have been born into.”

      Imogen turned as much as she could and focused on Lilah. “I understand it better than you can believe. I understand what it’s like to feel as if you’re separated from your own people, as if you’re something different, as if you’re an outsider just because of what you’ve trained to believe.”

      “You?” Lilah sneered, and darkness flashed in her eyes.

      The power from the pattern continued to constrict Imogen. It wasn’t just Petals on the Wind, she realized. Lilah used some part of her power to push downward, forcing her magic upon Imogen and shoving her into the spongy ground. The more Lilah squeezed, the more Imogen realized that pushing down into the ground would not be fully effective, much like it had not been when she’d dealt with the renral in the cave.

      Branches. That was what she needed. If she could send out the branches like she had during the renral attack and use them to brace herself, she could disrupt what Lilah was doing.

      But it was going to take something different than what Imogen had done before. With the renral, she had forced branches out slowly. In this case, she was going to have to grow this tree as rapidly as she could. Imogen didn’t know if speed would even make a difference at this point.

      “I was tasked with ensuring you didn’t travel beyond here,” Lilah said. “I did not think it was going to be necessary. I convinced her you would follow the path set in front of you. Neither of us knew what would happen with Benji’s involvement, of course. Benji the Elder poses a unique challenge. This might be earlier than I was supposed to do this, but I needed to remove you from him. His guardian.” She scoffed, and she seemed like a different person altogether. “Once you’re gone, Benji can be dealt with.”

      “How long have you been working with her?” Imogen asked.

      Had it been since she’d first encountered Lilah? All this time, Imogen thought she had saved Lilah, but that hadn’t been the case at all. Lilah had betrayed them.

      “She was my first instructor. She found me. She showed me how misguided the Leier were.” Lilah took a step toward her, still flowing as she moved. “My people. Our people.” Her voice grew louder, and Imogen’s heart pounded. She needed Lilah to stay quiet so they didn’t draw any of the Leier out here. Imogen would have to deal with Lilah on her own. She didn’t want others put in harm’s way. “My people viewed what I could do as a darkness.” She sneered at Imogen. “What you can do, First. This is magic. All along, you have been able to do magic, but you don’t want anyone else to do it, do you?”

      Imogen suspected that Lilah didn’t know Abigail’s role in what happened to their people. What was worse, Imogen had no idea if Lilah would believe the truth if she shared it.

      “I understand your anger. The people don’t understand, but they can,” Imogen said.

      “No. That’s what she showed me. They can’t, and they won’t. So now they won’t have the opportunity. That is the path I was shown.”

      “She guided you,” Imogen said, cocking her head as she watched Lilah. “Listen to the things you’re saying. Listen to the way you’re talking about her. What about you finding your own way?”

      “I’m not powerful enough to find my own way.”

      The bands continued to squeeze Imogen. She had to act soon. Eventually, Lilah’s power was going to become more than Imogen could withstand. Though she struggled and fought against it, she also couldn’t help but feel a measure of sympathy.

      Lilah likely wasn’t the first Leier to discover they had magic. Others were like her. How many had their people chased away because they were viewed as tainted?

      “What path did you think you could take?” Imogen asked.

      She had to find Tree Stands in the Forest, but she needed to use a different variation—one with a different purpose that would work in its place.

      “All our people want is to destroy magic.” Lilah held her hands out, and even now she moved them in a soft, steady rhythm. It was one of the sacred patterns, but a different variation than Imogen had seen. “All while they teach it. Or presume to teach it. That’s the path I was shown. Our people will never be free to learn the truth.”

      “So what do you intend to do?”

      Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest while tapping lightly on the ground. She didn’t need much to make a connection. She could be a shallow tree and send her thick roots through the mossy undergrowth, spreading them wide rather than deep. Then she could create a ring, extend her branches out, and drape them down to surprise Lilah and attack.

      All of that would be in her mind. All of that would be the magic she could control.

      “It’s not what I intend to do,” Lilah said. “It’s what you would’ve done, Imogen. You would have led our people away. And their people.” She said the last part with a sneer, and Imogen knew she meant the Koral.

      “While Abigail did what?” Imogen asked.

      Lilah watched her but didn’t say anything.

      That was the key here.

      Abigail had intended to do something to the Leier and the Koral while Imogen was gone. While the Leier army, at least what was left of it, was gone. While the Koral shamans were gone. The protection for both peoples.

      Abigail had wanted to separate the two before, which was how they ended up divided in the first place. What would she do with their protections gone? Why them?

      The Porapeth had to have seen something, but whatever it was meant the destruction of both the Koral and the Leier.

      Imogen would not allow that to happen.

      She thought about what other patterns she might be able to use. Lightning Strikes in a Storm? The lightning would have to be quick, to arc from branch to branch. It might disrupt what Lilah did, but she would also need speed.

      The bands constricted even more tightly.

      “I thought the renral would take you,” Lilah said. “It took quite a bit of effort to direct them.”

      Shock swept through Imogen at the realization. She hadn’t expected that Lilah would have been involved in that much. “You directed them?”

      “Not me, but the others. She’s not working alone, as you know. How could you set a path if you did? The others chose to ignore her, believing they didn’t need the guidance of those who could see the possible futures.” She rolled her eyes. “I recognize that she’s able to see beyond and has the ability to guide us. What she offers is more than anything I can do on my own.”

      Imogen pushed upward, the same way she had used the sacred pattern against the renral in the cave. She needed to form her branches, and watched Lilah as she did, careful not to push that part of the pattern too quickly.

      As her branches grew and extended beyond her, she could feel the power they created. Once she spread her branches outward, she could use that energy. So far, it didn’t seem as if Lilah understood what Imogen did. But then, Lilah might think that Imogen needed to move to access the power of the sacred patterns. At least she hadn’t learned that truth yet. If she stayed with Imogen much longer, though, she might realize what Imogen was truly capable of.

      Imogen focused on what she had to do. Spread the roots, spread the branches, and be ready to attack.

      But for now, she had to wait.

      “When you’re out of the way, we will keep moving,” Lilah went on, oblivious to what Imogen was trying to do. “The Koral and the Leier will be destroyed. It will take no time. Your brother had attempted it before, and we thought his path could have been nudged enough that he would’ve succeeded, but unfortunately…”

      Everything within Imogen went cold. “What do you mean? My brother’s path?”

      Timo had gone on his own bond quest and left his people, before returning and chasing power he should not have had. He had chosen this for himself.

      Hadn’t he?

      But Imogen had come across Lilah while in pursuit of Timo, while dealing with the branox. If Lilah had been involved with Abigail even then, it was possible she had already influenced their path. If she had, it meant that Benji had not known and had not been able to see, despite everything else he’d been able to see.

      How was that possible?

      “Did you think your brother was acting alone?” Lilah said.

      Imogen stared at her. “He was acting alone. He was chasing power.”

      “How would he have known how to chase power?”

      “Abigail did that?” Imogen asked. Her worry reached a boiling point. She hadn’t known what role Abigail might’ve played in everything that had happened, but she had not expected that Abigail had influenced Timo.

      Lilah laughed. “She sees the path, and she knows.”

      “What purpose does it serve to destroy the Koral and the Leier? Why would you want your own people destroyed?”

      “They aren’t my people. And she has seen a better way.”

      Imogen could feel the branches dangling, almost as if there was something really there, and she began to focus on them, knowing she would only have one chance at this. All she needed to do was disrupt the power, and then she could hold Lilah in place.

      She had to be ready. Interrupt the pattern, reach for her blade, and stop Lilah from what she was doing.

      Lilah tensed, and a deep frown creased her brow. “What are you doing? I can feel… something.” She tipped her head to the side and flowed in Petals on the Wind again, but she moved it to the side as if shifting the pattern. “Do you think you can escape from me? I have been trained by Abigail herself. Has a Porapeth trained you?”

      Yes, Imogen didn’t say.

      Benji had been teaching her but had been doing it in secret and separate from the rest of those traveling with them. Even if she hadn’t really understood what he was trying to teach—nor had she understood what he’d hoped for her to learn other than a greater understanding of the patterns—he had been teaching. All this time traveling with him, though, and Benji had wanted her to know more about the sacred patterns, along with the traditional ones. He must have known that she would need those answers.

      As Lilah attempted to disrupt her use of Tree Stands in the Forest, Imogen knew she didn’t have much time. She unleashed Lightning Strikes in a Storm. In this case, it was not the traditional attack. Lightning arced from branch to branch, and bolt after bolt streaked between those branches. The bands around her loosened, but only for a moment.

      Somehow, Lilah still held her.

      Imogen was a sword master who had learned the sacred patterns—magical patterns—but she was not a sorcerer. She didn’t need to be.

      She radiated Lightning Strikes in a Storm all around her, continuing to let that energy build. It crackled, slamming from one imagined and invisible branch to another, the air around her shimmering with that power.

      The pressure on Imogen faded. Then it was gone.

      She darted forward, withdrew her sword from her sheath, and flowed through the sacred patterns. She whipped her blade around toward Lilah but met a barrier created from sorcery. Not a sacred pattern, but traditional sorcery. This was something Imogen could handle.

      She focused on her sacred patterns, spinning around in her own version of Petals on the Wind. Lilah twisted her hands, seemingly in an attempt to modify the barrier, as though she intended to force Imogen back.

      But this time Imogen was ready. Though Lilah might be powerful and might have chosen to use sorcery against Imogen, Imogen was still a master with the sword. And she was Leier—one who had trained to handle sorcery her entire life.

      She hurtled forward, but power pushed against her and forced her back.

      Lilah clenched her jaw. “It’s not going to work.”

      Imogen was held against the wall. Stone pressed against her skin as Lilah got to her feet.

      Lilah twisted her body and twirled her hands, approaching Imogen carefully. “An interesting technique. As I said, though, I was trained by Abigail the Lost, and you have barely mastered some of the earliest elements of your training.”

      “I have not barely learned anything,” Imogen said.

      Lilah chuckled. “You’ve made it so easy. You practically invited me along with you. Along with him. You never knew the truth. I thought he would see me, but Abigail promised he could not.” She grinned. “Then again, he was never that skilled as a Porapeth, was he? Abigail has always been able to see better than him, and she has always known that he failed his people. He let them fall. Or hasn’t he told you that?”

      Imogen knew why Benji wouldn’t have seen Lilah for what she was. His ability to see was limited around Imogen. Because of her, Abigail had managed to sneak someone among them.

      “She had intended to use your general, but he was too clever for his own good. And then your brother—”

      “Stop talking about Timo,” Imogen said, her voice low and heated.

      Lilah chuckled. “You care about him, even after everything he’s done?”

      “I care about him more, knowing he wasn’t responsible.”

      “All of us are responsible for our own actions, aren’t we? Isn’t that what your great Benji the Elder would say?”

      Imogen tried to fight, tried to push against her, but Lilah was stronger than Imogen wanted to admit—and she was more skilled than Imogen wanted to give her credit for. Lilah had trained with Abigail, so of course she would be skilled and powerful.

      Another band of power wrapped around Imogen, trapping her arms at her side so she could no longer fight.

      Lilah took a step toward her. The magic she used was incredible, more than Imogen would have ever expected this girl to be capable of. In her travels, Imogen had dealt with powerful sorcerers throughout the world. Not only Toral, but their Sul’toral too. In all of that, she had never faced anyone who outmatched her to this extent. Even against the Sul’toral, she’d managed to use her sacred patterns to defeat them.

      Could this be what would happen in training with the Porapeth?

      Imogen struggled against her barriers. She tried to focus her mind and sweep her blade through the magic, or harness one of the sacred patterns, but none of it worked.

      Nothing within her worked. All she had were her meditative patterns.

      Imogen hadn’t used her sword when she’d faced the renral in the cave. She hadn’t even used her sword. That was what she needed now, something Lilah would not be able to anticipate.

      She tried to force her roots downward, but somehow Lilah expected that and cut her off, preventing her from sending that power away from her.

      Imogen couldn’t connect to the ground, but what about the rock behind her? She could be the tree that stood on the stone.

      She focused on the stone behind her, trying to use that. She was successful in anchoring to it, and she moved quickly. Imogen pressed against the rock, spreading the energy outward, able to anchor herself and form the branches again.

      As soon as she did, she used Lightning Strikes in a Storm. The power cascaded around her, arcing in blasts of energy. The magic struck Lilah, who was forced back. The disruption was enough to free Imogen from the trap Lilah held.

      Imogen brought her sword up, but she didn’t try to move forward in one of the sacred patterns. Instead, she focused on a meditative pattern.

      Lilah smiled. “It was a nice attempt.”

      Imogen anchored herself, and she could feel the stone behind her. By doing that, she recognized something: the roots were more powerful here than they had been before. She would use them, but this time she had a different technique in mind.

      Not Lightning Strikes in a Storm.

      Axe Falling.

      She didn’t really want to harm Lilah. The girl was misguided. But if Imogen didn’t put an end to this, she had little doubt Lilah would harm her.

      She focused and prepared herself. As Lilah began to shift her power and circle it around her once again, Imogen blasted forward.

      It wasn’t a physical strike. With the way Imogen was drawing on the sacred patterns, she didn’t think a physical strike was necessary. She simply had to blast outward with Axe Falling—her sword didn’t even touch Lilah.

      The force struck Lilah and threw her back. She tumbled over the edge of the terrace, then fell into the fog below.
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      Imogen drew a deep breath and slowly released Tree Stands in the Forest. The branches and roots retreated until she was alone.

      Lilah was gone. And for what? Because Imogen had veered from some path that Abigail had wanted of her?

      Benji was part of the problem, but why? Could Abigail believe that Benji would intervene this time? But he had told her that he hadn’t been involved the last time. Perhaps that had changed.

      If Abigail wanted Imogen to follow a certain path, wouldn’t she have continued to force her along, rather than revealing her presence and showing what she was willing to do? Why this… and why now?

      Imogen found herself staring down into the fog. Part of her anticipated that Lilah would return. She had proven herself powerful, so it was possible she could survive the fall and scale the wall back to them.

      But she didn’t come.

      Finally, Imogen tore her gaze away and looked back in the direction of the camp.

      A shadowy figure approached. She braced herself, immediately focusing on Tree Stands in the Forest and beginning to form Lightning Strikes in a Storm, but she relaxed as Jorend appeared.

      He walked toward her slowly, and his gaze darted from side to side as if he was preparing for a battle. Always the Leier warrior. “Imogen?”

      “Jorend. What are you doing here?”

      “Your Porapeth friend said he saw something and suggested I come.”

      With Imogen gone from the camp, would Benji have been able to see something? Or maybe it had only to do with Abigail and what she’d done.

      Imogen breathed out heavily and turned to look out into the fog again. “You can tell Benji I’m safe.”

      “What happened to the Koral shaman?”

      “She betrayed us.”

      Imogen sheathed her sword and headed to the edge to look down into the depths of the valley. It was difficult to see much of anything with the dense fog.

      Increasingly, she suspected there was some element of sorcery over the valley that made it so they couldn’t see anything. It might even be the cause of the fog. That would explain why she felt the strange energy here, though Imogen couldn’t use it.

      “Why would she betray us?” Jorend asked.

      “She was serving Abigail the Lost. I don’t know how long she’s been serving her, but it was long before I met her. She was more powerful than any sorcerer I’ve ever faced.”

      More so than the Sul’toral.

      How did her brother ever think to capture Benji as a Toral if a sorcerer trained by a Porapeth was powerful enough to almost overwhelm her?

      “So she’s gone?” he said.

      “Yes. Abigail is trying to keep us from heading in this direction, but I’m not exactly sure why. There is something here that Abigail doesn’t want us to reach. Whatever it is involves the destruction of the Leier and the Koral.”

      It was time she understood the reason. Benji knew something, and she had to get it out of him.

      “We need to get answers from our Porapeth,” she said.

      It didn’t take nearly as long to return to camp. She kept watching for any sign of sorcery, any sign of Lilah’s return, but found nothing more.

      She spotted Benji as they neared the campsite. He was crouched next to the ledge, looking down into the fog. His hands trailed in a faint pattern, and he gripped the edge of the drop-off every so often, possibly afraid to fall over.

      She glanced over to Jorend and opened her mouth to speak, then shut it. She had been about to ask him to tell the Koral shamans that Lilah was gone, but that was her job. They had lost Conrad, and though she now had to question whether that had been an accident, the Koral shamans would want answers about Lilah.

      “Warn the Leier to be ready,” she said. “I don’t think we will have any trouble with the Koral when I tell them about Lilah, but…” She shook her head. “I just don’t know.”

      Jorend nodded.

      Imogen picked her way through the people and made her way to Benji. “We were betrayed.”

      He swept his gaze around, the silver in his eyes flaring for a moment as it settled on her. “Not Lilah. I haven’t been able to see anything about her.”

      “Because she knew you wouldn’t. Because of me.”

      Benji cocked his head to the side, then got to his feet. “How long has she served Abigail?”

      “Long enough to learn powerful magic.”

      He frowned. He whispered something Imogen couldn’t hear, and she suspected that he was speaking to the wind.

      “You defeated her, though,” Benji said.

      Imogen looked out into the darkness of the valley, feeling the pressure of the fog. There was some distinct magical energy down there—something she needed to understand, but she could not.

      “I did, but I think it was merely a matter of her underestimating me rather than me overpowering her. Does that make sense?”

      Benji nodded, and he smiled at her. “It makes complete sense.”

      “What is Abigail afraid of us finding?”

      “Something I’ve never been able to find myself. I’ve never seen it, but I know it exists.” He breathed out heavily. “I haven’t looked, though, either. That was my mistake. My failure. The others offered their protection to the divided people, which only served to anger Abigail more.”

      “What is she afraid of?”

      “I suspect she is afraid of you finding what she used to divide the people. Some sort of seal.” He frowned, and his eyes flashed with bright silver. “Again, I don’t know.”

      “I need to know more. I need to be ready.”

      On her walk back, she had begun to think about what she would need to do. Lilah might not be gone. Imogen stopped her once, but if Lilah returned, she would likely be ready for Imogen and her understanding of the sacred patterns. That meant Imogen needed to know more.

      “I have to be able to defeat her,” she said. She explained the magical bands that had held her in place. “I need some way to escape if she returns.”

      “It seems to me that you already discovered the way of getting free. You held on to the pattern, but you didn’t need your blade for it. Show me Tree Stands in the Forest.”

      Imogen stepped back, immediately using that pattern. She held her blade in front of her and focused in meditation, and she felt the power of the technique. She realized she had spread out flat, creating a wide base with moss underneath, much as she had when she’d faced Lilah. This time, rather than just pushing down, she also pushed up and created branches that spread outward. Even though it was in her imagination, she thought there was something more to it, some aspect of power she could feel that was real and that flowed around her.

      “Very good, but put your sword away,” he said.

      Imogen sheathed her sword carefully, looking over to him.

      “Now show me the pattern again.”

      “It would be no different,” she said.

      “Wouldn’t it?”

      Imogen frowned, and she thought about what she had done when she’d faced the renral in the cave. She hadn’t used her sword then, even though she had gripped it. It was no different than how she had fought Lilah when she’d finally decided to use her meditative power. She had simply stood in front of the renral, much like she had stood in front of Lilah, focusing on the power within herself.

      She pressed her hands together.

      Benji shook his head. “Not like that. I don’t want you to do it the way you have always done. I want you to do it the way your mind tells you to do it.” He tipped his head to the side, sniffing for a moment, and his eyes flared brighter silver. “And I can see that you know what I’m talking about.”

      Imogen took a deep breath and focused. She fell into the meditative trance as she often did.

      “Feel the pattern,” he said. “You’ve done it already. I’ve seen it. I have felt it. And the wind tells me that you have done so again. But I’m trying to help you understand more about it. I don’t want you to use it, and I don’t want you to use your sword, but I want you to feel what’s around you.”

      Imogen breathed in and out slowly, the way she had when first learning the sword. She thought about what she’d felt when she stood in front of Master Liu for the very first time. She had known he was powerful even then.

      Tree Stands in the Forest was a simple but powerful foundational pattern that allowed her to meditate. Without her sword, she didn’t need to move quite the same way as she did before. When she had her blade in hand, her feet needed to be farther apart, which created a stronger base to permit her to fight. With empty hands, she could bring her feet in more than she had before, and her base was narrower.

      As she shifted in the pattern, she found the flow the way Master Liu had always wanted her to. The tree that stood in the forest.

      She felt the same energy she felt when using her sword. The sacred patterns did not care whether she was holding her weapon. As she focused on the energy within herself, she could feel the way her roots formed and snaked downward. She also pushed branches up the same way she had before.

      Considerable power and energy filled her. Surprisingly, she found that it was easier for her to press the roots deeper, and she no longer had the same struggle as she had previously. Perhaps it was using the sword in this stance that had created the problem, not the pattern. The pattern was dependent on the foundation she used. The moss beneath her feet demanded she stand in a different way, permitting a lighter stance so she did not disturb the moss.

      A realization struck her: she could feel power and energy deep beneath her.

      “Very good,” Benji said.

      Imogen opened her eyes but didn’t move any other part of her body. She had done magic—without her blade or the sacred patterns. Instead, she had used something not quite like the sacred patterns.

      It was real magic.

      She tried to understand the power within herself and wondered if she might be able to do something else. Petals on the Wind was not the same kind of pattern, but even as she focused, she could feel the wind swirling around her. It was as if the pattern curled on the wind and drew energy up through her.

      She smiled to herself, certain that had to be imagined. As she held on to that pattern in her mind, the energy around her shifted and swirled, reminding her of what Benji did when he spoke to the wind.

      “You’re advancing quickly,” he said. “There are not many practitioners who can use these patterns.”

      She looked over to him and frowned. With everything that had been going on, Imogen wasn’t sure how she felt about her progression. She thought she needed to understand the sacred patterns so she could use them, especially if it came down to facing someone like Abigail, but she didn’t know if she could do anything against a being of that kind of power.

      “Can you stop her?” she asked.

      Benji shook his head slowly. “As I’ve said before, Porapeth cannot fight other Porapeth. That’s why there are guardians.”

      And Abigail now thought Imogen was Benji’s guardian.

      “You haven’t had a guardian before, have you?”

      “Oh, I have,” he said, “but it’s been a while… and they were lost.”

      Not just lost, she suspected. Defeated.

      “Can I stop her?” she asked.

      Benji offered a small smile. “The issue isn’t stopping her. The issue is deflecting what she’s doing. She’s focused on her path and on what she has decided would come, but you can influence it. That is what you must do now. If you can, then perhaps you don’t even need to stop her. Tell me what you’re doing now.”

      “I’m cycling through a pattern,” she said. “I can feel something within it…”

      What was she doing?

      She was using her meditative connection. It wasn’t a matter of actually acting out the patterns. She had moved past that some time ago, no longer needing to physically re-create them in order for her to understand the power that existed within those sacred patterns. It was a mental exercise for her.

      “I suppose I’m imagining it,” she said.

      “You are,” he said with a smile. “Impressive, especially for somebody who claims they don’t have any magic.”

      “You’ve made it quite clear that it’s more than just a pattern.” It was difficult for her to deny it was magic. Not any longer.

      “And if I were to tell you there is no such thing as just a pattern, what would you say?”

      The question took her aback. No such thing?

      “The sacred—” She caught herself. That wasn’t what he was implying. He wasn’t just referring to the sacred patterns but the traditional patterns as well. All of them had been designed for fighting, for disrupting magic.

      Imogen thought through the traditional patterns. They were smaller in scale, but as she focused on each of them in her mind and worked through them as she had learned to all those years ago, she realized something.

      Her breath caught. “Even our traditional patterns are magic.” She looked over to Benji, who nodded.

      “Not all sorcerers are of equal strength, Imogen Inaratha. Much like not all of your Leier fighters are of equal strength. Some are able to perform the patterns with more precision than others, and those who can be more precise have demonstrated greater strength and greater ability. But your people believe it’s all about the sword.”

      “And it’s not,” she said.

      He shook his head. “It is not. Precision is important, as is speed, especially when you’re making a pattern with your entire body the way you are, but it is more than just that. It is always more than just that.”

      She frowned as she focused, thinking through the various traditional patterns and realizing she needed more practice.

      “What do the traditional patterns do?” she asked.

      “That is for you to decide.”

      “You can’t help guide me?”

      “I’ve never been able to guide. I’ve tried to see the path in front of us and hoped to understand it, but when it comes to you, First, everything has been hazy, as I have told you. There are limits, at least for me.”

      “Are there limits for Abigail?”

      He pressed his lips in a thin line. “There should be. I can’t see anything. I’ve wondered for a while why that might be, and thought it was merely the passage of time. All things fade, even the Porapeth. I’m worried about you, and I’m starting to think it’s for good reason.”

      Imogen turned to the others behind her. The Leier still mingled with the Koral. She suspected that Abigail had wanted them to fight, for the Leier army to destroy the Koral shamans. Either that or she’d wanted the branox to destroy them both. Imogen had brought them together. She’d thwarted Abigail’s plan.

      But was that it? Why guide them away?

      Imogen had not wanted them to take this path. She hadn’t wanted them to come this way, toward the city she had seen in the distance. That was significant, even if she wasn’t exactly sure why. She needed to find that answer, and if she didn’t, she feared what Abigail might do.

      Benji watched her but said nothing. The silver in his eyes seemed fainter than before, and she worried what that meant. Not that he would ever tell her, though.

      Imogen breathed out slowly and turned to him. “We have to keep moving. I don’t know what Abigail’s after, but we have to be ready for her. I don’t know what path she will choose.”

      “And I’m not sure what she has seen that has pushed her along this path, but you must be ready.”

      He had mentioned the strange darkness he’d seen, a darkness that covered the world and made him concerned—for himself and for them. If that darkness were to happen and to expand, what would that mean for her and her people? More than that, what might it mean for the rest of the world?

      “What about your path?” she asked.

      Benji smiled. “I have known my path for a long time, First. Let me worry about mine. You focus on yours.”
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      The Leier soldiers gathered around Imogen. There were a dozen of them that she had deemed ready. Most of them were Firsts, though there were a few with notches on their swords that meant they had already trained at the sacred temples. At this point, Imogen needed to help them find a greater understanding of the sacred patterns as quickly as possible so they would be able to defend themselves against the kind of magic she feared was coming.

      She also needed for them to be useful.

      “Why the sudden urgency?” Jorend asked, moving close to her. “What are you afraid of?”

      “I told you about Lilah.”

      “She is one Koral shaman.”

      “She’s more than that.”

      Jorend frowned, and he glanced at the others arranged behind him. They weren’t close enough to overhear their conversation. “Even if she’s a full-fledged sorcerer, we are Leier. These two,” he said, motioning to a pair of men standing behind him, “trained in the lion temple.”

      “Then they should be able to learn what we need them to, and from there they will be able to teach others.” That was what it was going to come down to.

      She wondered how well they would do with this lesson. When she had learned, it had been a slow process. Had that been because Master Liu wanted to avoid revealing the truth of the patterns, preferring that the Leier learned them on their own? In this case, Imogen didn’t have the benefit of time. She was going to have to reveal the truth—and she had no idea how these people would react to it.

      The Leier were a proud people, and they had always believed that magic was to be feared. In the time she’d been traveling with the Leier and the Koral, she had come to see that they were willing to keep an open mind, but how long would such a thing last with what Imogen intended to show them?

      More questions she had no answers for.

      “We are going to try Tree Stands in the Forest.”

      “It’s basic,” Jorend said.

      She shook her head. So many believed it was a basic pattern, but Imogen knew the truth of it. “It’s foundational, but not quite basic like you describe it. As you learn this foundation, you can do more than just this. For now, we need to start with this as a basis.”

      She held her sword out, and immediately she formed the pattern in her mind. As she did, the power of the sacred pattern began to build. She didn’t release it but instead held on to it.

      They had to understand the patterns so they could understand the magic. They would need to in order to be ready.

      “Now I want you to focus on your breathing.”

      “Imogen, this is very basic,” Jorend said.

      “Very basic, but essential. Do you ever meditate?”

      He cocked his head to the side and regarded her as if she were mad. “Why do I need to meditate? I have seen you doing it, but—“

      “When you were in the tiger temple, did you ever see Master Liu meditate?”

      He frowned. “I suppose I did. I thought it was something the sacred sword masters did.”

      “It helps you understand the patterns in a way that becomes instinctive. Close your eyes. Think about the pattern itself, then hold it.”

      Jorend regarded her, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Like this,” Imogen said.

      She held her blade and became Tree Stands in the Forest. She looked past him at the others who were close enough now that they could hear her conversation with Jorend. He might want to disregard what she taught, but they didn’t have time for that.

      On a whim, she sheathed her sword. This was what Benji had wanted her to know.

      She felt the energy within her, and she barely had to move in order to be filled by that connection. Roots formed, but not only that—she was able to push upward, forming the branches that created the treetop as well. It was all in her mind, but what was not imagined was the power that flowed when she held that pattern. Imogen could feel the energy. She did not need her blade in order to generate that kind of power.

      As she held it, she looked over to Jorend and watched him. She moved nothing more than her eyes while she readied another attack, debating which of the sacred patterns she should demonstrate to prove her point.

      “You don’t want your sword?” The question came from Nespar, an older First.

      “Can you visualize a pattern in your mind?” Imogen asked, turning to all of them.

      Several of them nodded.

      “When you do, you will no longer need your blade.” She flicked her gaze toward Jorend. “Show me.”

      “What exactly do you want me to show you?” he said.

      She was going to have to demonstrate the truth of the sacred patterns. She had to be ready for their surprise, but it was more than just that.

      “I’m pushing on the ground beneath my feet,” she said. “I can feel the moss, the energy there, and what’s underneath it.” With every word, Imogen was aware of each root as if it were there in her mind. She could probe downward and feel it stretching out below her. “I can feel the energy of the Leier around me.”

      But she realized it wasn’t only the Leier. Without turning, she could feel some of the Koral coming close. Shamans, she suspected. They were likely curious about what she was doing. They all needed to understand.

      “Now attack,” she instructed.

      “I’m not going to attack an unarmed person,” Jorend said. “Even you, General.”

      “Am I unarmed?”

      He shook his head. “You don’t have your sword, and I am not going to be the reason you are injured. We need you.”

      “And I need you. All of you.”

      She had put it off long enough. She had thought she could protect her people by hiding the truth from them, but Lilah had shown her what a mistake that had been. Had Imogen revealed the truth of the sacred patterns before, perhaps they wouldn’t have struggled the way they had, and perhaps Abigail would not have had an opportunity to attack how she had.

      “Strike me!”

      Jorend darted toward her, and Imogen braced herself. She had no weapon, nothing but the sacred pattern she held in her mind.

      Even in that, it was one thing to face a sorcerer like Lilah with only the sacred patterns, and another to face a swordsman. Imogen had never confronted someone without a weapon in hand.

      Master Liu had, though.

      Jorend slammed into her pattern. Then he bounced off.

      “What kind of sorcery is that?” one of the Firsts asked.

      Imogen looked to Jorend, who stood just at the edge of the barrier she formed with the Tree Stands in the Forest technique. He was watching her, and he said nothing.

      “It is no sorcery. These are the sacred patterns.” She smiled. “For those of you who trained in one of the temples, you understand the sacred patterns, and some of you may even feel like you have mastered them. I’m telling you that you haven’t. But you will. You must. We will train so you can understand them.”

      She turned to Jorend. “But I need to work with you first.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Imogen unsheathed her sword and stood before him in Tree Stands in the Forest. “Form this pattern.”

      “Imogen?”

      “Do it.”

      He held his sword in front of him and used the technique, but he was not doing so quite right.

      “What do you feel?” she asked.

      He looked from his blade to her. “I feel like a fool.”

      She smirked. “What do you feel when you’re holding the pattern?”

      “This one does nothing.”

      “This one is everything,” she said, her voice soft. “I didn’t understand it when I trained in the sacred temple, but once you understand what this can do for you, everything becomes easier. You need to feel the power of it.”

      “What am I supposed to feel?”

      “Shift your feet until it seems right.”

      “That’s not how we move the pattern,” Jorend said.

      “Just try it.”

      He slid his left foot slightly forward and eventually settled into a position with his right foot almost too far back—at least it would have been for Imogen.

      “Are you comfortable now?” she asked.

      “It feels like I’m supposed to stand like this.”

      “Good. Now form the pattern.”

      “What am I doing with it?”

      “Hold it how you think it needs to be. From there, you will know.”

      Jorend held his blade in front of him the way Imogen once had done when she was training and meditating with the sacred pattern. He shifted his hands, and finally he stopped moving. Imogen recognized the look on his face.

      She darted toward him, brought her blade back, and swept it at him. Her sword rebounded off the thin, invisible barrier around him.

      His eyes widened. She had attacked faster than he would have been able to react to.

      “What happened?” he whispered.

      “You have finally formed the sacred pattern. You have mastered several others, and you may not have known it, but you mastered them well enough for Master Liu to feel you were worthy of a notch.” Imogen had wondered why Master Liu felt that way, and the only thing she’d managed to come up with was that Jorend could perform the pattern well enough to progress. “Work with them, and work with your sacred patterns.”

      A shriek split the air, and Imogen jerked her head to look up at the sky. It had been a while since they’d heard any renral. The sound was different than before, and from what she could hear, there were more of them. That thought caused her heart to pound, which she forced down, demanding that it still. She needed concentration, and she wouldn’t be able to do that with this level of anxiety.

      “Like I said, I want you to work with your pattern, along with the others,” she said to Jorend. “Teach as many of the Firsts as you can, and get them to at least master Tree Stands in the Forest. It is the foundation of all others.”

      Jorend looked at his blade, then up at her. “I don’t know that I’m the right person to teach.”

      “You are. In time, even you might see that.”

      She left him to work with the soldiers and glanced over to the Koral. She had explained how Lilah had betrayed them, and she was still not sure how they would react. Several Koral shamans were watching her, especially after her little demonstration.

      They didn’t trust her.

      Not fully.

      She had defended them, and she had to hope they would eventually recognize that she’d protected them. Even if they didn’t, it didn’t change what she was willing to do for them.

      Benji caught up to her. His eyes were lined more than they had been, and his mouth was pinched in a tight frown. “It’s time we move.” He cocked his head, breathing deeply, and his nostrils flared. “I can’t see anything clearly. She’s fucking with me, I’m certain of it. I can feel it. And the wind tells me.”

      “I’m not going to avoid my path,” Imogen said. She glanced over toward the fog over the valley, and she had a suspicion of where she needed to go, even if she also knew how dangerous it would be.

      If the Porapeth couldn’t fight Porapeth and if they needed their guardians to do the dirty work on their behalf, she would have to deal with Abigail’s guardians. That was how they would be rid of her.

      “I don’t want you to avoid it,” Benji said. “You need to do what you must, and I will do what I must.”

      She looked over to him. “What do you have to do? You pushed me on this path. I know you deny it, but you also stayed with me.”

      “It was necessary.”

      Imogen snorted. She wasn’t sure if it was. “We will keep moving until we reach the city.”

      “I fear she won’t permit that.”

      “Until you can tell me why, we are going to keep pushing.”

      Benji looked up, and the silver in his eyes seemed faded. “Whatever path we must take.”

      Imogen sent out word for the camp to be broken down. The renral shrieked around them, and the Koral and the Leier were motivated to get moving.

      The caravan made their way along the mossy ground. The renral cried out occasionally, but there was nothing more than that. Fear of an attack made their progress slower than it would’ve been otherwise. Imogen paused from time to time so she could sense for any impending attack. She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, expecting an attack to come at any moment, but none ever did. The only things she detected were the growing darkness and the fog around them.

      Benji would sniff at the wind and touch the moss and the stone, then turn to her and shake his head as if to encourage her.

      It did the trick.

      She’d spent some time doubting him, but she knew it was Lilah and Abigail who wanted her to doubt him. Now Imogen understood that she had to trust him. She could question him, but she increasingly realized that Benji was not always certain what was happening. He could not see it, so he could not prevent it.

      Benji made his way over to her.

      “I’m not used to this feeling,” she said, glancing behind her. “Worrying about people with me.”

      “No. I’m sure you are not familiar with it. That’s the feeling a leader has, and you had not chosen to lead until recently.”

      “I don’t like it,” she said. Benji laughed, and she frowned at him. “It’s not funny.”

      “It’s funny to me.”

      They continued onward, and night settled in full. As it did, an energy began to shift.

      Benji stared ahead, tipping his head from side to side. He sniffed the air and crouched to touch the moss, but he said nothing. They paused for the caravan to take a break, and some people fell into a quiet slumber, though not everybody did.

      When they got moving again, Imogen guided her people forward. Each step brought them deeper into danger, she knew. Each step led them toward Abigail. What would happen when they reached her? Even though she worried, she was determined to face Abigail.

      Night passed, and as the sun rose, Imogen realized that the fog billowed up and over the rock.

      Benji straightened and waved his hands in a faint pattern. “Don’t just stand there. You need to do some of this yourself.”

      She watched him. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “You need to master your patterns. Perhaps more quickly than you realize.”

      “Is this Abigail’s doing?”

      “She is a Porapeth.”

      Imogen frowned. “So is it or isn’t it?”

      “Porapeth are magic, but this is something else.”

      “Lilah.”

      He nodded.

      “I’m going to remove Lilah, as well as Abigail’s guardians. Once they are gone, Abigail can’t come after us. Not with you here.”

      Benji glanced over to her. “I can’t see if that will work.”

      “Porapeth can’t fight Porapeth, though.”

      “We cannot.”

      She stood next to him and wondered if she might be able to push against the fog. She used Tree Stands in the Forest, which helped a little bit and drove back some of the fog, but not completely. It continued to press toward her.

      “I need you to find a way to see through this,” she said.

      Benji waved his hands, yet the fog continued to billow up at them. “Unfortunately, I don’t think I can.”

      The caravan moved, but the fog and the path itself eventually made any further progress difficult.

      “There’s nowhere else we can go,” Jorend said. “What will you have us do?”

      She looked up the sheer face of the rock. This was a forced path, and she had to make a choice. Venturing up would involve using enchantments to find a way of climbing up almost impossible terrain, which meant resuming the path they had been taking before. Going down would lead them into the fog and into the depths of the valley.

      Worse, Imogen knew exactly what Abigail wanted from her, which meant there was only one answer.

      “We go down.”
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      Imogen gripped the rock using the strange enchantment that had been placed into her palm. Her skin tingled with an unnerving sensation. The enchantment seemed to burn, but she knew the effect was only in her mind. She had known it would be uncomfortable, but it was not painful like she had feared it would be.

      When she’d been in Yoran, she never would have considered an enchantment quite like this. She never would have imagined placing one on herself, and now all of her people had one. It was a wonder that so many Leier were willing to use the enchantment. And now it was part of her too.

      Imogen looked over to the others climbing alongside her, descending slowly and steadily. She had to focus on pulling her hand from the stone. Otherwise, her hand became stuck to it like a magnet.

      “It’s easier if you don’t think about what you’re doing,” Jorend said, staying close.

      She glanced over. It shouldn’t amuse her that he was the one who offered her advice, especially as he had taken so long to welcome the Koral, but it did.

      “It took me a while to wrap my mind around all of it, but it’s working for us. I can’t imagine what would happen if we didn’t have this.”

      Imogen knew what would happen. They wouldn’t have been able to make the descent. Even with the enchantments, there was a possibility the magic within would fade.

      An uneasiness settled in her stomach. She didn’t care for it, though she wasn’t sure if that was because of the fog pressing on her skin or because she didn’t like how Lilah and Abigail were trying to force her along their path.

      At this point, speed was their ally, though Lilah knew what she was doing. Having embedded herself with their group as long as she had meant that Lilah understood her thought processes. Imogen could only hope Lilah would not know she’d been practicing other patterns or that she’d been working with the other Leier to help them understand the sacred patterns in new ways.

      If they could be better prepared…

      It possibly wouldn’t make a difference. There was not only the matter of Abigail but also the matter of her guardians. Imogen wasn’t sure if she could withstand opponents like that. They were masters. She doubted their blades were marked in error.

      A renral shriek tore through the dense fog, and Imogen pressed herself up against the stone, looking up but unable to see anything.

      “We haven’t spotted them,” Jorend said. “They keep making themselves known, but I don’t know where they are.”

      “Following us,” Imogen said. “Either forcing us along Abigail’s path or attacking us because we’ve taken a different one.”

      She wasn’t sure which it was.

      She climbed as steadily as she could, trying not to think about the enchantment in her hands as she went. Everybody around her was moving the same way. There was a strange rhythm to the way their hands slapped the stone.

      Doubt crept in as she descended the rock. Had she chosen the wrong way? She didn’t think so. Going back up meant taking the path Abigail wanted for her, and Imogen didn’t feel as if she could—or should—do that. She had committed to this. Still, she worried what they might find in this direction.

      A shout came from down below, and Imogen tensed, heart hammering.

      Another shout came, then another.

      They had reached the bottom.

      She didn’t have to go much farther. As she continued downward, the fog squeezed around her. It had to be sorcery, and she had to fight it eventually.

      Jorend’s heavy breaths came from next to her, and she could hear his hands smacking against the stone and his boots sliding down as he crept slowly. But it was the sudden gasp of breath that caught her attention more than anything else.

      For a moment, she considered using the Tree Stands in the Forest technique, but she heard a whisper in her mind: “Don’t,” it said.

      She looked around. Why would Benji’s voice be in her head? How would he have known what she was thinking? But she didn’t see him.

      All this time, Benji had been pushing her forward. He might deny that, but she knew better. He claimed not to have seen her path, but he also claimed he could see his own. If that was the case, then how could he not have known what she needed to do if she were somehow tied to him?

      A layer of fog hung about a dozen feet above the ground, and Imogen dropped to the forest floor. Stunted and twisted trees stood in brown grasses, and she could hear a burbling stream nearby, though she couldn’t see it. The sky was dark, and several of the Koral had lights clutched in hand to illuminate the forest. Some of the Leier held out enchantments as well.

      Jorend dropped to the ground next to her, and his hand went to the hilt of his sword. “Did you feel anything on your climb down? There was some sort of sorcery squeezing me. I tried to fight it, but I don’t think I did the sacred pattern quite right.”

      Imogen nodded. “I felt the same. I don’t think we were supposed to fight it.”

      “Which way do we go for the city you saw?”

      She closed her eyes, remembering what she had seen when she’d been on the mountaintop with Benji. She didn’t want him to know what she was going to have to do—what she predicted she would need to do. If she did, then Jorend and possibly the others would believe they had to go with her. She wasn’t sure they should, or if they even could. “We should camp here for now. Our people need to rest.”

      Jorend nodded, and Imogen made her way into the Koral area and found the shaman named Parisha.

      “How are the Koral?” Imogen asked.

      “Tired.”

      “That’s what I thought. The Leier are as well. We’re going to camp here. We can send scouts out to test whether there is any danger around.”

      “We will set protections,” Parisha said.

      Imogen nodded, thankful they were willing to do that.

      She made a circuit around the Leier and Koral, slipping between trees and shrubs, and realized she had been following Petals on the Wind as she walked.

      “We have a clear path ahead,” a voice in the fog said.

      She spun to see Benji striding toward her. How far had he scouted?

      “All the way to the city?” she said.

      “I can’t see it.” Benji cocked his head to the side and sniffed at the air for a moment before meeting her gaze. “She’s using the fog to obscure things. For you and for me.”

      “Does the fog prevent you from seeing anything?”

      “Does it prevent you?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t see the way you do.”

      “Only because you have not yet learned.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, a pronounced frown curving his mouth downward. “You should not attempt to use the sacred patterns out here.”

      “Why?” she asked. He had warned her on the climb down, but she wondered why he wouldn’t want her to try to detect anything.

      “Because it’s not time.”

      “When will it be?”

      “Soon,” he said. “There was a time when I wouldn’t have struggled so much to see through this. Abigail knows, and I don’t like it. I don’t like what she’s doing or why.”

      “And what exactly is she doing?” Imogen asked.

      “Something’s changed for me over the last few years.” Benji sighed, then tipped his head back and breathed deeply. “There are fewer Porapeth now than there once were. The balance of power in the world has shifted, and with that, I worry what’s to come.” He looked over to her, and there was a flatness to the silver in his eyes. “There was a time when I could see all different possibilities, and I knew what might come. Now I no longer know. That worries me, much as it should worry you.”

      “Is this the path you saw for yourself?”

      “Partly.”

      “And this was how you were captured?” Imogen said.

      Benji didn’t like to talk about it, but he needed to. They both needed to. Whatever was happening between him and Abigail involved Imogen, and now her people.

      “As part of this change, my vision has become clouded,” he said. “As you know, the Porapeth can see possibilities, but my possibilities have become limited. It’s as if some aspect of what is possible—and what should be possible—has shifted, becoming opaque where it should be clear. And then I found you.”

      “You found me because you were almost captured. Because my brother was going to use you to elevate himself to Sul’toral. Because Abigail had pushed Timo along a path that made him desire power.” Irritation built in Imogen’s voice, and though she tried to tamp it down, she couldn’t control it completely.

      “Something along those lines.” He moved his hands in a steady pattern. Imogen recognized it as a variation of Petals on the Wind, and as he turned and twirled, she could feel the energy coming off him.

      “It’s exactly along those lines,” she said.

      “Your brother was involved in this. He was used, and he has been a willing participant. But he also is not responsible.”

      She nodded. “I know.”

      “You know some, but maybe it’s time you know more. I’ve told you that I cannot see around you, but that has not always been the case.” He took a deep breath and started forward.

      Imogen looked back toward the camp, tempted to stay behind with the others, but she wanted answers. She caught up to Benji, who was touching a tree.

      “What do you think Abigail is after?” she asked.

      “She has always been opaque to me,” he said.

      “Then what has been transparent?”

      He turned and looked over to her. “Very little since I met you, Imogen Inaratha.” He turned away, and he headed deeper into the valley.

      Imogen hesitated for just a moment before chasing after him. “Why am I not more transparent?”

      “I’m not sure. For whatever reason, you aren’t. It is important, but I don’t know why. I’m not sure what it means. I don’t know what purpose you will serve, though I can tell you must serve some role.”

      “Am I serving a role for you, or for Abigail?”

      He frowned, and he shook his head. “I cannot tell.”

      “Why not?”

      “Again, because she is opaque to me.”

      “But if I’m as opaque as Abigail, then why stay with me?”

      “Curiosity,” Benji said, continuing forward and tapping on the trees.

      She recognized a pattern to the way he did it, which was like Petals on the Wind but on a grander scale than anything she had ever done with her patterns. It was only because he’d taught her how to visualize those patterns in her mind that she could see what he was doing, but she had never considered a scale quite like what he used. It didn’t mean she couldn’t, though. That thought surprised her.

      Could she replicate that scale?

      She flowed behind him, moving in a massive pattern, though she didn’t touch the trees the way he did. Did she need to? She could visualize the pattern in her mind and chose to use magic intentionally. It was the only choice she had.

      Benji rested near a stream that sat in the middle of the trees. He traced his finger through the flowing water.

      Stream through the Trees.

      Imogen laughed, and when he looked up at her, she shrugged. “It’s a little more literal than I was expecting.”

      “What is?”

      “The pattern you’re using now. My people call it Stream through the Trees.”

      “A decent name,” he said. “And an effective technique. It is useful for finding information.”

      “Much like when you used Petals on the Wind as you danced through the forest.”

      “Is that what you call it?”

      She chuckled. “I suspect you know that, don’t you?” She crouched down next to him, and she could visualize the Stream through the Trees pattern in her mind.

      “You’re not making it large enough,” he whispered.

      She moved her hand in a wider pattern, differently than she had before. When she did, she recognized a reverberation of energy.

      “You’re afraid of something,” Imogen said, though she didn’t look over to him. She didn’t need to. She knew the answer, and knew he wasn’t going to admit or deny it. “We’ve been traveling together a long time, and I’ve been trying to understand why you would stay with me, other than curiosity. It’s whatever you’ve seen on your own path and not what you can’t see of mine, isn’t it?”

      “I can no longer see my own path either…”

      “Why? Is that what you’re afraid of?”

      He looked up, and his silver eyes flashed for a moment. “Yes.”

      “Why, though?”

      His hand continued to trail through the water in a steady pattern, and she watched as the power and energy of the pattern flowed away from him with the water.

      “Because if I can’t see, it means I am dying,” he said softly, his voice heavy with sadness. “All things must come to an end, First. Even those that seem to last forever. Even me.”

      Imogen was reminded of what Master Liu had said about the sacred temples. Knowing now that the temples were somehow connected to the Porapeth made it even harder for her to believe they would one day end.

      “Magic flows through the world. You don’t need to worry about me. I’ve been looking for a way to leave my own mark, though. A way to permanence.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “I haven’t found it. But I fear Abigail has.”
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      The fog persisted as they made their way through the narrow valley. Imogen struggled against the urge to push out against the fog, thinking of the occasional whisper that floated through her mind whenever she had the temptation to draw on one of the sacred patterns.

      There wasn’t anything within the sacred patterns that would help against this dense fog anyway. It was magic, from what she could tell. Perhaps magic—real magic—might be able to push through the fog, but Imogen didn’t have the control over it to use it in that fashion.

      The fog also had a strange color to it. At first, she thought it was tied to the moisture in the air, but the more she stared at it, the more she started to notice that it had a slight hue of purple or black laced within. When she pointed that out to Benji, he only nodded.

      He had remained quiet next to her. Was his admission that he was dying part of some plan? With him, she couldn’t tell. There were times when she thought he was telling her the truth, but there were other times when she wasn’t sure if it was a ploy to get her to take a specific path. Despite him claiming he wanted her to follow her own path, part of her suspected he wanted to influence her as much as Abigail did.

      Benji had been going off on his own more regularly now. Each time he disappeared he would come back, but some of the brightness in his eyes would be even more faded. The silver seemed to slowly disappear from them. Once in a while, Imogen caught sight of him using one of his strange patterns, and she questioned whether he was searching for answers or if he was trying to demonstrate the patterns for her. At this point, she no longer knew.

      The others with her had been quiet as well. She hadn’t expected the Leier to be vocal about what they were seeing, but the Koral had also been silent. There had been occasional flares of magic, but nothing that suggested anyone was using much power. They channeled it carefully, as if they didn’t want to draw any attention to what they might be trying to do.

      Late on the second day in the valley, Imogen felt something pressing against her.

      It was more than the fog. At first, she didn’t know what it was, only that she could feel energy starting to build in the air, pressure that hadn’t been there before. She wasn’t the only one to notice it, though. More of the Leier were aware of that strangeness than she would’ve expected. Maybe it was only because their people had been attuned to magic over the years and had learned to recognize it so they could defeat it, but that so many of them could detect it left her worried about just how powerful the magic around them might be.

      “What is this?” Jorend asked, stepping over to her. The ground wasn’t as soft or spongy as the mossy ground on the upper ledge, but it was still uncomfortable. Some of that had to do with the detritus on the ground, but some of it was the feeling that there was magic around them.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted.

      Benji rested with his hands on the ground, pressing them into the soft earth. He tilted his head back and breathed deeply, then looked over to her. He didn’t say anything. The pattern he traced around him said everything. Imogen watched him form the pattern, as she had over the last few days, trying to see if there was anything in the massive scale to the patterns he used that she might be able to understand. It was magic, but how different was it than what she used to access power? The sacred patterns were magic, and she had learned to use them. Could she learn to use magic the same way as Benji?

      The idea seemed impossible, but she had seen and done impossible things.

      “Have you ever felt anything like this?” she asked him.

      He frowned and looked around, sniffing for a moment. “You mean the magic or the fog?”

      “Are they different?”

      He danced from one foot to the other. “I suppose they aren’t. Fuckers keep using this power to try to drain us, but you’ve done good so far.”

      “You knew this would drain magic?”

      “I didn’t know. Not until recently. I’ve been testing it to search for answers, but there have been no answers for me. I’ve failed.”

      That was an emotion Imogen was acutely aware of.

      “It’s one more thing I can’t see,” he continued. “But the grasses are talking to me. They tell me what I need to know.” He smirked. “This is designed to drain magic. They want you to feel like you have to push past it to draw enough power and force yourself away.”

      Imogen didn’t know if that would drain her, but having faced the renral and feeling like her energy had been pulled from her, she couldn’t help but wonder if something like that would be effective. It might be, which troubled her. Her power would fade.

      “Is this Abigail?” she asked.

      “Her or her agents.”

      “Why?”

      Benji glanced over to her, and a question burned in his eyes. “I don’t know. I thought she might be after me, but perhaps that’s not it. Maybe it’s you. I can’t see what she’s after, which irritates me.”

      “What do you see?” she asked.

      They’d talked about his Porapeth abilities somewhat, the way his magic worked, but only in vague terms. Certainly nothing that would help her understand the kind of power he had access to. Benji kept that to himself, as if sharing would reveal something about himself he didn’t want to.

      “There’s something like a web that stretches out from me,” he said, waving his hand absently. Something about Benji had changed, though Imogen was not exactly sure what it was. Maybe it was just his admission that something had happened to him, or maybe he actually felt he was dying. “I can follow one strand and see where it goes, then another, then another. Each strand leads to others. To possibilities.”

      “Is it easy to do?”

      “Easy? Stars, no. But it’s something you learn to develop over time. The longer you work with it, the more the strands start to make sense. They become easier to pick apart.”

      “You can see each person?”

      “I’ve been at this a long time, Imogen.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “When I first started to work with the strands, it was difficult to know what each one meant. They were difficult to trace, though that was only my inexperience, not the strands themselves. Over time, I learned to pick apart the different strands and to feel the way they were meant to be separated. Now I can tease them apart—or could—and can see each individual one if I wanted to.”

      “Why wouldn’t you want to?”

      “Because it’s a whole lot of work. I know better than to do something stupid like that all the time. And most of the time, I can tease them apart, see what I need, or get a sense for what’s going to come without needing to tease them apart that far. There are other times when even that isn’t enough and I have to work through it and try to understand what’s inside. Like I said, you get better at it the more you do it.”

      The idea of pulling on strands and seeing possibilities seemed impossible, but there had once been a time when she would’ve said the same about magic.

      Did Benji want to help her understand Porapeth magic for some reason?

      The answer came to her, and it was one she had not considered before: to defeat it. She would need to understand Porapeth magic so she could stop Abigail. Especially if Benji was unable—or unwilling—to do so.

      “These days, it’s even more work than it used to be,” he said. “There was a time when it was easy. I could pull whole chunks apart and see what I needed, but now it’s a lot harder. I have to work at it if I want to see anything. That’s what I mean when I say it’s opaque. Well, all but you, Imogen Inaratha.”

      “You told me I was difficult for you to see.”

      “You are, but certain things around you are not.” He snorted. “I don’t really know why. You influence everything you touch. Maybe that’s why my web is so difficult to untangle around you. I started to think that maybe I should just leave you so I could find answers.”

      “I’ve thought that for some time.”

      “And you’re wondering why I haven’t.”

      Imogen shrugged. “The thought did occur to me.”

      “Well, I told you I know the answer and that I know what’s happening to me, and I also think that having a few surprises isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Unlike Abigail.” He winked.

      As they continued to move farther into the valley, the air felt thicker. All around, the fog continued to swirl around her, pressing down on her and making it feel as if she couldn’t do anything or even move anywhere. All around was the ongoing pressure, a surge of energy, and something more.

      She watched Benji for any kind of reaction. He moved with his typical strange patterns, sliding through the fog as if it were something he had to navigate past. He touched trees and shrubs, moving in what looked like Petals on the Wind at first, but gradually Imogen decided it was Stream through the Trees, or perhaps a combination of both.

      Regardless, she could feel power around her, and she didn’t care for it.

      Benji crouched down, his nostrils flaring. He traced his hand over the ground, and his eyes went distant for a moment before he looked up at her. He smiled, though it was a sad smile. “I hate that I can’t see a fucking thing.”

      He could be gruff, and oftentimes rude, but for the first time she saw a different expression in his eyes. One of worry.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” she asked.

      “There is nothing I’m not telling you, First.”

      “You’re not telling me something. More than about Abigail.”

      “I have acknowledged everything,” he said.

      “Everything?”

      He frowned, then finally shook his head. “Perhaps not everything.”

      Benji had shared some of the truth about Abigail, but there was more to it.

      “What is it about Abigail?” she asked. “What did she see? You said she was the reason the Leier and the Koral were split, but what caused her to do that?”

      “She shouldn’t have. We don’t get involved. I’ve told you that.”

      “You might have said the words, but we both know that you do get involved. Ever since I’ve known you, you’ve gotten involved.”

      “Which is probably why she’s so upset with me now. She sees me intervening the way the others did before.” He closed his eyes. “It’s been so long that I can’t remember them how I once did. Every so often, I can still see shimmers of their influence. Not so strongly as I can see what Abigail did.”

      “Can you see why she did it?”

      “She claimed there was a reason, but then Abigail always claimed there was a reason. She wanted us to be more involved. At the time, we thought we knew better, and I suppose most of us did. We could see things others could not. That gave us an advantage. But none could see what Abigail claimed she could see.”

      Imogen looked back to the others. They were all gathered together, Leier and Koral, joined in a way they had not been in quite some time.

      “Are you the reason I was sent on my bond quest?” she asked.

      “I don’t intervene quite that openly.”

      “So you’re saying I just failed Master Liu?”

      Imogen had thought maybe she hadn’t, and she’d started to believe that perhaps there was a different reason she’d been sent away. Now she no longer knew.

      He snorted. “Failed? You’d shown promise.”

      “I don’t know that I showed any promise. I was failing him. I couldn’t demonstrate any of the sacred patterns.”

      “You showed precision in them, and though you weren’t able to demonstrate the flow he wanted, you had enough precision and enough control. He saw something from you. Everything you’ve encountered has been tied to that,” he said. “Of course, he recognized there was a danger in what you might do—danger in what you might attempt. Because of that, he felt you needed to be displaced.”

      She frowned at him. “What do you mean, displaced?”

      “You have potential, First. I don’t need to see you as well as I once did for me to know that. It’s obvious. It was obvious to me long ago, and obvious to Master Liu. But had you stayed, there was a greater danger to you and your people.”

      “You saw me as a danger?” In her memories, in everything she had experienced in the sacred temple, she had never thought she posed a danger.

      How could she have been? She had left the homeland wanting to help, to learn, and to offer protection to her people. And she had. Or thought she had.

      Only, now she knew she had been sent away for a purpose.

      How long had she been used?

      “Master Liu recognized that if what was seen came to be, the Leier would be destroyed.”

      Imogen’s heart raced. “If what was seen?”

      “At the same time, there were those within the Koral who were warned,” Benji went on, ignoring her question. “There were possibilities. Vast possibilities, and in one of them, they were destroyed.”

      Destroyed? She stared at him, resisting the urge to look back at the Leier or the Koral.

      “Are you saying Master Liu was warned I might lead to the destruction of the Leier?”

      “It was a distinct possibility,” Benji said, nodding slowly. “I had seen it.”

      “You don’t intervene, though.”

      He smiled tightly. “I don’t intervene, and in this case, I would not have if it weren’t for Abigail. I can catch glimpses, shadows around the periphery of what once was clear to me. But I’m starting to piece together what needs to happen. I think Abigail’s been trying to hide that from me. Increasingly, I can see her influence on it. We’re getting close to what she did before. Her seal.”

      “How does this have anything to do with me?”

      “It should not. And were it not for chance”—there was something in the way he said it that suggested he didn’t believe it was chance at all—“it would not have. But I came through one time. You perhaps don’t remember, though I remember you, Imogen Inaratha.”

      “When was it?”

      “Shortly before you left the sacred temple.”

      Imogen remembered that time, which was seared into her memory. She had been called before Master Liu and told that it was time for her to go. She’d been given the opportunity to either leave in disgrace or take an honorable path.

      She closed her eyes, thinking back. Had Benji been there even then?

      “Why?” she said.

      “I don’t know. At the time, I couldn’t see clearly. It was one of the few times I wasn’t able to see, at least back then. I suspect it was tied to whatever plans Abigail had in place. Had you remained, you would’ve been caught up in her machination sooner. By leaving, you were protected from it. At least for a time.”

      “So I was going to lead to the downfall of the Leier?” Or she still might.

      “I didn’t know,” he said, “but it was one possibility I was able to see.”

      “If I was somehow going to cause the destruction of the Leier…” She struggled with the idea that she could be responsible for that. And she wanted to do anything in her power to ensure she didn’t do that, but perhaps there wasn’t anything she could do. “Why have you been helping me?”

      Benji looked over at the others. “It was years ago. When I told Master Liu about what my vision included, he agreed it was time to send you away. It was necessary, even. He also agreed that perhaps you might have an opportunity.” He smiled, and there was something in his expression that left Imogen on edge. “There was a danger in the opportunity he suggested—one I didn’t quite see, but one he knew immediately. It was the reason he hesitated to send you away as soon as I wanted.” His smile shifted, becoming a grim line. “We could’ve had you serve, but it would have cast you aside.”

      Cast her aside.

      She had felt that way for many years, ever since going to the sacred temple. Before she went there, she’d felt as if she had been progressing, making headway along her path, becoming even more talented with the Leier. And then…

      Then she had felt as if she’d been thrown away.

      “It was necessary,” he said. “And if it led to what I could see, perhaps it was for the best.”

      Imogen stared at the rest of the camp. “What happened then?”

      Benji frowned. “Then you happened, Imogen. I’m not sure what changed, and I can’t honestly tell you when it did, only that suddenly what I could around me was clear.” He took a step toward her and locked his silver eyes on hers. There was a brief moment where she could feel the energy in his gaze and the intensity within it. She did not care for it. “Everything with you became opaque. And then I began to question. I began to wonder if perhaps what I had seen was not what I should have seen.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      He gestured all around him. “What do you see through the fog?”

      Imogen turned her attention to her surroundings. “All I really see is the fog. I’m vaguely aware of the people in the trees, but that’s about it.”

      “Exactly,” Benji said, nodding. “You can see what is right before you but nothing more. That is what changed for me. It became opaque, as I told you—all but you.”

      He took another step toward her, and she could feel something coming from him, an energy she had noticed before when he was using magic. She didn’t know the source of it or how to latch on to it. The only thing she did know was that there was power in the way he was watching.

      His silver eyes flashed again, and in that flash, Imogen recognized something.

      He wanted her to see it. He wanted her to feel it.

      “When I came across you, it was all part of another path, but something happened.” Benji frowned, but when he looked up and locked eyes with her, there was a hint of a smile. “Something I don’t think even she saw.”

      “Me?”

      “Not just you, but the effect of you. What you would become. I think that was what she feared. It was why you were sent on the path you were.”

      “But my path would lead to the destruction of the Leier.”

      “One possibility,” he said. “But not all. Not all. Your path had another possibility, one that was faint. I had forgotten about it. There were many people over the years I’ve interacted with, and I’m sorry to say that many of them tend to blend together. Not you, Imogen Inaratha. Perhaps you did back then, but over time, you have become far easier for me to remember.” His silver eyes flared, and she suspected he tried to see something now. “I saw a faint trace and began to tease it apart, trying to understand what it meant. Eventually, I realized I had to do the one thing we’d always vowed not to do.”

      “But you said you already influenced others.”

      “Indirectly. I’m thinking it’s time for a more direct approach.”

      “You don’t influence the path, though,” she said.

      “And I have not.”

      He took another step toward her, then reached up and touched her forehead. An impossible cold washed through Imogen from head to toe. Everything squeezed her, making her cry out in shock.

      “Until now.”
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      Imogen panicked, unsure what to do. As far as she could tell, Benji had used his magic on her, and now she no longer knew what to make of what he’d done. Cold pressed through her, flooding her so she could scarcely breathe.

      “I finally see,” Benji said, his voice quiet. “You. That’s what she’s feared. You can unite your people again.” He smiled sadly. “It’s taken me a while to come to that conclusion. Longer than I probably should have. It’s her fault, of course. Not mine.” He coughed and sank to the ground, his hands resting on the grasses. Fog swirled around him, but it seemed almost as if the fog were giving him space. “She fears you.”

      “Because I’m your guardian?”

      “Oh, I think you are more than my guardian.” He coughed again. “You truly understand the patterns, and you have the potential to use them. You are Koral and Leier, joined in one person. And that is what she feared.”

      There was a pressure that built from the spot he had touched on her forehead, a steady and burning cold. Despite everything she tried, she could do nothing to escape it. She attempted to use the sacred patterns, as always trying the foundational Tree Stands in the Forest technique first, but her mind could not form it. She could not hold that power, even though she knew she needed to. It would be the only way she could withstand Benji’s attack.

      The cold surged and worked its way through her, then finally it eased. It was like a grip had released her heart. Her chest pounded, and her mouth was dry. Benji looked up, and the silver had faded from his eyes. Now they were little more than a dull gray.

      He nodded. “You must go. This is your path.”

      “What did you do?” she said, her voice barely a hoarse whisper.

      He took a deep breath. “What had to be done.”

      The wind hissed around them, a faint and strange sound. A wash of energy worked through Imogen and everything felt off, as if something had changed for her. Her body ached as the cold rushed through her again. Pale-white strands, almost silver, obscured her vision. It was like the fog, but she realized it wasn’t exactly the same. She didn’t know what it was, only that she could see some part of it in front of her.

      “Stay on your path,” Benji said. She watched him, but he didn’t get up.

      Was he dying?

      Cold flared again as he stared up at the sky. “I can see. And I finally learned the trick. She won’t see this coming.” He let out a weak laugh. “She’s going to hate me for it.”

      Imogen let out a breath, and the wind whistled as if trying to speak to her. She tipped her head, focusing on that whispering sound. There was a pattern to it, but she could not understand what it was saying.

      “Go,” Benji said.

      “I’m not leaving you here.”

      “I’m sorry, First, but you won’t be able to leave me.”

      “Imogen?” Jorend’s voice came from a distance and was filled with worry.

      He appeared with his sword unsheathed, then stood in Tree Stands in the Forest. The other Leier who came with him were also ready, though she didn’t recognize any of the sacred patterns they were using. How many were truly prepared to fight? How many would actually be able to do anything?

      Jorend might be the only one, she suspected.

      Imogen couldn’t help but feel a moment of pride for him, and she grinned. That he would use Tree Stands in the Forest now, and that he would be willing to demonstrate it.

      She could feel something else within herself, though. Some strange aspect of power.

      “Go,” Benji whispered. “Take your path.”

      The fog parted in front of her, creating a way forward. Imogen took a step and heard a whistle. A warning.

      A shriek followed. The renral chose now to attack?

      Another whistle. Then another. Abigail was trying to keep her from what she needed to do. Somehow Imogen was certain of it.

      “Protect them,” she said, walking toward the path Benji had revealed for her.

      “With my life,” Jorend said. “But we need you, General.”

      She smiled at him, and she realized that what he said wasn’t true. Imogen didn’t need to be there with him, standing alongside them or trying to offer protection. She didn’t need to give them something that wasn’t a part of herself.

      That was not her journey. Hers was to bring her people back together. All of her people. Koral and Leier.

      As she thought about it, she knew it was right. If there was something that kept the people apart, some magic that prevented them from reuniting, could she be the one to break that as well?

      She wasn’t sure if she was strong enough, but Benji had done something to her with his magic. He was powerful, so whatever he had done might be significant and dangerous.

      She took another step, and the fog swallowed her. She looked back, and there was no one there.

      This was her path.

      Her entire life, Imogen had believed she could find her own path, that she could forge it for herself, but what if she could not? What if it had been fated for her all along?

      And here was Benji, admitting he’d had a hand in it all this time.

      But maybe not just Benji. Maybe Abigail as well.

      Distantly, she could hear the whisper of wind. It sounded like a voice being carried to her. Could that be Benji? She tipped her head. The wind continued to whistle and whisper around her in what seemed like a strange warning. She wasn’t sure what it wanted her to do or where it wanted her to go, only that it was trying to tell her something.

      She hesitated, and the fog swirled around her, though it wasn’t as thick as it had been. The familiar pressure of magic built up, a sensation she had known long enough that she had come to understand it. She thought of what Benji had said about the fog, and how it reminded her of the web he could no longer see through.

      Maybe she could see something somehow.

      As she looked around, she could feel how Benji stayed with her. It was an odd sense to notice, though the familiarity of him was there. Why would she be so aware of him?

      The fog parted, and Imogen took another step. Then another.

      The ground rippled beneath her feet.

      Then she could go no farther, her path blocked by stone.

      “I suspected you would end up here,” a voice said.

      Imogen spun, and she recognized the older woman standing behind her, hands clasped together. “Abigail,” she said.

      Abigail watched her with silver eyes that flickered, brighter than Benji’s had been before Imogen had left. Flanked on either side of her were the two guardians.

      There was no sign of Lilah, but she would still be here. She had to be. Lilah had come for her.

      “This was not your path,” Abigail said.

      “What is this?”

      “This is a plan I put into motion years ago.”

      “And what is that?” Imogen asked, looking over to the stone blocking her, but she realized it wasn’t merely stone. It was a massive circular object, with intricate lines forming along it that looked almost like it was made of enchantments, but they were the most sophisticated enchantments she’d ever seen.

      Benji had mentioned there was a seal, though he had not told her what it was. No doubt it was a strange and powerful one. Abigail used a magic Imogen could not understand, but maybe she didn’t need to understand it in order to disrupt it. After all, she was Leier, and what did they do but disrupt magic?

      “You were not supposed to be here,” Abigail said.

      Imogen clenched her jaw. “I’m not going to let you destroy my people. All of my people.”

      “So confident. And you suddenly understand your path?” Abigail shifted, and the air shimmered as she moved, as if she were adjusting a cloak around her.

      The effect was unsettling. She was doing something with her magic beyond what Imogen could understand, different than what she had even seen from Benji. He had never hesitated to use his power around her, but he had done so to demonstrate the greater strength of the sacred patterns. What she saw from Abigail was nothing like what she had seen from Benji.

      He had not explained that to her, but perhaps he could not. Porapeth were magic, and maybe Benji’s use of magic was different. Abigail had taught Lilah, and though Lilah had learned magic that was similar to what Benji had tried to teach, it had been different as well.

      “It would’ve been safer for you to have remained on your path,” Abigail said.

      “What path was that, exactly?”

      “Why, the path you were guided to, Imogen Inaratha.”

      Imogen bristled at the way she said it, something that sounded far too much like the way Benji said her name, as if it granted some power over her. She instinctively reacted and formed Tree Stands in the Forest, though Benji had warned her against using her power in the fog because it would drain her energy.

      But Benji wasn’t here, and she was alone.

      Even with that thought, though, the wind whispered around her and gave her gentle warnings, like it was trying to tell her where to focus. A threat lingered somewhere beyond Abigail and another waited behind Imogen, and though she had no idea how she was aware of them other than through what the wind told her, she knew it to be true. The grass beneath her boots seemed to rustle as well, and that came from more than just the wind. Another message?

      It was the kind of power Benji had. It was his magic.

      Could he be helping her now?

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” Abigail said.

      “This is my path.”

      Abigail watched her, and there was a venomous look in her silver eyes. “You don’t know what yours is. You’ve never walked your own path. You’ve always taken the one that has been given to you.”

      “Maybe. But no longer.”

      “You think you can still be forced?”

      Imogen didn’t know. She didn’t think so, but then again, she wasn’t sure what Abigail could do to her. “I think you’re responsible for what happened with my brother, and you are responsible for what happened with my people. You want to destroy them.”

      “It has always been a simple matter.” A deep frown furrowed Abigail’s brow, like she was trying to look saddened by that comment. “For others to thrive, your people must die.”

      Imogen remained focused in Tree Stands in the Forest, afraid of moving, afraid of doing anything, but knowing she had to do something.

      “You will leave that seal alone,” Abigail said.

      Imogen wanted to look back at it. She had to find a way to destroy it, though she wasn’t sure what that would involve. Abigail feared the Leier and the Koral. She had tried to force Imogen away from here, away from this path, because she was afraid.

      “You weren’t scared of Benji,” Imogen said. “You were afraid of me.”

      Abigail chuckled. “I knew he was a fool, but you?” She tipped her head to the side, and a shimmer of power started to coalesce. “I thought it would be easier to obfuscate him.”

      “You thought it would be easier to force me away.”

      “It was so simple. All this potential bottled into one person, and yet—”

      “Benji saw all along,” Imogen said. Anger flared in her. “And if not him, then the others. The disciples you feared.” Master Liu had been the one to send her away from the temple and away from her home. “And you can’t do anything.”

      “I thought I might convince you in other ways, but you have been stubborn.”

      “You used Timo.”

      Abigail shrugged. “I thought he might help with what needed to be done. Your brother proved challenging, though perhaps it was your influence that proved challenging, not so much him.”

      The idea that her brother had been some pawn in a game with the Porapeth made Imogen furious, though it didn’t surprise her. She already knew she had been a pawn as well.

      “You have been useful, despite your protestations.” Abigail twisted again, and the air shimmered around her once more. It was almost as if she solidified the air, coalescing it in a strange and mystical way. “You’ve led them here, and they will go no further. What I saw will finally come to fruition.”

      The destruction of the Leier and the Koral. That was what Abigail desired.

      The Porapeth had prevented her from influencing events as much as she’d wanted, but something had changed. Worse, Imogen didn’t think she was powerful enough to stop Abigail directly. Benji had been working with Imogen, trying to help her understand and trying to teach her as much as he could, but that wasn’t going to be enough.

      Even now, Imogen knew that.

      “Why not use Lilah sooner?” Imogen asked.

      “If that is what you must call her. I prefer to call her my disciple.”

      Imogen noted the choice of words, which was the same as how those in the sacred temples were described. Disciples were trained by the Porapeth. They became the sword masters. Imogen never would have been able to fully perfect her understanding of the sacred patterns were it not for her time with a Porapeth. Benji hadn’t told her everything, even at the end. He had seen. He had influenced. He had helped prepare her.

      “It took time to train her,” Abigail said. “Now she’s ready to do what must be done.”

      Lilah strode forward out of the fog. She held out her hand, and it started to glow with a radiating energy.

      Imogen would have to fight. It would be one thing if she had to face only Lilah or if it was only Abigail—though Imogen doubted she could withstand the Porapeth. There were also the two guardians, who were far more than she could handle.

      All of them together…

      Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest.

      “You can use it,” said a whisper in her mind. It was faint, subtle. She heard Benji’s voice within it, and she knew he was there with her.

      She concentrated on the foundational sacred pattern, which was what she needed now. She had to push down and draw on her power. There was energy in it, and it would provide her a way she could resist them. Even the wind seemed to whistle around her, guiding her and prompting her in a warning. If she could follow that, she could avoid the danger of this attack.

      Benji’s voice came again from some place deep in her mind. Another warning.

      “Why did you act against your kind?” Imogen asked. The question was as much for Abigail as it was for Lilah.

      Abigail smiled, and there was a glittering darkness within it. “Because I alone was willing to act on what I could see.” The air around her shimmered again.

      Imogen remain rooted in Tree Stands in the Forest. A tremble came from someplace within her. The sacred pattern wasn’t going to be enough. Not this time. Not against these opponents.

      “You can use it,” the voice whispered to her again. Each time it drifted to her, she felt as if there was some answer she could hear, some part of her responding to the way Benji spoke through her.

      Use it, but use what?

      “So be it,” Abigail said, and she waved her hand.

      The guardians moved in a blur, faster than Imogen could follow, yet she stood anchored in Tree Stands in the Forest. She used everything she could, every skill she had learned, to hold on to that pattern. She was a tree. Not just any tree, but a massive, towering one with deep roots and branches high overhead that created an enormous canopy.

      It would work. It had to. She had to stop the guardians. To stop Lilah, and to stop Abigail.

      She anchored more deeply, forcing the roots farther down and the branches farther out. And she connected to the other sacred patterns in her mind.

      “You may begin,” the voice whispered. She had no idea if it was Benji or the wind or something else that guided her even now, but she had energy inside her. She had the cold sensation Benji had placed within her. That feeling worked inside her, flowing through her veins and coursing through her magical tree.

      The sacred guardians darted toward her, and her eyes locked on the notches on their blades. Imogen felt a flicker of doubt, but only for a moment. She wouldn’t let go. She was strong, the tree that stood in the forest, and cold rushed through her.

      “Now,” the faint voice urged.

      Imogen didn’t even know where to start. The only thing she knew was that these two opponents, gifted with sacred patterns that surpassed her own understanding, were beyond her ability.

      As the guardians spun their swords, their attacks intensifying, Imogen couldn’t help but feel as if she had no way to truly defend herself. She could only maintain this one singular pattern. She didn’t have to hold it indefinitely, and she knew she could branch from this pattern into another so she could access a greater power. That was what she needed to do.

      But she had to hold on to this one for now.

      The cold raced through her as she anchored to the ground, as if there was an understanding that remained buried deep within her. It took her a moment to recognize why that was. Somehow, the connection she shared and the energy within her were greater than they had been. Somehow, she had more power than she had before.

      Where is that coming from?

      The question drifted through her, but she didn’t have an answer.

      She remained locked in place, motionless as the guardians danced around her.

      Abigail watched, amusement glittering in her eyes. “You won’t hold out long.”

      Anger surged within Imogen. She had to find a way to fight. She was Leier. She would not simply wait.

      “You might think you’re strong, but they have trained far longer than you have. And she understands what you never could,” Abigail said, nodding to Lilah. She laughed—dark, bitter, cold. It reminded Imogen of the energy flowing within her.

      Imogen couldn’t help but think about her people. She had begun to teach them the sacred patterns. They would be able to defend themselves even without her.

      That thought brought her peace—the same sort Benji had when he’d given her the gift of somehow connecting to his Porapeth magic. She had sensed then that he was at peace.

      His sacrifice would not be in vain.

      Imogen held Tree Stands in the Forest, connecting to that cold within her, unable to do anything else. The memory of what Benji had said came to her. Gradually, she pushed the roots deeper. The guardians were not able to get any closer.

      Imogen could withstand this. She would withstand this. Benji had altered her path while at the same time giving her the ability to choose her own. Strange how it felt that way.

      Memories of Benji’s lessons came to her, lessons that had been mixed with his patterns. As she watched these two guardians dance around her, threatening Imogen, there was a distinct nature to their patterns, something Imogen could see—and feel.

      What was she but a Leier? That meant she understood how to disrupt patterns. The guardians might be skilled with a sword, but they were not Leier. Not like her.

      Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest and used it to help her know what was coming, but even as she did, she wasn’t sure if she could push out as much energy as she needed. She had to hold out a little bit longer. Just enough until she could figure out what else she would have to do.

      Pressure wrapped around Imogen. She didn’t need to turn to see Lilah—she could feel her. The constriction around her became tighter and tighter, and she didn’t know if she could overpower it.

      The wind whispered a sudden warning, and Imogen felt Lilah tense. The energy squeezed her so tightly that it forced Imogen to take a step out of her pattern.

      Her Tree Stands in the Forest pattern was uprooted.
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      Everything happened too fast, and Imogen was caught off guard as she lost control over her sacred pattern. She had used Tree Stands in the Forest so many times and against so many dangerous opponents, including Lilah, that she had not expected it to be uprooted. She had thought she’d mastered it, but the power Lilah tapped into was different than what Imogen could use.

      The two guardians came at Imogen while Lilah stayed back and watched. Imogen focused on the two attackers darting at her. She’d faced more than one fighter many times in her life, which was part of her training. She had prided herself in her knowledge and skill, and her arrogance had nearly been her downfall at the sacred temple.

      But now she knew the truth about herself. She knew the truth about the sacred patterns.

      These two did not come at her with traditional patterns, though. They had at least a dozen notches on their swords, indicating their mastery over the sacred patterns. They were a real threat.

      “How many notches do you have?” The voice came in the back of her mind. Was Benji still with her somehow?

      No. It was a memory. This was something he had said to her before, almost as if he…

      He had seen this. But he’d said he had not.

      How many notches did she have? Six, but only because she had not tested herself against anyone else.

      Imogen paused for the briefest of moments. Half a heartbeat, no more than that. Her mind raced, but she felt calm as well. They had a dozen notches each, but she was skilled too. More than that, she understood the sacred patterns.

      She breathed in. Everything else went away. She thought of the patterns, both the sacred and the traditional, and how to disrupt them. Every pattern had a weakness.

      She was here, and she was a master with the blade.

      She was Imogen Inaratha.

      And then she stepped forward. The first movement was simple—Petals on the Wind. From there she flowed from Stream through the Trees to Axe Falling to Lightning Strikes in a Storm, then to each of the other sacred patterns.

      A comment Benji had made came back to her. What were the traditional patterns but magic? Imogen didn’t need to use just the sacred patterns. She knew all of them. She had to use the magic of the traditional patterns in the right context now. That knowledge had always been within her, from the very beginning. She had learned those patterns and had come to know their precision, but the sacred patterns and their magic were not about precision. They were about flow.

      And she could use that flow even with the traditional patterns.

      Imogen started fighting in a way she never had before. She used a mixture of traditional and sacred, of every single fighting style she had ever learned. Even patterns she had no name for. Within them all, there was magic.

      Not just hers but Benji’s. The cold that burned within her.

      She brought the blade around and stabbed the woman, which brought her to her knees. Imogen glided through Petals on the Wind, then transitioned into Axe Falling and Stream through the Trees. She jabbed her blade into the man’s leg, then his arm, causing him to tumble backward as he tried to get away.

      Both guardians dropped to the ground.

      Imogen spun and swept her blade in a sharp arc, feeling the spell Lilah was building up, but she knew she could withstand it. She swung her sword, sending energy in a streak around them that carved through Lilah’s magic. She darted forward and slammed the hilt of her sword into Lilah’s skull. The girl crumpled.

      Imogen strode toward Abigail, who regarded her with an unconcerned expression.

      “I will choose my path,” Imogen said.

      The laugh Abigail let out was harsh, dark, and tinged with something Imogen would’ve called madness were it not from a Porapeth. The Porapeth were prophets. They were power and magic, and they seemed immune from madness.

      Abigail twisted her hands. Imogen had been around Benji enough over the last few months that she recognized the movement. She saw the pattern within it and braced herself as Abigail took one step toward her. Everything about her seemed to shimmer, and Imogen was thrown backward.

      “Did you think I couldn’t see what you intended to do?”

      Imogen struggled to her feet. Everything ached, but she ignored the pain that throbbed inside her.

      Abigail smirked. “Did you think I wouldn’t have believed you would learn?”

      “Your guardians are down,” Imogen said.

      The Porapeth waved a hand, and her guardians stood. Their wounds were gone.

      Imogen’s breath hitched. What kind of magic was that?

      Benji had demonstrated power to her—real power—but he had never shown her anything like that. Why hadn’t he? Was it because he didn’t know how to, or because he didn’t want to reveal it to her?

      Both guardians came at her.

      But the fact they were unscathed also meant that—

      Imogen spun her sword in a circular motion, carving through three quick movements. She intermingled them with the traditional patterns and even added some of the unnamed patterns Benji had demonstrated to her, which the voice in her mind suggested would work here. When she did, she swept through Lilah’s magic.

      Something still felt wrong. There was power building around her, but it wasn’t only from Lilah or the guardians using their sacred patterns on her.

      Abigail. This wasn’t going to end until Imogen dealt with her.

      And it wasn’t as if she was doing this alone.

      Ever since she’d left Yoran, there had always been someone else with her. Timo, then Benji, then Jorend and the other Leier. She was never alone.

      But even if she was, she wasn’t doing this for herself. She was doing it for her people. Leier. Koral. The people who had once been united but were now separate. That was what mattered, even now.

      This time, as she pressed downward with the energy of Tree Stands in the Forest, she began to recognize something else within it. Some other power came from deep within her, but it was not just her own. This came from the cold touch Benji had given her, which now seemed part of her. Somehow, it had merged with her, giving her even more power than she could summon on her own.

      As Abigail watched her, Imogen had a sudden flash of understanding. She didn’t know where it came from—whether Benji had gifted it to her, or perhaps it came from the wind or the grasses or the trees around her—but Porapeth magic flowed within her. Whatever it was, Imogen understood. She needed something else.

      The cold washed through her, and Imogen knew that Benji was providing some influence. She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, and the power flowed into her and filled her.

      All along, he had been there.

      “You don’t get to choose for my people,” Imogen said.

      Abigail’s face looked strained. Imogen was vaguely aware of the patterns coming from herself. Though she couldn’t quite comprehend the power within them, she recognized there was magic. Flickers of silver spread from her roots and her branches, which she saw in the back of her mind. Some were bright, others were dim, but she also recognized something else: a web, the way Benji had described it.

      Possibilities.

      Benji had always spoken of his ability to see in that way, and now that Imogen had this magic bubbling within her, she couldn’t help but feel as if those possibilities were real. They were part of her, something he had gifted to her.

      Those possibilities were what she needed now.

      She called on Tree Stands in the Forest, and she pushed her energy out. Strangely, it seemed to her that this pattern was even more foundational than she had ever believed. It had always been a part of what she’d done, what she’d learned, and it had been a part of everything. But now, Tree Stands in the Forest seemed to mean something more. It meant she had a connection to this silvery web.

      The different possibilities flashed in her mind. It was easy enough for her to recognize the source of power that existed within them. They called to her.

      Imogen could also feel something else calling to her. It was the seal drawing on her.

      She had to use what she’d learned.

      She had magic, both Leier and Koral. And Benji had given her something else. The gift of his own magic. For everything Abigail wanted, this was something Imogen had to do.

      “I have influenced the events of this world for many generations,” Abigail said. “Saved countless lives. If you release that seal, then—”

      Imogen turned. She didn’t need to watch Abigail in order to know what she needed to do. She made her way over to the seal and touched it. She could feel something within it, the energy there, and it burned within her. Like the Porapeth, the seal was magic.

      Imogen pressed her hand against it. She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, pushing downward with her silver-infused roots and upward with her silver-infused branches, the cold coursing through her. Power flowed from her, and she wrapped it around the seal. Cold flowed into the seal, lines of silver running through it.

      “What are you doing?” Abigail asked.

      Imogen ignored her. Somehow, through everything Imogen had done, she had seen that this was necessary. This pattern had shone the brightest in her mind. Maybe Benji was showing this to her, or perhaps he had truly gifted her some of his power.

      The wind whispered a warning, and she could feel Lilah approaching. The girl attempted to get close, but Imogen used her connection to the sacred pattern to hold her back.

      Imogen turned slowly and faced Abigail. “You can’t choose for them. For us. We choose our paths. That’s why you feared Benji. He saw that. Saw more than you. You couldn’t harm a Porapeth, so you used others against him. And against me.”

      “I did what was necessary,” Abigail said. She still hadn’t come toward Imogen. Instead, she looked behind her at the silver lines that had formed in the seal.

      Imogen laughed. “You wanted to save yourself. That’s what this has been about. You saw your end. But all things end, Abigail. Even the Porapeth.”

      She could feel the pressure upon her, but she ignored it. She could see the guardians trying to push their way toward her, but Imogen was holding on to a different power now. It was not just Tree Stands in the Forest. It was a pattern laced with Porapeth magic that Benji had bestowed on her.

      “My brother. The branox. All because you feared I would break the seal?” Imogen didn’t need to turn to look at it. Now that she had pressed some part of herself into it, she was constantly aware of it. “You saw the end of your path?”

      Abigail tried to move closer, but Imogen held her back. “You will remove what you’ve done.”

      “All things end,” Imogen said. “Benji taught me that lesson.” Perhaps so she could teach Abigail.

      Imogen pressed power into the seal, which started to crack.

      “You will undo it,” Abigail said, but there was less force in her words.

      “I think I understand now. Not only did you fear me, but you needed Benji. You wanted him to gift you power.” Imogen smiled. “But he chose a different path.”

      Even now, she could practically feel him cackling in the back of her mind. She carried some part of him with her. Some part of his energy was still there.

      Imogen focused on channeling her power. Then the seal cracked in full.

      Abigail glared at Imogen, ice in her silver eyes. “You will not escape this place.”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. But you aren’t going to hold me.” She looked over to the guardians. “If your guardians attack again, they will have to face me.”

      She looked to Lilah, who hadn’t moved. Neither had the two guardians. Imogen was holding them back with her patterns—and with whatever power Benji had left within her.

      Abigail sneered. “You have made a dangerous enemy, Imogen Inaratha.”

      “You placed me on this path. You chose your enemy.”

      Imogen pushed downward using a trace of the silver power flowing through her. The burning cold poured out of her and over toward Abigail, and the force of it pushed Abigail back.

      Imogen had a lot to learn about this magic, and she didn’t know if she could understand it, but she knew Abigail couldn’t overpower her. She could see that somehow. The possibilities were there.

      Abigail resisted Imogen’s power, but she could not push her away.

      “You have still destroyed your people,” Abigail said. She sounded like a petulant child, a bully trying to taunt her.

      Imogen smiled. “I think you will find that didn’t happen the way you had hoped, either.”

      She caught sight of movement coming from behind her. Shadows of the sword and shield. The Leier and the Koral were pressing through, fighting whatever strange enchantments Lilah and the others had placed.

      Imogen had no idea how many of her people had survived, but she did know that they were her people. All of them.

      Abigail started to turn, and there was a pattern to it. Power exploded, and Imogen was unable to disrupt it. It dissipated around her. Over her.

      Abigail and Lilah had vanished.

      Imogen faced the two guardians. “It’s over.” They took a step toward her, and she shook her head. “You don’t need to do this. She saved you once, but this time she won’t be here.”

      The guardians converged. Imogen pushed outward with Tree Stands in the Forest, and she mixed in other patterns. She used Lightning Strikes in a Storm on the man, Axe Falling on the woman.

      It happened in less than a heartbeat. They were thrown into the air and they crashed to the ground, where she wrapped the roots of her sacred pattern around them. Her magic pulled them down into the ground until only their swords remained.

      Imogen exhaled in relief.

      “Is that you, Imogen?” Jorend’s voice came from the shadows.

      She released her sacred pattern. “It’s me.”

      “What happened here?”

      Imogen looked around and shook her head. “I don’t even know.”

      She could still feel Benji’s influence inside her, though it was different than it had been before. Imogen didn’t know what it was, nor did she know why she was so aware of it, only that a presence remained there—a sense of cold. She saw a faint shimmer of silver over everything, but when she blinked, it cleared.

      Jorend approached her, followed by two Firsts and three Koral. He picked up one of the guardians’ swords and examined it. “I’ve never seen a blade like this.” He looked up at her. “You defeated its owner?”

      Imogen motioned to the other weapon lying on the ground. “Both of them.”

      Jorend walked over to it, crouched next to the blade, and his eyes went wide. “Do you know what this means? You defeated two sword masters with thirteen notches.”

      She understood the reason for his surprise. That was the number of notches Master Liu had.

      But Imogen suspected that was only the beginning. She had something else—power of a different kind.

      “We aren’t going to be able to get out of here,” he said. He nodded to the line of Koral forming a ring around the Leier. Sword and shield. “They’ve been trying to use enchantments, but this fog has changed something. They aren’t able to penetrate it with their enchantments, so either we have to keep going”—he glanced to the end of the valley where the enchantment blocked them—“or we have to retreat.”

      They couldn’t run away. They needed to return to their homelands. They could not leave them unprotected. Abigail was not done with them.

      Imogen wasn’t sure why, and she wasn’t sure what Abigail wanted, but now that she had forged her own path, she had to continue doing so.

      In the back of her mind, she could still feel as if Benji’s voice was there. So was the cold. She wished she understood, but she didn’t.

      Distantly, she could hear the renral. Jorend brought his sword up, but Imogen stayed his hand. The creatures poked through the fog as they circled overhead. They were small, but that wasn’t the most unusual thing about them.

      She felt a strange connection to them. A magical one. And she thought of the cries she’d been hearing as they’d descended to the valley floor. It had been these creatures.

      “The eggs have hatched,” she said. “They’ve been following us.” These birds might even have been what destroyed the others Abigail had sent after them.

      Jorend stared at the sky, as did the other Leier and Koral.

      Imogen didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t see it. Not yet.

      But she would. In time, Imogen knew she would.

      She swept her gaze around the clearing. All of this had happened because of Abigail.

      “We will rest here long enough for the people to regroup,” she instructed. She had no idea how many Leier or Koral had died in the fight to get here. That was something she needed to find out. “Then we will find our way out of the valley. We will find our way back to our homeland.”

      “What then?” Jorend asked.

      Imogen closed her eyes for a moment while she used Tree Stands in the Forest. She focused downward and outward, and she could feel something. Possibilities.

      “I’m not entirely sure yet, but soon I will.”

      And when she became aware, when she knew, then it would be time to decide.

      Abigail had been right. Imogen had made a new enemy, but she also knew there was something she could—and would—do. Something she had to do.

      They still had to get back to the Leier homeland. Abigail’s full plan had not yet played out. The Koral and the Leier depended on her return, but now she knew what she needed to do. And increasingly, Imogen knew how she would do it.

      She had magic. All of them did, or at least they could reach that potential.

      It was time her people understood that.
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        * * *

      

      The First of the Blade continues with: Unknown.
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      Imogen is something more than the First of the Blade. Now she must understand it.

      Having thwarted a Porapeth plan, Imogen struggles to understand the gift that Benji gave her. She has knowledge that she could never have imagined, but for her to lead, she needs understanding.

      When Imogen finds herself chasing after her brother once again, she isn’t sure what he’s after. Power, but from where?

      The answer reveals a new truth to Imogen, and it’s one that might be enough for her to lead the Leier and Koral—or destroy them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Unlocked. 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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