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Interlude

        

      

    

    
      Imogen stood at the edge of the snow-filled mountain pass, the cold whipping around her disciple cloak. The sky was a steel gray, though it rarely ever changed from that. There was an energy to it, and she could feel something else about the sky, as if some sort of power radiated from the clouds.

      At least, that was what she believed.

      Other disciples were lined up along the pass, waiting for the new recruits. How many would survive the journey? Few had when Imogen made the trip before. What if this was nothing more than a waste of time?

      It was probably a waste for the new recruits, though she couldn’t say that. She had been feeling that way since coming to the sacred temple. This was a place where she was supposed to learn, to master the sacred patterns, but she had only uncovered the depths of her own ignorance. How could she learn anything when she could not even move past the first sacred pattern Master Liu wanted her to perfect?

      There was excited chatter ahead of her, but she ignored it.

      After a while, though, she found it too difficult to tune out completely.

      She looked over to one of the other students, an older woman named Tabitha. Imogen had sparred with her often and soundly defeated her almost every single time, though she did so with the traditional patterns and not the sacred ones. Tabitha might be talented enough to have been invited to the sacred temple, but she certainly was not Imogen’s rival when it came to technical skill.

      Not many in the temple were. Even those with notches on their blades did not rival her—and her own lack of knowledge annoyed her.

      “What is it?” Imogen asked Tabitha, keeping her voice low.

      Annoyance flashed in the woman’s eyes. “Didn’t you hear?”

      “What was I supposed to hear?”

      There was something smug about the way the Tabitha said it, and it irritated Imogen more than it probably should. She had to keep her composure. Wasn’t that what Master Liu and the other instructors at the temple were trying to teach her? To keep her composure, be ready for change, and not to fear it, only embrace it.

      “The new disciples are coming with General Derashen.”

      Imogen’s heart started to hammer. General Derashen was the Leier general who led the troops from all the villages, but he was more than just that. He was the highest-ranking swordsman in their entire land. He had multiple notches on his blade, a marker that he had mastered that many sacred patterns, and he had supposedly studied at more than one sacred temple—the only person Imogen had ever heard of doing that.

      “Apparently, General Derashen is seeking new officers,” Tabitha continued.

      Imogen hadn’t heard that either, though if she had known that the general was coming here looking for officers, how would she feel?

      When she was younger, her desire had been straightforward: master the sword and progress to First of the Blade. From there, she wanted an invitation to one of the sacred temples, thinking she could use that to protect the homeland. Now that she had accomplished all that, she wasn’t sure what else she wanted. She had thought that it was all about trying to learn as much as she could about the sword, but her time in the sacred temple had left her with more questions than answers.

      She opened her mouth to ask Tabitha something else, but the other woman had moved away, leaving Imogen alone.

      The mountain pass began to open, and a line of soldiers marched forward, with General Derashen at the head of it. He was a massive man with a shaved head and eyes that glittered with a vibrant intensity. Imogen found herself staring at him and then his sword, marveling at the blade that was said to have more notches than all but one of the sacred sword masters.

      As his troops marched past the onlookers, the general glanced around, and his eyes locked onto hers. She forced herself to meet his gaze, but she couldn’t hold it indefinitely. Eventually, she had no choice but to look down. She couldn’t keep staring at the general, could she?

      Once the soldiers passed their group, the new disciples were ushered into the sacred temple, Imogen returning just behind them.

      She spent the next day in quiet solitude. The new disciples settled into their new home, and the general and his troops spent time within the sacred temple. But by the end of the second day, Imogen was far more restless than she had been before. She made her way to the courtyard and found a group of three students in a synchronized sparring exercise. She didn’t ask permission but simply inserted herself among them with a quick movement.

      At the temple, the students fought only with practice staves, never with steel. It was a strange change for her, especially given that when she had been elevated to First of the Blade, she had done so using a real weapon, as that was tradition. Now that she was of the highest rank, she expected to work only with her sword. She was skilled enough not to accidentally harm, maim, or—the gods knew—even kill one of the other disciples.

      As she moved, she focused on the traditional patterns. Though she knew she should switch to the sacred ones, she also knew she wasn’t going to be able to defeat all three of her opponents with those. And that was what she wanted to do.

      This was her outlet, her way of relieving some of the pressure she’d been feeling ever since seeing General Derashen. She wasn’t sure why that pressure filled her, only that the sight of him had left her with questions she did not have answers to. Questions that made her start to doubt her reason for being here. Ones that had her wondering whether she might ever learn enough to earn a notch on her blade.

      She moved easily through the patterns, knocking down two of the students. Imogen turned to face the last one—a dark-haired man with a serious expression. Disciple Jorend had been here for the better part of several years, at least as far as she knew. He was skilled and supposedly had already mastered several sacred patterns, though she doubted that anyone still within the temple had really mastered them. It was something that Master Liu liked to claim to the students.

      But it was more than just that feeling that came to her. Jorend might have been told that he had skill with the sacred patterns, but did he have any with the traditional ones? She had seen how he threw himself into his training, devoting himself to it in a way that should make any of the masters proud. Whenever Imogen went head-to-head with him, he always focused on her.

      She faced him with a grin.

      His practice staff was a blur of movement—fluid, powerful, and precise—and he had every bit of the technique she knew he should have. Every bit that she once had—and what she still didn’t.

      He was even more precise than she was. Even more powerful.

      She threw herself into the fight with Jorend, using a series of combinations that were as quick and fluid and powerful as she could make them, but he deflected each one. If she only had steel, she might be able to do something more. She continued to fight, blasting him with attack after attack, but as she did, frustration surged within her.

      He twisted and Imogen dropped, sweeping her leg to hook it behind his and tripping him. She brought her staff down, stopping it right above his face. She flashed a smile at him, and he shoved her off.

      “That is not how we spar,” he snapped.

      She bounded to her feet, looking at the other two disciples who were seated on stone benches lining the flower-filled clearing. She glanced at them, expecting one of them to comment, but neither of them did.

      “We spar to win, don’t we?” Imogen said to Jorend.

      “Do we cheat?”

      She shrugged. “It wasn’t cheating.”

      He huffed at her, then slipped his practice staff back into the bucket. He turned and left without saying a word more.

      Imogen looked to the other two onlookers, but still neither of them acknowledged her. They walked out of the courtyard, leaving her alone.

      She put her practice staff away, and she noticed that another observer had been watching them. Only then did she realize why Jorend had been as upset as he was.

      She tipped her head politely to General Derashen. His eyes were narrowed, almost appraising, as if he were looking for something from her. But she had the feeling that he did not find it.

      She thought the general might approve of her techniques, but it seemed as if he felt the same way as Jorend. If she couldn’t master any of the sacred patterns and if she couldn’t impress the general, what would become of her?

      She had believed that she would thrive once she came to the sacred temple, but instead she felt as if she continually disappointed not only herself but those working with her.

      Imogen waited until the general headed back into the temple, then she took a seat on the bench. As she breathed in the smells of the flowers, she glanced up at the steel-gray sky and the mountains looming around her, feeling as if there may not be any place for her.

      And if there was not, where was she to go? What was she to do?
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      The snarl split the forest.

      Imogen unsheathed her sword, moving steadily toward the sound. It wasn’t the first time she had tracked something dangerous through the trees, and she doubted it would be the last. Ever since leaving her brother, she and Benji had found dozens of these strange, twisted, dark creatures. She didn’t understand them, though Benji claimed they were created out of pain and violence, which was what twisted them and turned them into these creatures of darkness.

      She didn’t know what she was tracking. She thought maybe it was an adlet—creatures created by Sul’toral magic that were like a man mixed with a wolf—but they had only encountered those a few times. She had enough experience with them now that they were easy to cut down, though it wasn’t the kind of experience that she necessarily wanted to have. Still, each time she took one down, Imogen couldn’t help but feel as if she were doing what was needed. The adlet were created from dangerous magic, but more than that, they were violent.

      She couldn’t see Benji the Elder, though she knew he was behind her somewhere. He was probably following her, letting her take the lead as they hunted this creature and she tried to figure out where her brother had disappeared to.

      The skin on her arm tightened at a new sensation.

      Magic.

      Imogen slowed and began to move carefully through the trees. She knew better than to approach too quickly when she had no idea what was around them. She glided, flowing in one of the sacred patterns called Petals on the Wind. It guided her forward and allowed her to move quickly, but also with a certain power.

      Another snarl was the only warning she had.

      She spun, and the thing that came at her was not an adlet or even a manalak. Both of those creatures were massive and terrifying, but whatever this was seemed to be made out of earth and stone, covered by grass and branches. This monster wasn’t alive but was something built out of naturally occurring items, enchanted and powered with magic. That didn’t mean it couldn’t be deadly, though.

      The thing rumbled at her, moving unnaturally fast. Imogen blocked the creature’s earth-covered arm from clawing at her, then danced away, spinning and slicing at the creature’s head. She then backed away, and instinct honed over the years warned her to spin. Imogen turned sharply, and she realized that there was another one moving toward her. She jumped back and almost ran into a third. They were converging, trying to trap her.

      She took a moment, little more than a heartbeat, to focus. She had to prepare and get her mind ready.

      Stopping these enchantments was not beyond her. This was the kind of power she was supposed to be able to handle. She had trained to deal with sorcerers, their magic, and the violence they often used.

      Imogen readied herself, then she darted forward. Her people learned traditional patterns, numbered into the triple digits, and Imogen had trained to fight with them from the time she was old enough to walk.

      She was quick. Precise. Powerful.

      But her sword clattered off the stone of one of the creatures.

      The traditional patterns should work. They were designed to protect against magic and specifically sorcery, but were not designed to handle dark, magical creations.

      She spun, blocking a branch that swung toward her—the arm of one of the creatures—and she immediately flowed into Petals on the Wind again. As soon as she did, her blade carved through one of the creatures, cleaving it in half.

      She shifted, darting forward using Lightning Strikes in a Storm. She thrust her sword into the creature, which exploded, throwing shards of stone and dirt everywhere. Imogen rolled to the side to avoid the worst of it.

      Scrambling to her feet, she barely reacted in time as the next stone-and-earth golem swung toward her. She braced herself, trying to block, just as the earth trembled and pulled on the creature, causing its strike to miss her. Imogen swung her blade, cleaving through it.

      She looked around, but there was nothing else nearby—just the balding Porapeth leaning casually on a tree as if there was nothing to be concerned about. His tattered clothing seemed perpetually dirty, and Benji didn’t care one bit about it.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “For what?” Benji asked, his eyes flashing with amusement.

      “For stopping the last one.”

      “I’m sure you would have managed just fine.”

      Imogen didn’t know. She probably would have, and there probably wouldn’t have been an issue had she used the sacred patterns from the beginning, rather than trying to fight with her traditional patterns. That was something Benji kept reminding her about. But she was stubborn and continued to use the ones she was comfortable with, especially when dealing with sorcery, which they were designed to handle.

      “These golems suggest there is a sorcerer somewhere nearby,” she said.

      Benji frowned. “Possibly. Especially as we have not seen any like that recently.”

      The last time had been in the Shadows of the Dead, when she had cut down the Sul’toral—and realized the truth about her brother. They’d been traveling east since then, following Timo’s trail as it meandered through forests and valleys. They were making their way toward the mountains that loomed in the distance. Toward her homeland.

      “Do you think it could be him?” she asked.

      “I thought I would’ve known,” Benji said with a shrug. “But I would not have thought that your brother was capable of any of this. It was my mistake.”

      Timo had become the very thing they had sworn to defend against: a user of dark magic. Now that he was a Toral, he had power beyond what he should possess, and wanted even more.

      “It was my mistake too,” she said.

      He looked over to her, the silver flashing in his eyes, seeming deeper somehow. “We will find him.”

      Benji was more confident than Imogen was, especially these days. She no longer knew if they really would find Timo, and even if they did, did it matter? Her brother was gone. At least, the man she had known. What was left was someone she didn’t even recognize, a man who had decided to chase power and go against everything their people believed in, becoming something worse than she could ever have imagined when first learning the blade.

      “He shouldn’t be this skilled, should he?” she asked.

      Benji traced his hand over one of the fallen golems. “He shouldn’t be. Unless he’s been studying for longer than we know.”

      “He left the homeland shortly before I did.”

      After she had gone to the sacred temple, Timo had trained diligently and risen nearly as fast as Imogen had to become a First of the Blade. He had also wanted to go to the sacred temple but had not been invited, so he had taken a bond quest. An impossible one.

      That was what she had been led to believe. Instead, he had chased something else.

      “How long does it take to learn that kind of magic?” she asked.

      “It can take a lifetime to master, but to learn something like this…” Benji stood, wiping his hands on his pants as if what he just touched was foul. “If he focuses only on this use of power, then I suppose it wouldn’t take as long to master it. The better question is what reason he had for placing these creatures here.” He frowned. “There must be something he thought to hide. We should move quickly.”

      They continued through the forest, and it wasn’t long before they encountered three more golems, which Imogen cut down. Now that she knew to use the sacred patterns, it was an easier task.

      Benji paused, closing his eyes as he lowered himself to the ground. The Porapeth crouched between trees, rested on the ground the way he often did, and moved his arms in a steady swirling pattern. A faint tremble came with the movement, one that Imogen detected through her boots and seemed to echo in her bones. There were times when she thought she could almost understand what Benji tried to hear when he spoke to the earth, or when he tapped on the trees as they passed through the forest, or even when the wind howled as he waved his hands in strange patterns. Most of the time, she thought the Porapeth slightly mad.

      “Is it telling you anything?” Imogen asked.

      “If you listen, you could hear.”

      “You keep telling me that, but I’m not a Porapeth—something else you keep telling me.”

      She leaned against a tree and looked around the dark forest. The air was slightly humid, but a chill hung over everything. A hint of fog obscured the bases of the trees. Imogen tried to ignore how tired and hungry she felt. She wanted nothing more than a warm bed.

      “I tell you that you’re not a Porapeth, but I also tell you that you could hear, if only you are willing to listen.”

      “What is it saying?” she asked.

      “It is saying we need to keep going east.”

      He got to his feet and weaved through the trees, heading away from Imogen. She glanced at the ground where he had traced his pattern, but didn’t see anything. Not that she expected to see anything from the way Benji lovingly caressed a pattern on the ground. He had a unique and odd kind of magic, especially compared to what she thought she could understand.

      There was no sign that anyone had come through this part of the forest. They were in a relatively unpopulated part of the world. To the north would be the marshlands, though she suspected it was a week or more by foot to reach them. They hadn’t encountered many villages, only a few in the time they had been traveling. Still, she stayed with Benji.

      Or rather, he stayed with her.

      She caught up to him. “Have you detected anything from him?”

      He held her gaze for a moment, the silver in his eyes swirling the way it did from time to time. “The forest doesn’t like to speak of such things.”

      “What about the ground? Or the wind?”

      There was a time when such questions would have sounded ridiculous to Imogen, but after traveling with Benji for as long as she had, she no longer felt that way. Perhaps a little ridiculous, though less now than she once had.

      “The ground doesn’t like to talk of such things either. The wind, on the other hand, can be a bit of a fickle shit. She doesn’t always care what she speaks of.” Benji chuckled and waved his hands again, twirling them through the air.

      “So have you detected anything?”

      “East,” he said again.

      “I get that. We’ve been traveling east for…”

      Imogen thought about how long they had been journeying. Since defeating the Sul’toral, she had been chasing after her brother for weeks. Weeks where Benji had searched for any sign of Timo, but he had not had any success. She had followed Benji, having no other way to track her brother, and it was difficult even with his help. Timo seemed to have disappeared completely. The trees didn’t speak of him, and the earth rarely gave them any answers. It was only the wind—“fickle” as Benji had constantly commented—that shared anything about what had happened, but even that hadn’t provided them with any way to catch Timo. He had proven elusive.

      Still, Imogen was determined to find him.

      Benji zigzagged through the trees and continued to dance as he did, as if he would find something through his movements that he wouldn’t be able to otherwise. Imogen looked for signs that anyone else had passed through this area but did not find any. She had a hard time knowing what to look for—after all, she wasn’t a hunter. That wasn’t how her people were trained. They didn’t learn to chase power but instead learned to fight sorcerers. Nothing more than that.

      Benji moved quietly, pausing from time to time to knock on one tree or another, trace his hands through the air, or tap on the ground, as though he might learn something through the earth itself.

      “Not much farther to go today,” Benji said as they stopped near a stream.

      Imogen refilled her waterskin. In the forest, there was plenty of opportunity to do so. The water was mostly clear, though even when it wasn’t, all it took was Benji’s touch for his magic to purify the water. He had ways of gathering fruits and edible leaves, even a few roots that he wanted her to sample. At one point, she’d asked about trying to catch a rabbit or a squirrel or any of the creatures that lived in the forest, but Benji had seemed offended by the idea.

      “Timo is up there?” she asked.

      Benji danced from one foot to another. “I don’t know. I can’t tell. What can you tell?”

      She shook her head. “I told you I can’t find anything.”

      He traced the pattern in the air again, cocking his head to the side and breathing in deeply. His silver eyes seemed darker for just a moment. “If only I could see…”

      It wasn’t the first time he had made a comment like that, and Imogen had stopped asking what he meant. Porapeth had a particular kind of magic, but one of their abilities permitted them to see into the future—or possible futures, such as it were. He hadn’t told her much more about it, but she understood that was how it worked. Yet for all that magic, it hadn’t helped them at all. It was almost as if he couldn’t see anything. Nothing useful, at least.

      He hurried off, saying nothing as he disappeared into the trees, and once again Imogen watched him and shook her head before trailing after him. She found him standing near the entrance to what looked like a cave built out of heaped earth, moss-covered stone, and vines.

      “Here?” she asked.

      “He wouldn’t have come here.” Benji’s voice was soft, a tight whisper.

      “Why not? What is this?”

      He shook his head again and pressed his hand outward like he wanted to touch the stones themselves, then withdrew it.

      “Benji?”

      “I must go inside.”

      “Why?”

      “This is a place of ancient power. A stronghold.”

      Imogen regarded the small opening in the rock of the hillside. “It doesn’t look like anything but a cave.”

      “A cave, but one that led to power, at least once upon a time.” His silver eyes flashed again, as they often did these days, and he seemed bothered by his inability to see more.

      “Let me go with you.”

      He glanced at her, his gaze drifting down to her sword. “Are you sure you can?”

      She chuckled. “You don’t think I can go into a cave?”

      “The last time we did, we faced adlet.”

      “Is that what you think we’re going to find now?” Imogen asked, turning toward the opening.

      “No. I should think not, but there is the possibility that something is here.”

      He traced his hands in another pattern, moving them with an unnatural steadiness. As Imogen watched, she wondered what he might be able to uncover. Benji didn’t say anything. He started forward, and it seemed as if the stone rippled when he passed beneath it.

      Imogen hesitated, then unsheathed her sword. She felt foolish going in with her blade out, but she would feel a whole lot more foolish if she were attacked and didn’t have it at the ready.

      The stone didn’t ripple the same way when she moved past it into the dark cave. The air had a musty odor to it, though there was also a hint of something else. Old. Ancient. Her skin tingled, and the farther she went, the more she detected it. She knew it had to be magic, but she was still surprised by it.

      She hurried and caught up to Benji. “You said this was an ancient place of power?”

      “Very ancient,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper. “And very powerful.”

      The walls glowed faintly, and at first she thought it was the walls themselves, but she soon realized that the glow was coming from Benji and his particular form of magic.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “A crypt.”

      Imogen stopped mid-step. Could that be the smell she detected? Death? “Then we should leave.”

      “It is not a crypt as your people call it,” Benji said.

      Imogen licked her lips, then breathed in deeply, immediately wishing she hadn’t. The stench suggested there was something awful here. Or there once had been.

      “What are you expecting to find?” she asked as she followed him.

      “I expect to find nothing. At least, I should hope so.”

      He moved forward, tapping on the ground as he went. Imogen had gotten used to the way he tapped on things as he maneuvered, so she wasn’t surprised to see it, but it was intriguing nonetheless. What did he hope to uncover in speaking to the earth?

      The tunnel opened up before them, and they found themselves in a large chamber—a vault of some kind. All around were doors made out of cracked and faded stone. The air was dense, a little heavier than it had been before. She looked at the doors, noting that they had symbols etched into them.

      “What is this place?”

      “This is the crypt,” Benji said.

      “And this is what you expected to find?”

      “I wanted to ensure that it was intact. There are some secrets here that should not be disturbed.”

      He pressed down on the ground, and she had a sense that he was using his power to do something, but she couldn’t tell with any certainty. When he finally straightened, he swept his gaze around before settling on her.

      “And?” she said when he didn’t speak.

      “There is something amiss… only I can’t see what it is. The last time I saw this place was many years ago.”

      He made his way through the crypt, whispering softly. Was he talking to himself, or was he whispering to the wind or the stone the way he often did? She couldn’t tell.

      “Benji?”

      “Can you feel it, First?”

      Her brow furrowed. “I don’t feel anything.”

      “There is… something. What did that fucker do?” he muttered.

      “Who? Timo?”

      “The trail we’ve followed leads us here. I can’t say with certainty, but I fear he came through here. What I don’t know is why.”

      The sudden change in his tone was jarring, but he turned, marched straight along the tunnel, and then out. The glowing in the chamber faded the moment he walked away.

      Imogen hurried after him as he left the crypt, and when she reached the archway leading into the wider chamber, she paused and looked back.

      Why would Timo have come this direction?

      And what secrets did this crypt hold?
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      The movement along the stream caught Imogen’s attention. She studied it, watching the turbulent flow of water, all too aware that some aspect of it seemed filled with a power she did not fully understand. As she stared at the water, feeling its energy, she couldn’t help but question whether Benji had brought her here to show her the stream, or if there was some other reason behind it.

      Ever since coming upon that crypt, Benji had been quiet. He was crouched in front of the stream, tracing his hands through the water as if he could detect something.

      “What does the water tell you?” She glanced to him, then looked along stream. It stretched into the forest but ventured north eventually, and she caught a glimpse of the outskirts of a nearby village.

      “The water tells me quite a bit, but you have to be willing to listen.” He peered up at her, his eyes twinkling as they often did. “Are you willing to do that, First of the Blade?”

      She laughed softly to herself, expecting there to be more to his comment, but he didn’t share anything else. Instead, he kept his focus on the water.

      “None of this is going to help us find Timo,” she said. “I thought you were on board with searching for him. Given what he has done—”

      “And what has he done?”

      Her jaw dropped open slightly at the comment. “You mean other than trying to kill you so that he could take your power and become a Toral? And whatever he’d done in the crypt?” She still hadn’t learned what Benji worried about there.

      Everything seemed tied to Timo and his search for the power he needed so he could become a Sul’toral, something that would be far more difficult to obtain and far more difficult to become. It was why he had needed Benji, wanting to steal his power to use it for his own purposes.

      “Oh, don’t look at me like that. You look like I just took a shit in your breakfast.” He nodded, looking into the distance. “There has to be something up ahead. There’s a village, though the stream tells me that people have been moving through, so I’m not exactly sure if we will find anything there.”

      “What is it telling you?”

      “It’s telling me that people have been moving through here. Aren’t you listening?”

      Imogen frowned at him. This was the cantankerous Benji she had first encountered, injured and near death along the road. She thought he had recovered, at least somewhat. Now it seemed that some residual darkness might have lingered, making her question if he was tormented by what had happened to him.

      Or perhaps it was something he had seen in the crypt.

      That had been the bigger change.

      Benji didn’t talk about it, though increasingly Imogen thought he needed to. There was something there that had bothered him.

      “You aren’t telling me something,” she said. “If you’re going to travel with me—”

      “Who said I was traveling with you and that it isn’t the other way around?”

      She shrugged. “I’m looking for my brother. Are you?”

      “Seeing as how he tried to kill me, I think I should.”

      “And seeing as how you have made it clear that you don’t care what he did, I wasn’t sure what you would do.”

      He smiled slightly, though it seemed forced. “That crypt was a place that I knew long ago. It had been closed for many years, so the fact that it’s now open is worrisome.”

      “How many years?”

      “Enough years that I don’t want to talk about it. How does that sound to you?”

      “You don’t need to get snippy with me. I’m trying to understand so that I can help.”

      Benji inhaled deeply, and the silver in his eyes flared more brightly than it had before. He breathed out, and she detected the frustration he carried with him. “Many beings of power have been interred there. I don’t know what your brother was after, but it poses a danger, whatever it was. That is my concern.”

      “Was that so hard to tell me?”

      “It wasn’t, but I don’t know what might have happened there.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I can’t see it,” Benji snapped.

      The suddenness of his comment—and the implications it carried—caught her off guard.

      He couldn’t see it. For anyone else, that would be a simple statement, but as a Porapeth who could see possible futures, Benji’s admission was far more significant. What did that mean that he couldn’t see it? Did something obscure it? Was it something her brother had done? Or was it her?

      “You told me once that you weren’t able to see things around me for some reason,” Imogen said.

      Benji nodded and crouched down again, running his hand across the surface of the rippling water. “I have had difficulty. I thought it was your brother, but perhaps it was not.” He motioned for them to keep moving, and he made his way along the stream. He moved quickly, though he did so with an easy speed that seemed as if he were not hurrying. “I haven’t been able to find any possible futures that mean anything to me here. I suspect it is your brother, but I can’t prove it either. That is what worries me.”

      “That’s all you had to say,” she said.

      “It’s not all I had to say. There are other aspects to it that are troublesome, ones that leave me questioning what your brother might be doing. But more than that, I wonder how he has managed to obscure what he is doing.”

      Imogen shook her head, but Benji continued. “I should have been able to detect what his plan was before. I blame the Sul’toral, but with him gone, the question remains as to how he has managed to keep his intentions from me.” His eyes went distant, and the silver in them flared brightly like it often did when he was deep in thought. “Whatever he is after is tied to a different sort of magic. Perhaps he’s chasing the Sul’toral power again, or perhaps it’s a different connection that he seeks.”

      They followed the flow of the stream, but a sudden tension along her skin made Imogen stop and spin around. As she looked, she half expected to come across magic, whether an enchantment or perhaps some dark creature, but there was nothing. She glanced over to Benji, who wore a deep frown.

      “You felt it as well,” she said.

      “Of course I felt it. Do you think I can’t detect these things?”

      “I didn’t say that. I was just saying—”

      “I know what you were just saying. You were trying to imply that I’m not aware of what’s happening around us. Well, I am, and I can’t say I care for it.”

      They walked in silence, and Imogen moved through some of the sacred patterns. She found herself twisting and turning, calling on that energy so that she might detect something from it. Benji did much the same, and she wasn’t surprised that he used a similar technique, especially now that she’d learned that he considered himself to be made from magic. He made it sound like he was somehow bound to something else, some greater part of the world that connected him in a deeper and more significant way than she was.

      As dusk settled, they came across the village. Its isolation quickly became apparent, with no roads in or out other than the overgrown footpath they spotted. There were no signs of anything else here.

      “It’s abandoned,” she whispered.

      Benji opened his mouth and looked like he was about to snap at her, but he bit it back. He breathed in, tilting his head to the side, as if inhaling some of the wind he used to help detect aspects of magic.

      “It has been abandoned for some time,” he said. “Unfortunately.”

      “Why unfortunately?”

      He pressed his mouth together in a tight frown. “I can’t find any evidence of your brother. He has gone quiet. The last trail led us here, but where is here?” He swept his hands around him. “As far as I can tell, there is nothing out here. Nothing but this village. I thought we might find something that would help me know what your brother was doing, but there is nothing.”

      “What else does your magic tell you?”

      “My magic?” He offered a hint of a smile, the first positive shift in his emotion in some time. He’d been acting unusual, though with Benji, that wasn’t terribly surprising.

      “You said that you were magic,” Imogen said. “I would expect that you’d be able to pick up on something?”

      “The trees talk. They’re gossipy. They like to tell of other places like this.” He frowned. “I’m not exactly sure why. It’s one more thing that has been obscured from me.” He said the last with a tinge of sadness, something that suggested the depths of his concern. “But the wind also speaks. I expect that, in time, I should be able to find some other connection to help guide me.”

      She nodded. There was no use arguing with him about this. “We could stay here for the night.”

      “We could,” he said. “If you don’t mind the emptiness.”

      She didn’t, and she thought it might be better here than to sleep out on the road under the trees, with the possible danger of attack. She didn’t think there would be anything aggressive, but she simply did not know.

      “Why have you been so concerned about that crypt?” she asked. Benji looked over to her, and she shook her head. “You can deny it if you want to, but I recognize how you have changed since we encountered that. I don’t know what it means, I don’t know why it bothers you so much, but I can tell that it troubled you.”

      He sighed. “Long before the Sul’toral gained prominence, other magics existed in the world.” As he said it, he stared off toward the stream, the trees, and perhaps the wind, as if waiting for them to answer him. “That was a time when the world was different. The Porapeth were different.”

      “How were the Porapeth different then?”

      “More involved, perhaps. Those of us who remain have agreed to take on a lesser role in influencing the events of the world. We have believed that it is for the best, but I no longer know if that’s the case.”

      “What are you going on about?”

      “I am saying that…” Benji frowned, tilting his head upward. “I’m saying that it’s time for us to get moving. Come, Imogen, First of the Blade.”

      He got to his feet and started moving quickly. At first, she thought he wanted to avoid talking about what he had uncovered, but as she watched him race into the trees, her skin tightened again and she felt a hint of power. Magic.

      It had to be sorcery.

      Maybe it was Timo, but if so, what she detected now was far more potent than what she expected her brother to be capable of doing.

      Imogen reached a section of the forest where the trees had been knocked down, and she looked at the scene around her. She had her blade in hand without meaning to, and she flowed from position to position using the sacred patterns, though she doubted they would offer her much help at this point. There was no opponent here for her to fight. Nothing for her to do other than take in the strange sight of the forest.

      Benji crouched near one shattered tree, which looked as if a giant had come through and crushed the branches, leading to the tree’s collapse.

      “What did this?” she asked.

      “Seen something like this, but they shouldn’t be here,” he said softly.

      “Who?”

      He traced his hand along the broken branches, then sniffed it deeply. He let out a heavy sigh, like he might find an answer in that as well. “It doesn’t matter. But they shouldn’t have been here.”

      “Benji, if you are going to come with me, you need to share more information.”

      He looked over to her, and the familiar Benji smile twisted his mouth. “If I’m going to go with you? Who says I’m going with you and it’s not the other way around? That you are going with me?”

      “I need to go with you?”

      “I think that in this, our paths are in alignment, Imogen.”

      She nodded and glanced around at the trees. “Was this Timo?”

      “I can’t tell if this was him or something else. Regardless, there was power that came through here. Magical power.”

      It was a strange question for her to ask, especially given that the idea that her brother could have caused this level of destruction was ridiculous. Or it had been. The boy she had known was no longer. She didn’t know how he had changed as much as he had, or how he had acquired the knowledge and power he had uncovered, but somehow he had changed.

      He had become a Toral. A sorcerer—the very thing her people had railed against for as long as she had known. Their opposition was tied into their fear of their ancient enemies, the Koral who lived beyond the mountains, people who had shamans with minor magic they had honed over the years in order to withstand the Leier’s attacks.

      Those attacks had not come in Imogen’s lifetime, or even in her grandparents’ lifetime. The ancient fear of magic was so deep-seated within her people that it was hard to move past.

      She shook her head and followed him, focusing on the cold energy Benji radiated with his magic. There were no answers, though she knew there would not be.

      “What is this telling you?” she asked.

      “It’s telling me that we need to keep moving.”

      He headed through the forest, weaving back the way they had come, toward the stream and…

      From there, Imogen didn’t know where they would end up going. But as she followed him, she cast one last glance back at the trees, amazed by the level of devastation in the enormous clearing. It looked almost as if a storm had blown through and destroyed everything.

      They hadn’t gone far before they found another clearing. Much like in the last one, Benji paused, running his hands along the branches and sniffing.

      “The same?” Imogen asked.

      “Whatever was here had power.”

      “But you aren’t saying whether this was Timo.”

      “Because I’m not sure whether this was him. All I know is that the power we are seeing is familiar.” He shook his head. “Why here, though? If this was your brother—and I don’t know if it was—I don’t know what he intended to accomplish.”

      “And it has something to do with that crypt?”

      “Perhaps,” Benji said. “But even in that, I don’t know the answer. I’m afraid that he might stay ahead of us, and then I might not learn before it is too late.” He stared at the shattered remains of a crushed tree, then moved on.

      Imogen lifted one of the broken branches, running her hands across the stone beneath, and she could practically feel something within it. Maybe it was magic. Whatever it was, she was aware of something.

      She followed him, and they kept moving. So much for a restful night.

      There had been no restorative or relaxing nights ever since her brother had escaped. Maybe there never could be again until he was captured.

      As she trailed after Benji, she had the distinct feeling that whatever they were after, whatever he was aware of, was dangerous. But it almost seemed as if he didn’t want to worry her, so he was keeping the truth from her.

      He would tell her in time. She had to hope that it would not be too late.
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      A soft and mournful howl split the air.

      Imogen glanced over to Benji, who had a youthful appearance today, something she had noticed over the last few days. It seemed almost as though his appearance shifted from time to time. Some days he looked younger, and others older. Was the kind of magic he called on modifying his appearance in a way that created an illusion? It made it difficult for her to know his actual age.

      The only thing that remained consistent was the bright silver that flashed in his eyes. The color stayed there regardless of anything else.

      As he swept his gaze along the rolling grassy hillside, he tilted his head and listened, giving her a strange impression of what he might be doing.

      “Well?” Imogen asked, standing perfectly still as she did. She was trying to focus on one of the sacred patterns, Tree Stands in the Forest. She thought that the distraction might help her master the pattern in some way, though so far she hadn’t been as successful as she had hoped.

      “I do not detect anything.”

      “It’s not always about what you detect,” she said, looking over to him and sweeping her gaze around. “That’s what you’ve told me, I believe.” She adopted his tone, gently teasing him. “It’s about what everything else is detecting.”

      He glanced in her direction, smiling tightly and nodding. His eyes flashed brighter, as if there was more power in his silver irises than there had been before. “The trees don’t detect anything either.”

      Imogen struggled to hold her pose. “Trees? Where do you see any trees, Benji? There aren’t any for leagues.”

      “The trees still talk.”

      “I just wish they would talk to me and not only to you.”

      Benji looked at her for a long moment, a hint of amusement twinkling in his eyes. She didn’t care for that expression, mostly because she suspected that he would say something ridiculous to her, the way he often did.

      He shrugged. “The trees could talk to you.”

      She glanced around, noting the barren landscape. Still no signs of her brother. “It would be nice if the trees would share with us more about what they found.”

      He stared at her, then turned his attention to what was nearby. “You doubt it?”

      “I don’t doubt anything.”

      These days, she doubted even less than she had before. There was a time when Imogen would’ve resisted the urge to try to understand magic. But the more she’d been outside her homeland, experiencing the world and starting to see that there were aspects to power she had not understood, the more she began to recognize that the things she had hidden from were not what she needed to fear now.

      “You question whether the trees can detect anything,” he pointed out.

      She shrugged. “If you told me that the grasses, or the wind, or even the sky itself was talking to you, then maybe I wouldn’t have so much to question, but when you tell me it’s the trees…” Imogen smiled slightly. She’d seen that he was magic, so she knew what he could do, even if she didn’t understand it.

      The landscape shifted the farther east they went. There was still evidence of the forest in the north, though they had left most of the trees behind. The land here was so different than the Shadows of the Dead. The grasses grew to waist height, brown this late in the season. An occasional twisted tree rose from the middle of the grassland, with large gnarly branches arcing down and waxy leaves glistening in the pale daylight. She watched those trees like she had when she was in the forest, concerned that they might come across one of the olar. A story she had heard—it seemed like ages ago but was really only a few months back—left her looking through the trees in a different way.

      “What do you think the trees can do?” he asked.

      “The trees grow.”

      He regarded her in a way that said he knew she was attempting one of the sacred patterns, one that just happened to be Tree Stands in the Forest. “You have seen the way that the sacred pattern has connected you, have you not?”

      She frowned at him, then cocked her head to the side, nodding. “You know that I have.”

      “I know,” he said, smiling at her. “And I’ve seen how you managed to pull on power that would not have been accessible to you otherwise.”

      “I drew on what was necessary.”

      Pushing power down from herself and drawing on the sacred pattern had allowed her to work past the Sul’toral barrier, but it had been difficult. Even now, Imogen had no idea what she had done. It had been a one-time thing, and though she had studied and worked with Benji to try to understand the sacred patterns, she hadn’t been able to re-create that effect.

      She knew that it was possible, though. That thought, more than anything else, gave her the strength to keep trying.

      “You continue to tell yourself that what you did was impossible.” Benji tilted his head, breathing softly. “But I see otherwise.”

      She arched a brow at the comment. As a Porapeth, Benji often saw the possibilities that existed in the world, magic that suggested different ways in which the world might open itself to him. Since traveling with him, Imogen had started to see a different side of the world, along with a different side of herself. She had discovered that the truth of the sacred patterns was not beyond her.

      This revelation was something that should please her, but it left her concerned for what it meant.

      As Benji spoke about the sacred patterns, she tried to focus, knowing she needed to find understanding within herself. She had started to find the truth and had demonstrated skill with several of the sacred patterns, but in order for her to do what was necessary with her brother, she would need mastery over all of them—unless she intended to destroy Timo.

      Imogen wanted to find some other way. She had to.

      That was her quest now.

      “I will do what I need to do,” she said.

      Benji nodded. “Then tell me what we just heard.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      “Because you have the ability to do so.”

      “Just because I can—”

      The soft howl came again, and this time near enough that she could do more than just hear it.

      “I feel it,” she said, glancing over to Benji, though turning only the slightest bit. If she were to move too much, she would disrupt the pattern. This was strangely complex, especially for a pattern that looked so easy. “I feel…” Imogen wasn’t entirely sure what she felt. It was a matter of trying to reach deep beneath her, stretching the roots of the trees in the forest. “I can’t tell.” She looked over, breaking the pattern, and she sensed Benji’s irritation.

      “You must keep trying. For now, we will approach. I believe this is an oronth.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “It is a bizarre creature, but it is not uncommon in this part of the land.”

      Benji whispered something to the wind, and the words drifted toward her. She could almost hear what he was trying to say, but then it floated away and she heard nothing.

      Even if she could hear what he was saying, she wouldn’t be able to understand it. During her travels, Imogen had heard many different languages spoken around her, but none were like the Porapeth language that flowed from Benji, mingling and mixing with the wind and the world around him. Even hearing him speak felt like magic.

      As Benji had claimed, his magic was different, mostly because he was magic rather than having it. Regardless, the kinds of things he could do were drastically different than the ones she could do, but she had come to realize that Benji was no less powerful for it.

      “Perhaps a dark creature,” he said, “but I can’t tell.”

      “I thought you knew what oronth were.”

      “I recognize what they are, but that is not enough when it comes to these creatures. It is different than knowing. There are many things I recognize, but I do not have the same experience as others do.”

      “Is it a Sul’toral creature?”

      Benji tipped his head to the side and frowned. A distant energy came from him, as if power was floating outward, but that wasn’t it at all. Instead, she could feel him speaking to the wind or the grasses or maybe even the sky.

      “No, it is not of the Sul’toral,” he said. “At least, not yet.”

      He started off, and Imogen hurried after him, trying to keep up. “What do you mean, not yet?”

      “I mean that all creatures could be subjugated. You have seen it already.”

      “I haven’t seen anything like that,” she said.

      “You claimed to have dealt with the darklings.”

      “Those were subjugated?”

      “And then they were twisted by magic, which turned them into something they were not before. Unfortunately, over time they were drawn deeper and deeper into lost power, and they found a different path for themselves.”

      “So you don’t know if the oronth had something similar happen to them?”

      “I do not.”

      Imogen nodded. She would have to be ready. One thing she had learned while traveling with Benji was that she was always going to have to be prepared for what they might encounter.

      They had been traveling for over a month since defeating the Sul’toral. This time, she was certain he had been defeated—he had died by her hand while he was attempting magic to enhance his connection to the dark god Sarenoth.

      It seemed impossible, but she had succeeded.

      Since then, it hadn’t been easy making their way east, tracking rumors of Timo, but she and Benji had stayed together. Imogen waited for the day when Benji would tell her that he was going to leave. She couldn’t think of any reason to keep him from doing so, but he never did. He always stayed with her. She started to wonder what he might’ve seen with his Porapeth magic, but he never spoke of it.

      They walked a little farther and topped a small rise. As they did, she began to feel something different. The energy in the air started to shift, as if she could detect that with her movements. But then, Imogen had taken to walking with the flowing pattern of Petals on the Wind.

      “I feel something,” she said, looking over to Benji.

      “As you should. They are here.”

      Imogen swept her gaze around. The sun shone above them, so it made it less likely that this was some sort of dark creature. It had been her experience that most dark creatures were surrounded by a haze of inky blackness, like they were summoning the night itself. For one to appear in the middle of the day, when the sun was shining down on them, suggested something else.

      “The only thing I detect is—”

      Three small creatures scurried toward them in a surge of dark energy. They resembled tiny squirrels, though with wider, fatter tails and longer, sharper jaws. Benji crouched down and looked as though he wanted to pet them. Rather than reaching toward one of them, he stroked the grass. He traced his fingers through the blades as he whispered into them and into the wind. The grasses themselves solidified and held the creatures in place, and then Benji stood.

      “We must stop them,” he announced.

      “Stop them?”

      “Yes. That will be up to you, Imogen.” He crossed his arms over his chest and stood back.

      She frowned at him. They had come across other creatures since they had left the Shadows of the Dead, and each time they had, Benji had been a part of defeating them. They were seeing more strange creatures these days than she’d ever encountered. Was it tied to Benji himself? The fact that he was magic was certainly the reason that the Sul’toral had wanted him.

      “You want me to destroy these?” she asked.

      It was an odd use of her patterns. She had trained to fight sorcerers, to destroy that magic so she could protect her people. What she had been doing since leaving the Shadows of the Dead had been something else, a different use of power: fighting the servants of the Sul’toral.

      Perhaps that was a valuable use of her magic, but she couldn’t help but feel as if Benji was leading her down some path he had seen but didn’t want to reveal to her.

      As she watched him and waited for a response, she realized she wasn’t going to get any answers from him. That wasn’t the way Benji did things.

      She turned her attention to the scene that stretched in front of her. The creatures were small, but they looked vicious, their wide mouths filled with sharp fangs. And though the grasses were holding them, she had a feeling that they wouldn’t for long.

      Imogen raised her sword and started forward, but she stumbled as something grabbed at her ankle. Another damn oronth. The tiny creature was trying to chew on her foot with vicious fangs. And was that blood on some of its teeth? She kicked, sending the creature flying with a shriek, but that didn’t sound at all like what she’d heard before.

      The ground began to undulate as dozens of oronth appeared. How had she thought there were only a couple of them before?

      They raced toward her and Benji, and Imogen turned in one of her patterns. The energy of Petals on the Wind created a barrier of sorts that she could use to hold these creatures off long enough to find her focus. Even still, it was difficult with these critters swarming her. One grabbed her boot, and she was thankful for the thick hide that couldn’t be penetrated and the fact that she had placed enchantments on it. She kicked, and the next oronth went flying away.

      She glanced at Benji, who stood in place. The creatures converging on her did nothing to him.

      He was rooted.

      Like a tree.

      Damn him.

      This had to be some sort of a test, the same way Master Liu had once taught her using similar tests. Imogen brought her blade around, sweeping in a spiral to clear the creatures away from her so she could focus.

      When she had a small space, she flowed through the sacred patterns, moving from Petals on the Wind to Stream through the Trees, and finally bringing her sword down in a sharp arc using Axe Falling. The suddenness of it sent the creatures scurrying.

      She positioned herself near Benji, holding the blade out in front of her. “Was this your plan?”

      “Why, Imogen, I don’t know what you mean.”

      She snorted.

      The oronth started to return, and Imogen focused on Tree Stands in the Forest. The pattern still eluded her, though to hear Master Liu speak of it, it was one that eluded most of the Leier. So simple, yet so complex.

      Imogen had discovered some truth in the pattern, though. It was one of the most meditative techniques, but it was also one that helped anchor her to the world and to the magic that existed within it.

      She concentrated, trying to center herself so that she could be ready. In her mind, she tried to picture roots stretching down beneath her the way she once had before. She imagined herself being a part of the world.

      Despite the difficulty of being distracted by these creatures coming toward her, she strengthened the pattern. There was a point when Imogen felt anchored, where something seemed to solidify within her mind so that as it did, power surged outward.

      Magic. She couldn’t deny it.

      The oronth swarmed toward her. They tried to claw at her, but they were failing, repelled by some invisible barrier.

      The roots.

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      She had done it.

      “Did it succeed?” Benji asked, glancing over to her.

      There was always something about his tone that made Imogen want to snap back at him, because it sounded like his words were filled with sarcasm. She had to restrain herself, though, and instead nodded. “Now what?”

      “Now you will push them away.”

      “You wanted me to do this?”

      “I knew they were here,” he said. “And knew they would potentially overwhelm you. They can be quite ferocious when they bite. I would advise you not to let them sink their teeth into you. Not only does it hurt, but they are rumored to be venomous.”

      She glanced down at her boot, flicking her gaze only, not wanting to turn any part of her body to disrupt the pattern. She couldn’t see if the creature had pierced the leather of her boot.

      “Why here?” she asked.

      “Because the sun is out, the wind is blowing, the sky is blue, and the day is wonderful.” Benji didn’t move as he said it, continuing to be the tree that stood in the forest.

      Trees. That was what he had said he’d heard from her.

      “Can you talk to others while focusing like this?”

      His gaze darted toward her with little more than a shift of his eyes, and he smiled. “You gain insight faster than I would expect, First of the Blade.”

      She still didn’t know what it meant or why he would not have revealed that to her.

      “Who have you been in contact with?”

      “Others,” he said. “Many.”

      “Others like you?”

      “There are not many like me.”

      The Porapeth were revered by the Leier. They were said to be a part of the world, connected to it, and able to speak truths about the future. It was the only kind of magic her people had ever acknowledged and embraced, but not fully. Despite the sacred status among her people, even the Porapeth were treated with some measure of suspicion.

      Imogen understood, though. After having spent the time with Benji she had, she understood that his magic and the power he possessed were beyond even that of sorcery. The things he was capable of doing, what he could accomplish, and the way he was connected to the world all seemed impossible.

      “Not many doesn’t mean none,” she said.

      Benji looked up at her, and some of his jovial nature was gone, replaced with a glimmer of seriousness. “It does not mean none.”

      “Will we encounter more Porapeth?”

      “I have not seen that.” He forced a toothy smile. “Now get to pushing.”

      Imogen focused on her pattern and started to probe outward with it, thinking that there had to be some connection to the sacred pattern that she could use. As she pushed out, the creatures clawed at what she could only imagine were the roots of power she had established, but they were also being driven back by the sacred pattern.

      “Now what?”

      “Now you must ask them to depart.”

      This time, she turned her body. She felt the way her pattern shifted, and it was enough that the roots started to retreat and the energy she had formed began to withdraw. She focused once more, becoming immobile, using what she could of herself to hold them at bay.

      Benji chuckled. “Do you think that is how you move?”

      “I don’t know how I move,” she said. “All I know is that I’m still trying to learn the sacred patterns. The more I work at them, the more I feel like I am struggling with them. And then you bring me out here to test me, similar to how I was tested when I was…” She looked over to him, frowning. “You’ve spoken to Master Liu.”

      He smiled slightly. “He wanted you to gain insight.”

      “Why?”

      “I told you why. He believed you have potential. If you don’t think you do, then perhaps you cannot do it.”

      Imogen ignored his comment. What had she done before? She had used another sacred pattern inside of Tree Stands in the Forest. The combination of the two had given her power. She began to concentrate and think about other patterns, using Petals on the Wind and then twisting the roots of Tree Stands in the Forest, and she started to feel something more.

      That wasn’t going to be enough. She needed to scatter the creatures, but how?

      There were a few different patterns that would be effective, but the one that had been the most useful for her when she had tried to combine them was Lightning Strikes in a Storm.

      She focused the power through her, through Tree Stands in the Forest, and pushed it out, down. It crashed away from her root system, and the creatures shrieked as they went flying, scattered by the pattern.

      Imogen waited, prepared for the possibility they would return, but they dispersed. They scurried over the hillside, disappearing into the grasses altogether until they were gone completely.

      Benji stepped forward. “You did well, First of the Blade.”

      “That’s it?”

      He smiled at her and shook his head. “Should there be more?”

      “All of this was just you—and Master Liu—testing me?”

      “Preparing you. This was easy. Wait until it becomes hard.”

      He started off, flowing across the hill, gliding the way that the wind gusted through the strands of grasses. Imogen chased after him, trying to keep up, but found it difficult. She had to kick through the grasses, unable to glide over them the way he did. Each time she moved, she could feel it disrupting her pattern, making it harder for her to maneuver.

      When she finally caught up to Benji, she looked over to him. “When will it be harder?”

      “Soon.”
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      Imogen stood on the hillside and looked down at the village. Smoke drifted from chimneys jutting out from neatly maintained thatched roofs. Many of the buildings even had color to them, some of them green, some orange, and some a deep brown—a lovely sight. Children ran in the streets, chasing a round leather ball, and a man worked in the field nearest them. Somewhere distantly, a dog barked.

      At least there was a feeling of life around them. So often in the time she had been chasing after her brother, looking for evidence of him, there had been no sign of other life. She had known it would be that way out here. They were so far to the north, getting farther away from the marsh, that she didn’t expect to come across many villages. Those they encountered provided a welcome reprieve.

      “Was this your intention?” she asked Benji.

      “You don’t think we should have a night of rest?”

      She looked over to him. “It has nothing to do with that. This is about getting here.”

      “And where do you think this is?”

      She shrugged, sweeping her gaze around. “I don’t know.”

      “This is a village, much like other villages you have visited before. Only, I suspect that this village will be far more eager to see you.”

      “Why would they be eager to see me?”

      “You are a traveler.” He pointed toward her pocket. “And you have coin. I think they will be most pleased to see visitors.”

      He strode forward, and he headed down the hillside toward the village. Imogen ran to keep up with him. Benji had started moving more quickly these days, as if there was more urgency to his step.

      She had tried asking him about it, but in his own Benji manner, he had not shared anything. Nothing other than a brief comment that he had seen something. From what Imogen had discovered about his magic, that could mean many things.

      “Did Timo come through here?”

      “We will have to see,” Benji said.

      “The trees don’t tell you?”

      “The trees tell me many things, as do the grasses, the air, the sky,” he said with a smile. “But his passage has been difficult to tell.”

      “Why?”

      “I should have known that there was something off about him. It is my fault that I did not see it.”

      And when Benji said see, it was more than just what he could see with his eyes, it was what he could see with his magic. He hadn’t said much about it before, other than his frustration that he hadn’t been able to determine what Timo had been doing.

      “I have been looking,” he said. “I’ve also asked the trees and the grasses and the wind to look, but word of his journey has been faint and subtle, and not at all conclusive.”

      She sighed. “Faint and subtle means you can’t track him.”

      “Yes, that is what it means.”

      “How many others can’t you track?”

      “There are not many,” Benji said.

      “Why not him?”

      “I don’t know. The Sul’toral influence has grown strong. Stronger than it has been in centuries. Perhaps that’s all it is.”

      Imogen frowned. “Why would it have changed?”

      Benji stared into the village. “Sarenoth has attempted to gain power for millennia. The Sul’toral aren’t the first ones to reach for his kind of power, but they have been the most troublesome.” He snorted. “I never would’ve imagined that a Leier would be part of it, but then again, neither did you.” He winked at her and then hurried forward, reaching the outskirts of the village.

      Imogen studied the farm as she walked. She didn’t recognize the crop the farmer was harvesting, though it did have tall stalks. A faint trail of dust lingered in the air as he cut down each of the stalks and tossed them into a wagon. A small child waved to her, holding on to one handle of the wagon.

      “We can stay for the night,” Benji said. “I don’t think we will find anything here that will help us, but there are other benefits of staying in this place.”

      They headed through the village, passing several houses until they reached the center. Most of the buildings were small and made out of a dark gray wood, though some were made of pale-yellow stone and appeared older than the newer-looking wooden structures. The buildings were simple, with no ornate decorations and no paint, just functional. That in itself was lovely in a way. A low wall surrounded a small square, and inside were dozens of chickens.

      The last time they had stayed in a village had been over a week ago. In that time, they had eaten berries, some wild vegetables, and a few edible leaves Benji had found. Not at all the food she preferred.

      An older man leaned over the chicken coop, pulling out eggs and stacking them carefully into a box.

      “I think an egg would be fantastic,” she said to Benji.

      “An egg? I thought you and your people preferred the food caught in the oceans around your land.”

      “We do.” Some people who lived within the mountains found it difficult to eat the traditional Leier foods. Much had to be shipped upland from the coast. Too many years had passed since she had eaten rolled tuna, steamed kelp, and mussels. “But in my time away, I’ve started to acquire different tastes.”

      “A woman of the world. Of course you would be, First of the Blade.”

      “Can you not call me that here?”

      “You don’t want your title?”

      “I earned the rank, but the title is something I took on years ago out of necessity.” And it had been a part of the completion of her bond quest, a part of sharing with others the secrets of the Leier training. She felt some shame in revealing the secrets, though she wondered if she even should. “It would be better if you just called me by my name.”

      He chuckled as he motioned for her to follow. “We will keep moving, then.”

      They passed the chicken pen and reached a small stone building she hadn’t seen from the hillside above. A sign hung from a post outside, a marker that suggested some sort of tavern or inn. She followed Benji inside, and a faint trail of smoke greeted her, tinged with the spice of tobacco. A hint of ale also wafted through the air.

      This place was nothing like the tavern where she had spent so much of her time in Yoran. The Roasted Dragon had been a source of comfort to her. Though she wasn’t a huge drinker, she had enjoyed the quality of the ale that the proprietor served.

      Benji motioned for her to join him at a table on the side of the building. She took a seat on a faded wooden chair and leaned back against the wall, setting a few coins on the table to let the proprietor know they could pay. Benji seemed unmindful of the fact that his back was to the rest of the tavern, probably since it was mostly empty. Of course, knowing him as she did, it might not matter to him. He likely had some way of detecting movement and could tell when people came close to him.

      “Have you been to this village before?” she asked.

      He leaned forward, almost as if he were feeling something distinct, and he shrugged. “This place?” He glanced around briefly before turning his attention back to her. “Unfortunately, I have not been to this place.”

      “Unfortunately?”

      “You think this would be an unfortunate place to spend time?”

      Imogen shook her head. “No,” she said, looking back to Benji. “Well, I would’ve said so had it not been for the oronth.”

      He chuckled, and he nodded to one wall. “What do you see there?”

      She followed his gaze to a quilt of oronth skin stretched across the wall. “Obviously they don’t fear them.”

      She looked around at the few people inside the tavern. Most of them looked like they were locals to the village. They were dressed in plain clothing made of wool, most of it gray or brown and not at all colorful like the buildings she had seen outside. One pair of people on the opposite side of the room looked like travelers, which was surprising since they were away from most of the main thoroughfares through these lands. A teenage girl sat at the table with the couple, and every so often she would look up and watch Imogen.

      Normally, Imogen would appear threatening with her sword, but her cloak was dirty from the road and she was dressed in a simple jacket and pants—nothing that would draw attention to her as a dangerous fighter. Even her pouch of enchantments was tucked away.

      A balding older man approached carrying trays of food. He wore a thick brown shirt and pants, with shoes that looked to be made of the same oronth leather that stretched on the wall. “I assumed you wanted to eat,” he said. “Given the time of day, that is. If you don’t, I’ll take it back, or I’m sure one of the tables would be more than happy to have a second serving.” He frowned. “Haven’t had too many people through here lately. Not with all the rumbling going around and the strangeness coming out of the forest.”

      Imogen shared a look with Benji. Had people known about Timo passing through? Or had they encountered the golem?

      “What’s coming out of the forest?” Benji asked casually, pulling the tray of food toward him. He rarely objected to eating, though Imogen wondered if he would eat the meat or if he would stick to the vegetables. Maybe his objection was to killing something.

      “Not really sure,” the man said. “Folk like to tell stories, is all. They say there was some sort of monster in there. Heard howling. Can’t say I believe it, but you know how folk get. A rumor gets legs and it keeps running.” He set the other tray in front of Imogen.

      “You don’t think there’s anything to it?” she asked.

      He waved his hand. “Oh, there been rumors about the forest for quite some time. Giants and some such nonsense. I don’t get caught up in all that. No point in it, you know. Nothing to it, as a reasonable man would say.”

      Benji’s silver eyes flared for a moment, and he tilted his head to the side. Imogen had started to think that his eyes did that when he was trying to see possible futures, but she couldn’t be certain. He never revealed what he did.

      Benji shook his head. “We came through the forest and didn’t see anything.”

      “Figured as much,” the proprietor said, wiping his hands on his apron. “I can get you ale or wine. Take your pick.”

      “Wine?” Benji asked, scratching his chin. “I haven’t had wine in ages.”

      “It’s decent quality. I wouldn’t lie to you and tell you it’s the best. I have a hard enough time getting casks shipped out here as it is, but it’s got a nice fruit to it and a nice taste, and I can’t say that anybody who’s had a glass of it has been disappointed. It’s a damn sight better than the ale I have. I’ve been trying to improve my recipe, but my son keeps breaking in—” He shook his head. “You don’t want to hear those details. Suffice it to say, the wine is the better choice.”

      Benji nodded, and Imogen tapped on the table to indicate that she’d take a glass of wine.

      The proprietor turned and left, and Imogen sat back, crossing her arms over her chest as she leveled her gaze on Benji. “You were telling me something outside the city,” she said.

      He plucked at the chunk of meat on his plate, leaned forward, and sniffed. He grabbed the radishes and ate them quickly, along with the onions and carrots. “I was telling you nothing.”

      “You were telling me about the trees.”

      Benji looked up but stayed silent, watching her as he continued to pick at the meat. She wasn’t sure if he didn’t want to eat it or if he didn’t recognize where it came from. Given the oronth skin stretched across the wall and the boots the man was wearing, she wouldn’t be surprised if they ate the damn creatures.

      They might have venomous teeth, but how would they taste? She grabbed the meat and took a bite. It was stringy, juicy, but not terrible. Some of the flavor came from the spice used on it, and the meat was well done and still tender enough.

      “I was telling you about the trees, but I don’t know if you need to know all that,” he finally said.

      “And why wouldn’t I need to know about that?”

      “Because I don’t want to worry you.”

      The proprietor came by and placed two glasses of wine on the table.

      Benji leaned forward and chuckled. “Is this your typical business?”

      “These days,” the man said. “We haven’t had too much in the way of travelers of late. The roads have been more dangerous than they used to be, so unfortunately, this has been typical.”

      “Why have they been more dangerous?” Imogen asked.

      “Why, because of the war.”

      “What war?” She shot Benji a questioning look and turned her attention back to the man. “I haven’t heard anything about it.”

      He smiled, but then it faded. “How? It’s all anyone has been willing to talk about. The Koral have begun moving, which has caused some of the neighboring villages to empty. People are scared. They don’t want to get caught up in a war.”

      In all the years Imogen had lived in her homeland, the Koral had posed a constant threat, but not a real one. Their shamans had magic, but they weren’t trained like the Sorcerers’ Society.

      The man shook his head. “We think we’re far enough to the west they shouldn’t bother us, but they’re moving east, and the farther they go, the more likely it is there will be an attack. We’ve been protected from attacks over the years, but that’s mostly because we’re so isolated here. If they decide they want our resources…”

      She resisted the urge to ask just what resources they thought they had, and realized that they probably believed that the oronth were valuable enough that the Koral would come for them.

      Imogen had other experience with the Koral, though. They had been a constant threat when she was younger, always attempting to press in on the Leier lands and threatening war. In the time she’d been away from her homeland, she hadn’t given much thought to the Koral.

      “I’m sure you’re safe here,” Benji said. “And if not, there are ways of getting to safety.”

      “We’ve already asked for that help,” the proprietor said. “We sent word to the Society.”

      “The Society?” Imogen asked between bites. “Isn’t that going to open you up to—”

      He stared at them with a hard look in his eyes. “Desperate times require desperate measures.” He spun and headed back to the kitchen.

      Benji picked at the meat on his plate and finally turned to the wine. “Fucking Society,” he muttered.

      “I didn’t realize you cared so little for the Sorcerers’ Society.”

      “Nothing but trouble. Especially for my kind.”

      Imogen smiled. “I doubt they know too much about your kind.”

      “You’d be surprised. There are some who are smarter than they look. For the most part, they’re all clueless. Bastards, all of them… but there are a few who are not.”

      Imogen chuckled. She had met several sorcerers who were actually helpful. “I’ve had a different experience,” she said, shaking her head as she finished the meat. She glanced at the vegetables, though she was less excited about them, and certainly less excited than Benji was about his.

      “That’s because you haven’t lived long enough.” He looked up at her and shrugged. “Not to say that you’re young.”

      Imogen arched a brow at him. “Now you’re commenting on my age?”

      “Not to insult you, First of the—” He shook his head. “I’m just saying that the Society has been a pain in my ass.” He fell silent as he continued to pick at his food.

      Imogen pushed her plate to the side and grabbed her glass of wine. “So now we have the Koral moving.”

      “Sounds like we do.”

      “And if they’re moving, it means that they’re heading into the Leier lands.”

      “Probably.”

      “That is my homeland,” she said.

      “It fits with what I’ve been hearing. With the way the trees have been talking.”

      She regarded Benji for a long moment. “Is it the trees, or have you seen something?”

      “It can be difficult to know.” He shrugged. “Sometimes when the trees talk, it mixes with what I’ve seen. It is something of a curse of the Porapeth, I’m afraid,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper.

      “And my brother?”

      “I don’t know. You said he claimed he still wanted to serve your people.”

      She frowned. It had been the one thing that made her think Timo could be redeemed. He believed he was doing something on behalf of their people.

      And if that were the case, it meant that he was doing something to help them.

      Could he go after the Koral?

      Benji finished picking at his meat and pushed his tray away. He shook his head as he glanced over to the wall, as if annoyed with the whole prospect of where they were and what they were forced to eat. “I told you the trees have been talking.”

      “You did,” she said. “But you haven’t mentioned anything else about what they have said and what they might have uncovered.”

      “That’s because I don’t know exactly what they have found. I have been looking for information, and I’m trying to find anything, but…” He closed his eyes. “I think the Temple of the Holthan has been breached.”

      She held her breath. “That’s where Master Liu is.”

      He nodded. “Everything about those lands has gone silent. The only reason that would happen is if they have been breached.”

      The temple had been a place of impossible power when she had been there. It was there that she had first realized her limitations with the blade, the first time in her life she’d felt like she wasn’t enough. And with Master Liu residing in the temple, she couldn’t imagine anyone or anything infiltrating it.

      “What can we do?”

      “We?” Benji shook his head and snorted. “We can’t do a damn thing. All we can do is try to stay out of it.”

      “You would leave Master Liu?”

      “That one doesn’t need our help. He barely needs any help.”

      Master Liu had taught her what he knew, demonstrating the sacred patterns, but he had never given her the key to perfecting them. That had needed to come from herself, and from her understanding of them.

      Why hadn’t he helped her more? Was it because he doubted that she had the potential, or was it because he believed that she did have real potential? These were more questions she wanted to ask him if she ever had the chance.

      But she hadn’t thought she would have that opportunity anytime soon. She thought she would be chasing Timo to bring him back to the Leier, not bring him to one of the sacred temples—or to Master Liu.

      “I can’t leave Master Liu to that,” she said.

      “Leave him? You aren’t leaving him. He can manage on his own.”

      “I can’t leave him.”

      Benji scoffed. “That’s what you want to do?”

      “I don’t know what I want to do, but I want to try to offer him whatever help I can.”

      “Which means going there, you realize.”

      “I realize,” she said.

      “If you do that, then you’ll be leaving your brother behind. I’m not saying that’s a bad thing. He has been a pain in the ass, and while he might be the Scourge, he has gone silent—and I can’t even say if we’ve been following him, to be completely honest.”

      “We will find him.”

      Benji shrugged. “Maybe we will, maybe we won’t.”

      She leaned back, sipping her wine. It had been a long time since she’d been to the temple. Long enough she could not remember everything about it, or at least she thought she could not. Now that she had started to find her way again in being able to visualize the sacred patterns, Imogen had started to see and remember things she had not before. When she closed her eyes, she could practically smell the incense burning and the odor of age within the temple. She could picture the olian wood panels of the walls and the energy of everything inside.

      “Will he welcome us?”

      Benji smirked. “You mean will he welcome you?”

      Imogen nodded. Since discovering the truth of the sacred patterns, she had questioned whether Master Liu would allow her back. He had sent her away all those years ago after she had disappointed him. She felt as if she understood things in a way she hadn’t back then, but would that even matter to him?

      He was a sacred sword master, one who was unrivaled among her people. And he was a man she had long ago dismissed as having no ability to teach her.

      She had left in disgrace.

      Not that she could not learn from him. She certainly had begun to see things about the sacred patterns that she hadn’t before, that they had ways of connecting to each other. But it was something else altogether to train with a man so skilled and so committed to the patterns that he had sequestered himself in the temple to master them completely, to become one with the patterns themselves.

      Five sacred temples existed throughout the Leier lands. Master Liu was the oldest master and, were others to be believed, the most skilled. Imogen certainly would believe it based on her time in the temple and the way he had easily disarmed her, but she also had never been to any of the other temples. To do so, one had to be invited.

      She looked up at Benji, waiting for some sort of reaction, but he simply tipped his glass of wine to his lips and drank slowly and steadily until it was empty.

      He set the goblet down. “You fear what you left behind,” he finally said.

      “I fear that I made a mistake when I was younger.”

      “Everyone makes mistakes when they’re younger. It is the curse of youth. Wisdom is not something the young possess, but unfortunately the old do not possess the vibrancy of youth. It is why they must work together.”

      “He tried,” she said.

      “I know.”

      She looked across the table, watching him. “The trees told you that?”

      “Something like that.”

      Imogen searched for any sign of what Benji had learned about her, but he was too skilled to reveal what he knew. She shook her head slowly. “He told you about me. But did he tell you about how I disrespected him?”

      “He warned me. But then, he also understood. You were young. He was old. He saw the challenges, and to be honest, you weren’t the first he had worked with—but you advanced further than he anticipated. I think that mattered to him. Impressed him. So yes, I think he would welcome you again, to get back to your original question.”

      Imogen finished her wine. “Then we should go.”

      “You understand what this means? In order to do this, to go after the Koral, we are leaving your brother behind.”

      “I understand,” she said.

      “I just want to make sure you do.”

      Was that what she wanted? She had believed that she needed to chase Timo down, to the point where she had decided that would be her quest, at least until she saved him. The idea of Timo now serving as a Toral, roaming out in the world, and chasing power—along with dark magic—left her worried.

      But the idea of her homeland destroyed…

      It all came down to what she needed to do. Did she need to serve herself, or her people?

      She had lost her brother once. She had brought him back, or thought she had. And now he was lost again. Helping Master Liu wouldn’t mean that she was giving up going after Timo. It just meant that she had something else that she needed to do.

      For now.

      She nodded to Benji. “Somehow, I don’t think we will be done with Timo.”

      “No. Unfortunately, neither do I.”
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      Dawn had barely broken by the time they set out. The cool, crisp air carried a faint breeze that drifted through the grasses, as Benji crouched down and whispered to them. He could communicate with them, though Imogen didn’t know what he was saying or whether there was anything within what he said to the grasses that he could convey fully to her.

      He straightened, turned to her, and nodded. “We should have a clear passage today.”

      “The grasses told you that?”

      He smiled. “You question me on it every day.”

      “I find it interesting.”

      “Only because you have not chosen to understand.”

      “You think I can understand Porapeth magic?”

      “I think you could learn, but you have chosen not to.”

      “You said it’s something intrinsic to you,” Imogen said. “Unless you want me to believe that I am magic the same way you are magic.”

      “It’s a matter of viewpoint.”

      Benji started off across the grass, not even trampling it as they walked. Imogen followed, staying within one of the sacred patterns, trying to flow as she moved. If she could drift through the pattern, she wouldn’t get tangled up the way she had before. Even as she maneuvered, she could feel the way the grass tried to pluck at her, snagging her and threatening to trip her up.

      They had not gone far before Imogen felt a strange sensation within her. She had been flowing through the Petals on the Wind pattern, but she started to slow.

      Benji looked over to her. “Keep moving.”

      “I detect something behind us.”

      “Keep moving,” he said, floating and barely disturbing the grasses as they passed.

      “What is out here?” she demanded.

      He looked over to her. “We must give them time.”

      “Them?”

      Benji held her gaze with his silver eyes for just a moment, and then he turned away, continuing forward.

      Imogen looked back, but she didn’t see anything. The only thing she was aware of was this strange sensation within her. It was tied to the sacred pattern, she was certain. What if she shifted to a different one?

      She’d been using Petals on the Wind for quite some time. It was the easiest way to flow in her movements, but maybe she could maneuver using Stream through the Trees. As she shifted, she added a hint of Petals on the Wind to it, mixing the two. She didn’t know whether doing so would make a difference or if they would augment each other, but she had a feeling that together they would do something more. She felt the energy start to press back on her. The more she detected, the more certain Imogen was of what she felt.

      Benji had said them. There were people behind her, she guessed, not creatures. If they were creatures, she suspected she would’ve felt something else.

      He moved quickly and remained otherwise silent as he did.

      Imogen frowned, slowing, and began to turn.

      “It will not make a difference,” he said. “All you will do is scare them away.”

      “And we don’t want to do that?”

      “No.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You will. In time.” He spun and continued forward, as if that had answered everything.

      She wanted to gain awareness but didn’t want to attack, and he sought to deter her. But why? Had he seen something? Given how they were maneuvering through the grasslands, it suggested that he had not detected anything dangerous. He could speak to the grass, to the wind, to everything around them, so he would know if there was risk here.

      What could she learn, though?

      When she had used Tree Stands in the Forest against the oronth, Imogen had felt a connection in a way she had never imagined before. Could she use it again?

      Now that she no longer denied the truth of magic, she might as well embrace it too. She paused, focusing on the sacred pattern. It was deceptively simple, and she imagined her roots growing out and around her, using them to reach deep into the ground.

      And as she did, she started to stretch outward. It was a strange sensation for her to be aware of, and even stranger that she felt as if she were gaining control over it. When she had done it the last time, it had been almost accidental, something she had scarcely had any control over. But this time…

      This time there was definite control. Imogen was fully aware of what she was doing, of the tendrils of power that floated away from her. It was a sacred pattern, but one that was the most concentrated of them all. And as Master Liu had once told her, it was one that had the most potential to it. At the time, Imogen had been too ignorant to understand the reason behind it.

      She marveled at the energy stretching out from her, and she became aware of how everything around her gradually rippled away as it strained beyond. In her mind, she saw the roots of the tree pushing outward, as if they were something real, and then she felt something.

      Someone.

      Not only that, but there was tension against her pattern. Was it a sorcerer?

      Imogen released her connection, darting forward as she unsheathed her blade. She flowed through the grasses and followed Petals on the Wind without meaning to, and then she came to a stop.

      The girl from the tavern stood before her. Her face was slightly bloodied from a small cut beneath one cheek, and she took in Imogen’s sword with wide eyes.

      “What are you doing out here?” Imogen asked. Could this girl be working with a Sul’toral? She could easily imagine the Sul’toral using a child.

      “I…”

      “You had better answer quickly.”

      “I’m looking for help,” the girl blurted out. “When I saw the two of you sneaking out early in the morning—”

      “We were not sneaking out.”

      “Then why did you leave so early?”

      Imogen snorted. “Because it was time for us to go.”

      The girl glanced past her. Imogen resisted the urge to turn, not sure whether Benji was there. She continued to sway slightly, holding on to the connection she felt through Petals on the Wind. The sword didn’t move, though the tension within Imogen began to increase. It seemed almost as if the girl could see that.

      “What are you doing here?” Imogen asked again.

      “I need help. I was taken from my home.”

      “We saw you with your parents.” She remembered seeing her sitting with the travelers in the tavern.

      The girl shook her head. “Not my parents. They took me. They are…” She shrugged. “Well, I’m not entirely sure what they are, but they’re something. They took me, and they claimed they were taking me west to a place where I can learn.”

      Imogen frowned. “Why would they take you?” She thought she understood, but she needed confirmation. If she was right, then the Sorcerers’ Society had come for this girl, though she didn’t know why. Did the girl have significant potential? But why would they have come all the way out here looking for people with sorcery? This was well beyond any place the Society would ever roam.

      “They never said. They just took me. Well, they paid for me. My parents took the coin they were offered and sent me with them.”

      “Did they do anything to you?”

      “Other than force me to come with them?” She shook her head. “No. They didn’t do anything to me. And I don’t want to be with them. I want to go home.” She looked at Imogen, frowning. “I heard you talking to Wilson last night.”

      That had to be the proprietor. “What did you hear?”

      “You were talking about the Koral war. Then you started talking about leaving, and that’s when I knew I needed to go with you.”

      “You want to go back to a war?”

      “I want to go back to my home. I have two sisters. They need me.”

      Imogen breathed out slowly. They needed to be careful. She had decided to return to her homeland and see what was going on with the Koral, but doing so would lead them through violence. This girl didn’t need to go through that, but she wanted to go home. Just because Imogen struggled with her own desire to return didn’t mean that this girl should be kept from her home and her sisters.

      “Where are you from?” Imogen asked.

      “The same place as you.”

      “Really?”

      “I see it in your eyes. You have the same eyes as me. My parents always told me our people shared that.”

      Imogen blinked slowly. There was something about the girl that left her troubled.

      Maybe it really was the eyes.

      There were not many other people with the deep purple, almost black eyes the Leier had, though there were some. She had noticed the girl’s eyes at the tavern, but Imogen was realizing that perhaps she should have paid more attention to her from the beginning.

      “It’s going to be dangerous,” she said.

      “I can handle danger. I just want to go home. I want to make sure my sisters are safe.”

      “If war is breaking out there, it’s not going to be safe for you.”

      “It’s not going to be safe for my sisters either.”

      A rustling sound came from nearby, and Benji appeared out of nowhere, as if springing up from the grasses—or maybe he had been hiding there the whole time. Knowing him, the latter was more likely.

      “Well?” Imogen asked, looking over to him.

      “It is your call,” Benji said.

      She had a feeling that he was resisting the urge to call her First of the Blade in front of this girl. It was possible that she wouldn’t even recognize the rank. Eventually, it wouldn’t even matter. Imogen was a First of the Blade, but there were many like her, especially where they intended to travel.

      “What is your name?” Imogen asked.

      “Lilah Luiath.”

      It certainly sounded like a name from the Leier homeland, but Imogen had become more suspicious in the time she’d been away and had learned to doubt what she heard.

      “I can’t promise we will be able to protect you.”

      “I just need your help getting out of here.” Lilah looked over her shoulder and turned her attention back to the direction they’d come.

      Imogen bit her lip. The girl should have been given the opportunity to hold the sword, to learn the patterns, to begin her training. There was no guarantee she would become skilled or that she would become one of the Blade, but she should have been given the chance to try. Like every Leier.

      “You can come with us,” Imogen said. “But we’re going to move quickly.”

      “Not many people are willing to go into a place where war has broken out. It’s dangerous.”

      “She loves danger.” Benji gestured to Imogen. “Look at her. Look at the way she holds that blade.”

      “I’ve seen ones like that before,” Lilah said.

      Imogen shot Benji a hard look. Of course the girl would have seen a sword like that before. It was gifted to all Leier when they made the rank of First of the Blade.

      “Come on,” Imogen said, motioning to the other two.

      They started off again and traveled until they neared a forest that loomed in the distance. It seemed that on this journey, Imogen could not shake her way free of the trees. The ones in the distance were not as tall as some of those they had passed through earlier, but they seemed to grow closer together. If they continued north, they would reach the impassable marshlands. The west would take them back the way they came. South would lead them to dangerous lands controlled by the Society. And east apparently now meant war.

      Every so often, she could feel Lilah watching her with a question in her eyes. But after a while, that expression shifted, turning instead to Benji. The girl stared at him, almost as if she were struggling to figure out who he was—and what he was.

      Imogen smiled to herself. That Lilah recognized how Benji had his own power suggested that she really did have potential.

      “Have you trained with the sword?” she asked Lilah.

      “We live too far outside the Leier villages for me to train.”

      Imogen bit back her surprise. Everyone within the homeland was given a practice staff when they were a child, which was considered custom.

      “It was more than that,” Imogen said, watching her.

      Lilah nodded slowly. “My father didn’t want me to learn.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Fifteen.”

      Imogen stared. Fifteen. By that age, she had already mastered the traditional patterns and had reached the rank of First of the Blade. She had been preparing for her journey to the temple then, ready to begin her study of the sacred patterns.

      “It’s unusual for a Leier father not to teach his children how to wield a sword.”

      “My father would not…” Lilah said, her voice trailing off.

      Imogen contemplated several different responses, but she could see the sadness in the girl’s eyes. And she was just a girl. At her age, Imogen had considered herself an adult. Reaching First of the Blade had made her one and had separated her from the others her age, so perhaps that was the difference. Still, she couldn’t help but feel as if there was something else to this.

      She moved carefully and found herself gliding through several sacred patterns, which elicited an amused glance from Benji, as though he understood just what she had been doing.

      The landscape started to shift before them. The grasslands began to thin out, and the terrain became rockier. In the distance, trees started to grow, first in a copse of intermingled trees, then more densely the farther they headed.

      Benji nodded ahead of them. “That is where we must go.”

      Imogen stared off to the east. Even without having passed this way before, she knew where they were going and what it was going to take for her to reach her homeland. The mountains were little more than a darkened promise in the distance, but close enough that she knew where they had to go.

      “Will it be dangerous?” Lilah asked.

      Imogen looked over to her. “You came through here, didn’t you?”

      “I wasn’t aware of what they were doing most of the time.”

      Imogen frowned. She still thought she knew who was involved, but Lilah had not confirmed it. Either she didn’t know, or she didn’t want to acknowledge it. Regardless, Imogen wasn’t going to push. “Did you learn anything about them?”

      “They didn’t talk much. When they did, I didn’t understand what they were saying. They were merchants, though. At least I thought they were.” She pursed her lips, and she shook her head. “They had a cart with them, and they would stop in different villages, selling items.”

      Imogen had seen the cart outside the tavern, though she hadn’t paid much mind to it. Now she wondered if that was a mistake.

      She followed Benji, and it was early evening when they finally reached the outskirts of the forest. The air took on a new quality: damp, a little cold, and a strange tingling energy. The forest itself was also different than the others they had passed through. The atmosphere was darker and the trees narrower, practically squeezing together, and they left her with an ominous feeling.

      Benji slowed. He tipped his head to the sky every so often, then turned his attention to the forest, glowering at the trees.

      “You seem concerned,” she said.

      “I can feel something off in here.”

      “Is that what”—she glanced over to Lilah before leaning toward Benji, lowering her voice—“the trees are telling you?”

      “Yes.”

      Imogen frowned. If she could draw on her patterns, maybe she could find something within them that would help her understand what Benji detected, but there wasn’t anything here.

      “We need to find out what it is,” he said.

      “Before we camp?”

      “Before.”

      Imogen looked over to Lilah, took a deep breath, and nodded. “You realize what this might reveal about you, right? I thought you wanted to keep your Porapeth secrets.”

      “It will reveal nothing,” he said.

      Imogen shrugged and unsheathed her blade.

      Lilah looked at her sword. “What’s going on? Should I be worried?” She clutched a hand to her chest, her eyes wide.

      Benji watched her with an expression that said he was contemplating what he might say—or reveal—to Lilah. Imogen didn’t think he’d spill his Porapeth secrets but didn’t know. He didn’t say anything, though. Instead, he turned away and peered at the forest.

      After some time, he finally started forward but quickly stopped at a tree. Resting his hand on the trunk, he tilted his head to the side as if listening to it.

      “What do you hear?” Imogen asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “That should reassure us.”

      He looked over and nodded. “It should…”

      Which meant he was not reassured.

      Imogen stayed with Petals on the Wind as she moved but mixed that with Stream through the Trees, and she felt the power around her. She glanced back at Lilah, who crept forward and clutched her dress in a white-knuckled grip. Imogen noticed a silver necklace in her hand, bunched up in the fabric. It must’ve been something she’d managed to keep from the couple who had taken her.

      “Just stay close to me,” Imogen said.

      “And then what?” Lilah asked.

      “And then—”

      Imogen felt something in front of her and spun, flowing through a quick series of sacred patterns, ending with Axe Falling. There came a strange, sizzling energy, but it faded quickly.

      She glanced over to Benji, who was staring off into the distance while resting his hand on the nearest tree. “What was that?” she asked.

      “I do not know.”

      He continued forward and paused at each tree. The trunks were smooth, and their branches loomed high overhead, dangling down so that their massive leaves cast the ground in shadows. Small shrubs littering the forest floor made their walk more difficult, and fallen logs occasionally blocked their way, forcing Imogen to disrupt her patterns as she crawled over and around them.

      Benji stopped near a fallen trunk, traced his fingers in the dirt, and whispered. His soft voice carried to her ears, and this time Imogen was certain he intended for it to do so. She didn’t understand the words, though she thought she was supposed to recognize the feeling within them.

      “We must go quickly,” Benji said suddenly.

      He strode ahead, tapping on the trunk of each tree he passed. Imogen flowed around them, twisting, turning, staying with him. A different energy began to build around her, a distinct sensation of something in the forest with them.

      She slowed enough to let Lilah get closer to her. She needed to protect the girl, but from what?

      Imogen looked over at Benji, who was now moving more slowly but still touching the trunks of the trees. Every so often, he would crouch down and whisper something to the dirt, and then he would move forward at a different angle.

      They reached a narrow stream that cut through the forest. The trees on the other side of the stream appeared darker, making it so that she could scarcely see anything.

      “I imagine we have to cross,” she said, keeping her voice low, feeling like she needed to. As soon as she had that thought, she realized that they hadn’t detected anything else in the forest. No squirrels. No birds. Not even insects buzzing around them. Whatever else was in the forest was powerful enough that it scared all other creatures away.

      “Yes, unfortunately,” Benji said. He crouched down and traced his fingers through the dirt, bringing them up to his nose and sniffing deeply. He shook his head, then looked up at her. “This is not good. Not good at all.”

      She froze. “What is it?”

      “Something that has not been seen for centuries. Something that should not be here now.”

      “What?”

      “They are the branox. They are death.”
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      Imogen followed Benji along the burbling stream. Every so often, as the water flowed past a small rock, it frothed with a boiling intensity. She was tempted to touch the water, though some part of her told her she shouldn’t. She stayed away from it instead, watching the water as it rolled past.

      Benji paced with hands clutched to his chest, looking uncertain about what else he should do or say. Imogen glanced back to Lilah, who remained quiet.

      “I need to know more about the branox,” she said, catching up to Benji while watching Lilah out of the corner of her eye. The girl stood in front of the stream, her hands clasped in front of her, staring off to the far side of the forest with a lost look in her eyes.

      “I’ve told you what you need to know,” he said.

      “No. You told me that they were death, that they have not been seen for centuries, and that’s about it.”

      “That is all you need to know.”

      “If you want me to go after these creatures with you, I need to know more about them.”

      She wasn’t sure if he was going to elaborate. There were times when Benji withheld information she thought would be beneficial, though he seemed to think otherwise.

      He breathed out, his brow wrinkling. “They are as dangerous and deadly as I say. Every bit of it.”

      “What is it that you fear from them?”

      “I fear their presence here.” He paused and leaned down, tracing a pattern in the dirt before standing again. “The branox feed on blood. They were last seen centuries ago, long ago defeated and presumed destroyed. They are a dark power that has not been seen in the world for a long time, the kind the world has done well in removing.”

      “Removing?”

      “The branox are one type of creature that the sorcerers, the El’aras, the Asharn, and others of power were able to unify behind in destroying.”

      Imogen frowned. She had not heard of the Asharn, but that wasn’t the most important part of this conversation. It was the unification in destroying these creatures that interested her most.

      “Why are they back?” she asked.

      “I do not know.”

      “Something must’ve happened. If they have suddenly reappeared, it seems to me that something has released them.”

      He looked over to her, and a darkness glittered in his eyes. “Yes. Something has.” He crouched down, then pushed his hands into the dirt.

      For a moment, nothing happened, but then the ground began to tremble. The earth arced up over the stream, solidifying and blocking the water flow.

      Lilah stiffened, watching Benji, but she didn’t say anything.

      “The crypt,” Imogen said. “That’s what you fear. Timo did something there.”

      “Probably.” Benji’s voice sounded strained. “He shouldn’t have been able to do anything there, but it was a different time. Now hurry. I do not know how long I can hold this.”

      Imogen motioned for Lilah, and they approached the small earthen bridge he had formed. Lilah stepped across and gasped. Imogen hurried across, holding her blade ready to flow into a pattern, and she realized immediately why Lilah had reacted that way.

      The air was considerably colder than it had been on the other side, as though they had passed through some transition point, some buffer the stream had formed.

      Benji jumped, clearing the stream, and when he landed, he hurriedly slammed his hand down on the ground. The dirt parted, removing the earthen barrier he had made.

      “Well,” he said to himself, shaking his head. “That is most unpleasant.”

      “What did you do?” Lilah said. “Are you a sorcerer?”

      Benji straightened and dusted his hands on his shirt, then looked at her. “Something like that.”

      Her eyes widened, and she turned to Imogen. “And you are his protector.”

      Benji barked out a laugh. “I like this one.”

      “It’s not like that,” Imogen said.

      “What is it, then?” Lilah asked. “If you are with him, and if you are his protection—”

      “I am not his protection. And he is not a sorcerer.”

      “I saw the magic he used.”

      “It’s a different kind of magic than sorcery,” Imogen said. “I’m not sure he wants me to share anything more than that…”

      She figured it was good enough to leave it like that. It would be up to Benji how much to reveal, though Lilah would have probably understood if Imogen explained that he was a Porapeth. It was easier than explaining sorcery, especially with how revered the Porapeth were.

      “What now?” she asked Benji as they moved through the forest.

      His head darted from side to side, and he was far more on edge than she’d ever seen him. “Now we must find them,” he said softly.

      Once again he wanted her to go after a dangerous creature. Not sorcerers, like she’d been trained to do. But as she thought about her patterns, both traditional and sacred, maybe that was for the best. She didn’t want to use her patterns against sorcerers. Toral and Sul’toral perhaps, but members of the Sorcerers’ Society were different. Not all of them were evil the way her people believed.

      “And how do we find them?”

      “What brought us here?” Benji asked.

      “You did,” she said. “You were the one guiding us. Then again, you were guiding us to follow Timo but claim you weren’t really following him, so I’m not sure what to make of it. I’m not sure how much to believe you when you said you weren’t paying attention to my brother or where he was going.”

      He pressed his lips together, his silver eyes flaring for a moment, and then he nodded. “Perhaps that is all it is.”

      Imogen let out a frustrated sigh, and she motioned for him to go.

      Benji started deeper into the forest. With every step he took, his head twisted and turned as if he were seeing something she could not. And she suspected that was true. Benji was aware of things in the forest—and power that existed—that she did not know about.

      She followed him through the trees and flowed through her sacred patterns. “I feel… something.”

      “Good. You should feel something.”

      Imogen focused on that sense. She was using Petals on the Wind, which allowed her to glide between the trees, and doing so seemed to generate much the same presence and power as she managed to accomplish with Tree Stands in the Forest. It didn’t press out from her like the roots beneath the ground, but she was aware of the crackling energy all around her.

      She leaned toward Benji, lowering her voice. “It might’ve been a mistake bringing her here.”

      Benji glanced behind him. “There are no mistakes.”

      Imogen paused in the middle of her sacred pattern. “Is that something you see?”

      “Not since I’ve been around you.” He frowned. “Like I’ve told you,” he went on, irritation entering his voice, “my vision has been cloudy ever since you joined me. I have found that everything is different, almost as if it is obscured from me in a way that it should not be. I don’t blame you, but I do feel as if your presence has shifted things for me.” He shook his head as he turned toward the trees, touching one after another, even leaning down and running his fingers along the vine that crept across the ground.

      Imogen chuckled. “I’m glad you don’t blame me, then.” She turned to Lilah. “Do you have any way of protecting yourself?”

      Lilah glanced down at her hands, and Imogen followed the direction of her gaze to the necklace still clutched in her fist. The band of silver curled around her fingers. “I have something.”

      “What is it?”

      She opened her hand. “It’s something I took from my parents before we left. It was a protective charm, but…”

      Imogen leaned forward. A circular pendant adorned with a pattern of a star hung from the chain. Several circles were set within the angles of the star.

      If a sorcerer had placed this enchantment, then it would be a powerful one.

      “Where did your parents get this?”

      “You can’t do anything to them,” she said.

      Imogen chuckled. “You’re right. I don’t care. I’m just trying to understand. Where would your parents have gotten this?”

      Lilah shook her head. “I don’t know. They didn’t tell me.”

      Imogen sighed and squeezed her palms together as she focused, thinking about the power within her, thinking about the way she could summon energy. Would this enchantment be enough? It would be helpful at least.

      She reached into her pouch, touching the enchantments she had brought with her. She hadn’t given too much thought to them since leaving Yoran, but she was thankful she had them on her. Although she hesitated to use them, she was glad she had something more powerful to access if it came down to it. When she had been traveling with Timo, Imogen had not wanted to use those enchantments. Then when she had faced the Sul’toral, she’d known they would be useless. The few she’d tried had failed because they were meant to protect her, not fight on her behalf. She had never expected to need anything like that, and perhaps she should have planned better.

      Benji crawled across the ground, his head lowered as he sniffed the earth. Imogen glided toward him while sweeping her blade around, and she could feel something radiate in the air everywhere around her. It seemed like the energy she detected was designed to press in on them, to squeeze, to constrict, to force them to acknowledge its presence. All she needed to do was to close her eyes, and she could feel it…

      A tree in the forest.

      Imogen paused in focus and pushed her power downward, using the sacred pattern and letting that energy flow out from her. In doing so, Imogen recognized that there was something directly in front of them.

      She snapped her eyes open and raced forward, moving through her pattern, and she caught up to Benji as something crackled in the air. Like the forest itself suddenly snapped around her.

      A blur rushed by in front of her at impossible speed, and she couldn’t see what it was. She twisted from Petals on the Wind to Stream through the Trees, her blade moving quickly as she swept it through the blur.

      She stepped back, continuing to hold the Petals on the Wind pattern near Benji, and she glanced behind her briefly to make sure Lilah was still there. Thankfully, the girl had stayed close to her.

      Two creatures lay dead on the ground.

      “Creatures” was the only way Imogen could describe them.

      They were scrawny with pale skin and unusually thin arms that ended in long claws. Faint hair covered their bodies, but their heads were their most disturbing feature. They were oblong, with deep hollows for their pitch-black eyes, which were unnerving even in death. Massive fangs stretched out from open jaws. As they lay unmoving, an energy came from them—something that left Imogen troubled.

      She stepped forward, but Benji held his hand out to stop her. He crouched down, touching the forest floor, and the ground trembled and swallowed the creatures.

      “They should not be here,” he said.

      “I didn’t know anything could move quite like that.”

      “What was that?” Lilah asked, coming close to her.

      “That is the branox,” Benji said. “That is death.”

      Imogen had been lucky. She had trained her entire life with the traditional patterns, working to become the skilled fighter that she was. Even those would not have been enough against creatures like that. She had used her connection to the sacred patterns, and had she not, she would’ve died. Lilah would’ve died too.

      Maybe even Benji.

      She looked over to him. “Isn’t there anything you can do?”

      “Other than what I have done? I think not.”

      “You have to be able to talk to the forest.”

      “Talk to the forest?” Lilah asked, looking over to him.

      Imogen ignored her and kept watching Benji. “The trees have to be able to offer us a measure of protection.”

      “The trees can tell me where the branox are, but they are unwilling to interfere.” He sighed as though he were disappointed in the trees, and maybe he was. Maybe it was more than just that, though. Maybe anger and irritation filled him too. “They have chosen a side,” he said. He straightened, and he swept his gaze around the forest. “We should keep moving.”

      “How many more of those will be out here?”

      “Many,” Benji said softly.

      “Then we should get out of the forest. Across the stream, where it seemed like there was a natural barrier that was designed to keep them in, and then—”

      “The stream will not do anything. Not for long.”

      “How do you know?”

      Benji’s eyes looked haunted, almost as haunted as the creatures had looked before he had trapped them under the ground. “I know.”

      “How are we to stop them?”

      “We must find the hive. That is the core of these creatures. If we find the hive, we can find what they are feeding on, and perhaps we can destroy it before it spreads too far.”

      He started forward but moved slowly. He rested his hand on a tree for longer than he usually did, as though it were harder for him to get information out of it. Then he crouched down, tracing his hand across the dirt before straightening and continuing onward.

      Imogen followed, saying nothing. Lilah was quiet as well. For that, Imogen was thankful. She didn’t think there was anything they could say, and she couldn’t explain anything to the girl, at least not now.

      “Keep moving,” Benji called.

      “I am,” Imogen replied.

      He shook his head and glanced over to Lilah. “Not you.”

      Lilah didn’t meet his gaze and instead looked down. “I’m scared. Maybe this was a mistake.”

      “It was definitely a mistake,” he said, a question in his eyes. Was Benji blaming the girl? That wouldn’t make any sense, but perhaps he was.

      They hadn’t gone much farther before Imogen felt that distinct crackling sensation again. She didn’t know if her pattern was helping to trigger it or if it was something else—perhaps something intrinsic to the branox—but she darted forward regardless, flowing through Petals on the Wind to create a barrier.

      When another blurring movement rushed toward them, she swept her blade down, flowing from one pattern to another. She had to make a complete circuit around Benji and Lilah before she brought all the creatures down.

      There were five this time.

      Imogen breathed heavily, panting, as she looked at the bodies. They were disgusting in death, and terrifying in life.

      Benji knelt in front of one of them, tracing a pattern just above its chest. He pressed his hand down as if trying to compress the air above the creature. The air crackled, and then a pattern formed on its chest, a different one than what Benji had traced in the air. Whatever he had done, whatever pattern he had created, had amplified that.

      “What is it?” Imogen asked, heading over to Benji and crouching next to him.

      He motioned to the new pattern on the body. “I recognize this. This is one of the great branox clans. And it should not be here.”

      “You have already said that about them.”

      “Seeing an occasional branox would be surprising enough, but a clan marker like this…”

      He lifted his head and sniffed at the air, looking much like some creature of the forest himself. He moved to the center of the creatures, then pressed his hands down. Once again, the earth swallowed each of them.

      Benji straightened, shaking his head. “I do not know how many more of those I will be able to handle.”

      “There has to be another way to dispose of the bodies.”

      “Disposal is one thing, but we do not want to attract more.”

      “What do you mean?” Imogen asked, and she looked over to Lilah. The girl still clutched her hands together, squeezing the enchantment in one fist and holding the fabric of her white dress in her other.

      “I told you that they were attracted to death,” Benji said.

      As he walked forward, the air thickened around him, or so it seemed. Imogen followed, feeling the energy in the air that flowed around her—something that troubled her. Again, the energy crackled.

      “How do you even see them?” Lilah asked, her voice a whisper. “When they attacked, I didn’t see anything.”

      “I can see the blurring movement,” Imogen replied.

      “You see movement?” She studied Imogen for a long moment, shaking her head. “How are you able to? All I saw was their bodies once you cut them down.”

      “I can feel something before they attack.”

      Lilah nodded but said nothing.

      What was it that Imogen detected, though? That was what she needed to understand. Even as she continued to sweep her blade around in the sacred patterns, the troubled thoughts kept pressing in on her. She tried to stick with Petals on the Wind or Stream through the Trees, but each time she focused on the patterns, a nagging worry plagued her in the back of her mind. These creatures had been impossibly fast. Could her sacred patterns continue to protect her?

      Something Master Liu had said to her came back: the sacred patterns were not about speed.

      He had defeated her easily when she had used the speed and precision of the traditional patterns. He had used only Tree Stands in the Forest against her one time, deflecting any blow she attempted to land.

      Perhaps it really wasn’t about speed—it was about the power of the techniques.

      Benji paused at the next tree and held his hand up against it to trace a pattern. This time he did so with the same compression of wind he had used on the branox. He waited for a moment, but nothing happened.

      Imogen leaned forward. “What did you think you would find?”

      “Some indication of its passing. If there is a hive…”

      He walked ahead without saying anything more. Benji reached another tree, pressing his hand toward it, but before he had a chance to touch it, the air crackled.

      Imogen saw the blurring movement as it streaked toward Benji, but she wasn’t fast enough this time.

      There were at least seven of them.

      Benji froze, standing motionless in Tree Stands in the Forest, or something similar enough. The creatures battered at an invisible barrier around him, and he remained fixed in place.

      Without turning toward her, he spoke. “I will need your assistance.”

      Energy radiated from Benji. His magic. Imogen found it surprising that it was so similar to what she could use.

      She pushed that thought away. He needed her blade. He needed her sacred patterns. The Leier, and Master Liu in particular, had trained her.

      Imogen flowed forward and swept her blade in a sharp arc using the sacred patterns. She started with Petals on the Wind to cut through one of the creatures. She twisted, then transitioned into Stream through the Trees, then shifted to Waterfall down the Stream and Axe Falling. Each one carved through the blur that swept around her.

      She was filled with the power, the understanding, and the knowledge of what she needed to do. She spun, making sure that no other branox were behind her, and she found a creature that was swiping at Lilah but unable to get to her. The girl clutched the enchantment in her fist, her eyes wide, sweat streaming down her brow.

      Imogen darted forward, lunging in Lightning Strikes in a Storm. She stabbed the branox trying to reach Lilah, and it dropped to the ground. It let out a strange, horrifying moan, and the sound pierced the quiet of the forest. Imogen quickly thrust her sword through the creature once more, silencing it.

      She exhaled and looked up at Benji, who was tracing his finger along the pattern on the ground. “We will not have long,” he said as he gazed up at her. “That is a call to the hive. They will come, and when they do, we will need to be prepared.”

      Imogen straightened and dusted her hands off. She glanced over to Lilah and the enchantment held in her palm. Whatever that was, it was powerful.

      “We need to get moving,” Imogen said. “While we do, you will tell me about your parents.”
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      They hadn’t gotten far. Benji kept touching the trees, though he no longer slapped at them the same way he had before. Now he used more of a gentle touch. The darkness of the forest loomed over them and Imogen hesitated, not wanting to go any farther but knowing they didn’t have much of a choice.

      Benji stopped, crouched near a fallen log, and sniffed it. Lilah watched him, a question burning in her eyes, but Imogen was content to leave her with questions for now. They hadn’t encountered more branox, which Imogen was thankful for, but Benji continued to pause, tapping on the trees and whispering. The breeze picked up, and Imogen started to think that maybe they were moving beyond the darkened part of the forest. Could Benji be leading them completely away from the branox?

      Imogen looked over to Lilah. “Tell me about your father.”

      “There isn’t anything to tell,” Lilah said, squeezing the enchantment. She kept her gaze fixed straight ahead of her.

      “There is. I think it’s tied to why the merchants wanted you.” Imogen frowned as she said the words. It had taken her too long to come to the conclusion she had, and it troubled her that it had taken that long.

      “Why did they want me?” Lilah asked, her voice a low whisper.

      “Sorcery.”

      “What do you mean?” Lilah finally asked.

      “I mean that you have sorcery.”

      “I don’t,” she said hurriedly—almost too hurriedly.

      Imogen smiled to herself. Lilah had mentioned growing up in the outskirts of the Leier lands, but she hadn’t said why. Why wouldn’t her father have trained her with the sword? Their people were all taught with it, yet for whatever reason he had kept his daughter from learning.

      “How long have you known?” Imogen said.

      “I don’t—”

      Imogen spun toward her, and Lilah froze with her hands held out in front of her. A surge of invisible power pushed Imogen back.

      She smirked. “There it is. As I suspected.”

      “I—”

      “You have sorcery. Untapped, and perhaps unintentional.” Imogen cocked her head to the side, frowning. “Are you the firstborn of your family?”

      Lilah nodded. “I am.”

      “And did your parents move to the outskirts of the homeland after you were born?”

      Lilah didn’t answer, which was all the explanation Imogen needed. Magic was not welcomed, and those with magic were banished. Children who showed magical potential were often sacrificed, and any who were not were sent away instead.

      “How old were you?”

      “I was three,” Lilah said softly, and she looked away. “He moved us. He didn’t want to banish me. We had family outside of the homeland, but he didn’t want to send me there. And he wasn’t about to force me into the river.”

      Imogen grunted. It was a brutal way of dealing with those who had the potential for magic, but it was effective. Those suspected of magic were often drowned, and it removed the dishonor of their family and any danger they might have brought upon themselves by having a child who had magic.

      She had never questioned how many of the people actually possessed magic, but seeing Lilah and knowing what she herself could do, Imogen had to wonder if there were far more with power than they realized. Maybe there were some with magic who simply suppressed it. Imogen didn’t know if that was even possible or if there was any way they could manage to keep that magic from manifesting at all.

      “That is why you were sent away, but what about why you were sent with those people?”

      “I don’t know,” Lilah said, shaking her head. “My parents didn’t tell me. They said that I would learn.”

      “They were sending you to the Academy.”

      “I don’t know.”

      She had been heading to the west with those merchants. And what was in the west but the Society? Could the merchants have actually been sorcerers? Wilson, the proprietor of the tavern, had mentioned requesting help from the Society, which would fit. They could’ve gone through the village while taking a candidate to the Academy.

      It was unusual enough that anybody in the Leier lands would be taken to the Academy or that they would even learn that there was a place they could go to study the magical arts.

      “Why did you run?” Imogen asked.

      “Because of my sisters.”

      There was more to it than that, Imogen was certain, but if it was simply about Lilah hiding her magical ability, then Imogen wasn’t going to be the one to judge.

      “How much can you control?” Imogen asked Lilah.

      “I can control some,” she admitted. “Most of it is unintentional, like when you turned toward me.”

      “Did you think I was going to attack you?”

      “I don’t know. I recognize that blade, though.” She glanced down to Imogen’s sword. “My father used to talk about people with incredible skill. Impossible skill.” Her gaze lingered on the weapon. “The Firsts.”

      Imogen nodded. “If you would’ve taken up the blade when you were younger, you would be reaching a similar level.”

      “I don’t know if I could ever do what you do.”

      Imogen had never had that difficulty. She had always believed in what she could do.

      “Why did you leave?” Lilah’s face immediately flushed and she shook her head. “I don’t mean to pry, only that you have to be one of the most skilled fighters in the Leier lands.”

      Imogen ran her hand along the blade. “There are those who are more skilled. I don’t even have a notch on mine.”

      “I can’t imagine how there could be many who are more skilled than you.” Lilah looked up and met her gaze. “And I don’t understand why you would have left.”

      “I took a bond quest and then I completed it.”

      “Oh,” Lilah said softly. “Is that why you’re with him? Is this a new quest?”

      “No. This is something else.”

      “What happens if we can’t get out of the forest?”

      “We can get out,” Benji said, suddenly turning back to them. “These bastards aren’t going to hold us here. But that is not my biggest concern.”

      He paused, resting one hand on a fallen trunk, and he seemed far more comfortable with the already fallen tree. Why would that be? Maybe because the branox couldn’t influence it the way they could a living tree?

      “What is your biggest concern, then?” Imogen asked.

      “Other than why your brother’s trail leads here? The queen.”

      He straightened, and he stared toward the depths of the forest. The trees towered overhead, taller than in other parts of the forested lands they’d traveled. Massive trunks carried ripples of shadows along the surface. The air smelled of pine and dirt, but there was another odor Imogen couldn’t place.

      “The branox should not be here,” he continued. “They were destroyed long ago, all of the clans slaughtered. Or so I had thought.” He clenched his jaw and tipped his head back, sniffing at the wind before turning his attention back to Imogen. “But if the clans were freed and the queen survived, we must destroy them before they spread. Destroying them was only a part of what needed to be done.”

      They had to understand what happened. How the branox were freed. That seemed even more important.

      “Could Timo have done this?” Imogen asked, keeping her voice low.

      Benji breathed out slowly. “I don’t know. He has already proven his willingness to pursue power he should not.”

      “Would this queen grant him that power?”

      Benji locked eyes with her and said nothing.

      She swallowed hard. Here she had thought she would journey back to the homeland. She would try to help the sacred temple and would abandon her quest for her brother for now.

      But if he was involved in all of this, then that was a mistake.

      Imogen frowned. “You want us to hunt this queen, knowing how difficult it was for me to kill even one of these creatures. How hard will it be to bring down their leader?”

      “Incredibly difficult. There were only a few capable of doing so before.” He looked around the forest. “I know you want to return to your homeland, to help the temple, but—”

      “It can wait,” she said.

      Benji watched her. He swept his hands away from him, and the wind gusted around them. “Thank you.”

      “You didn’t think I would do this?”

      “I didn’t know. I could not see it.”

      Imogen didn’t like the idea of chasing these creatures, but she also didn’t like the idea of leaving them behind. They were dangerous. She knew that. She could feel that.

      “We could gather others to help,” she suggested. She wasn’t sure who else might be able to help, but as she touched the enchantments she carried, she thought about the people she might be able to call. There were certainly others who had the capability to fight creatures like this.

      One in particular, but he was far from here. With the right enchantments, it was possible that he might be able to reach them quickly.

      Benji tipped his head, breathing in. “Others will not be able to get here in time.”

      She regarded him for a long moment. “Did you plan this?”

      She hated that she’d asked, but there was the concern that he had coordinated all this, wanting to coerce her into taking specific action.

      He might claim that he hadn’t seen anything, but this was Benji. He was a Porapeth who had far more magic than she could understand, and she had to believe he had the ability to do so.

      “I did not,” he said softly.

      She couldn’t tell if he was telling the truth.

      “We can’t do that with her traveling with us,” she said, looking over to Lilah.

      “She must come.”

      “No.” Imogen said it more forcefully than she intended. “She can barely control her magic, and with these creatures—”

      “You saw what she was able to do with one of them.” Benji stepped closer to her, and he lowered his voice to nothing more than a faint whisper of wind. “Why do you think the Society came for her, First? Why do you think they were in your land? They don’t go there otherwise. They recognize that there is too much danger for them most of the time. Your people have hunted sorcerers for as long as sorcerers have memories. But for them to have gone to that effort…”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “She has potential,” Benji replied. “Perhaps significant potential. Which means that whatever innate power she might already have is more than enough to withstand these creatures. And even uncontrolled, untrained, she managed to hold one back. That is not something an unskilled sorcerer can do. That is something only a powerful sorcerer is capable of.”

      Imogen took a deep breath and glanced over to Lilah, who was staring off into the depths of the forest. “She needs training, then.”

      “And she will have it.”

      She arched a brow at him. Benji had no difficulty acknowledging his magic, but he had made it clear that he was magic, not that he could access it the way sorcerers did.

      “From who? You?”

      He spread his hands to the side. “I am magic, after all.”

      “Not the same kind she has.”

      “But I’m still magic. And perhaps training her will help her lose some of the mistakes the sorcerers would have taught otherwise. If they had gotten their hooks into her, there’s no telling what shit they would’ve taught her.”

      Imogen snorted. “My experience with the Society tells me that there is a very good way of knowing what they would’ve taught her. She would’ve learned what she needed to know. She would’ve become powerful.”

      But she would not have returned home.

      “There is no telling how they would have used her,” he said.

      “Again, I think we can tell how they would’ve.”

      He sighed. “She comes with us. And we cannot leave with these creatures here. They will destroy and destroy and destroy. Once they escape, it will take more than the two of us—or three of us, such as the case may be.”

      “Then I need to know more about them,” Imogen said. She couldn’t believe she was going there and was even thinking about trying to work with him to try to stop these sinister creatures. “If we intend to stop them, then I am going to need to know everything I can about them. I’ve been lucky so far.”

      “Not just luck, but you are correct. You should know. Let’s find a place where we can sit and talk, and then we will decide. Together.”

      They headed through the forest, stepping over roots that crawled along the forest floor and the occasional massive rock that looked like it had been tossed by a giant. They weaved around shrubs overgrown with lavender-colored berries.

      Lilah reached for the fruit, and Benji shook his head.

      “Nothing here is safe,” he said.

      He continued to pause every so often and touch the trees. Each time they stopped, Imogen would turn, holding on to one of the sacred patterns as she attempted to flow from position to position. Benji said nothing more, and his silence troubled her.

      There were no additional crackling sounds in the forest, no blurring movements of energy to suggest the creatures were out there. Imogen continued to worry about the possibility of more branox coming toward them. She didn’t fear many things, but her ability to defend both Benji and Lilah depended on her capacity to remain alert, and she simply didn’t know if she could do that against these creatures.

      After the silence stretched for the better part of an hour, she caught up to Benji. “We haven’t seen anything more,” she said, keeping her voice low.

      He nodded. “We have not.”

      “And if that’s the case, then perhaps you can use this as an opportunity to share more about what has been going on here. What do you know about the branox?”

      “They were confined hundreds upon hundreds of years ago, perhaps even longer, and removed from the world. There were those who fought against the branox when they last were seen, who had thought there might be some way to reach them through their magic, but they failed. The branox are a plague of insects feasting on the crops that are the magical beings in the world.”

      He hurried ahead, and Imogen stood still as what he said slowly sank in. She glanced over to Lilah, frowned deeply, and rushed forward to catch up.

      “You said they feasted on magical beings,” she said.

      Benji nodded. “They do.”

      “Which means that—”

      “Right.”

      He fell silent, and Imogen didn’t press. She didn’t need to. If the branox fed on magical beings, then they would be drawn to Lilah—and Benji.

      It would explain why they had not gone after Imogen: she didn’t have magic.

      She might be able to use the sacred patterns and find a way to summon power through them, but she had no magic of her own. That fact alone made it clear why Benji needed her here. The branox would not come after her. They might be able to harm her if they were to reach her, but they wouldn’t be drawn by her.

      This was the reason she had to go after them.

      Benji turned his attention in front of him, then paused at another fallen log that blocked their path. As he held his hand against the ground, he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The ground trembled ever so slightly—not as potent as it had when she’d traveled outside of the forest with Benji—and then it faded.

      Either something about this forest limited Benji’s ability, or something had changed for him. She suspected the former.

      “I’ve been thinking about these creatures and about my brother,” Imogen said to him, her voice soft. “Why would he go after this queen? If it’s for power, wouldn’t he have to go through the branox, which wouldn’t be that easy?”

      She turned to him. His silver eyes locked onto hers, and it seemed as if the color within them swirled for a moment. It was disconcerting and reminded her that however human Benji might appear, he was definitely not.

      “Why wouldn’t he go after you again?” She swept her hands around her. “Especially here, in this place.”

      Benji smiled. “I imagine your brother realized that coming after me was a fool’s gambit.”

      She wasn’t sure. Could this be some plan of his? Draw Benji to a place where his abilities would be diminished and limit his magic so Timo could claim it?

      Her brother had changed so much in the time he’d been away from their homeland—more than she had believed. She’d thought that she was the only one who had changed, but she’d been wrong. Her brother had changed far more than she had imagined. Perhaps even more than she had.

      And he had seen Benji. He had recognized the power of the Porapeth and decided that he wanted to use that power in a different way.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered.

      “I do not either.”

      “He’s changed.”

      “All must change,” Benji said.

      “This is different. This is…” Imogen shook her head. She wasn’t even sure what it was, but she knew this was not her brother.

      And it was that acknowledgment that left her realizing that the person Timo had become was drastically different than the person she had known growing up. She no longer knew if he could be saved. Perhaps that was the hardest part of all of this, the part that left her feeling as if her brother was truly lost. And after everything she’d been through, that failure was more than she could stomach.

      Imogen pushed down her thoughts and stared into the darkness. “How much farther do we travel?”

      “We need to pursue the branox until we find the extent of the threat,” Benji said.

      “How many are there in a hive?”

      He shook his head slowly. “Many.”

      “Would they stay in one place?”

      “They did not stay still before.”

      Imogen had never heard stories about the branox in their travels. There had been plenty of other horrible things they’d faced and heard stories about, but never anything like the branox. The only rumors that had spread had been those that suggested sorcery, rumors that had ultimately amounted to the truth. Lumbering enchantments made of earth and stone. Fog that could kill. The Shadows of the Dead coming back alive, and Sul’toral using power to try to summon a dark god.

      But there had been no stories of branox.

      If there had been, she was sure they would’ve heard of them, especially in the village they had been through most recently. Which meant that either they stayed in one place, or they had only recently begun to move.

      If Timo was involved—something Imogen no longer knew—it would not have been too long ago that they had been freed.

      “What did they do before?” Imogen asked, although she thought she already knew. If the branox needed to feed, they would have to go someplace to do so.

      “You don’t need the answer to that question,” Benji said.

      “I think I do.”

      “They have a thirst for magic, and all that entails. It is how they expand the hive.” He looked around. “We have encountered only a few of them, which suggests that they have not been freed for long. They are pests that spread quickly and reproduce quickly, especially if they have access to magic. And then—”

      The air crackled again, and there was another blur of movement.

      Imogen darted forward, flowing through her patterns, carving down the branox that suddenly appeared. There were only five this time, and she was quick enough that she managed to chop them down before they got to Benji or Lilah.

      Benji used the earth to swallow them the way he had before. When he was done, he ran his fingers through the dirt as if tracing a pattern to detect something within the earth itself. Finally, he stood and looked over to Imogen.

      “You said they will procreate,” she said.

      Benji nodded.

      “So they will be going after magic.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why do I get the sense that something is bothering you about all of this?”

      He glanced over to Lilah and frowned. “Because they are moving to the east.”

      Imogen’s breath caught. There was a form of magic in the east.

      Koral.

      Their shamans didn’t have the same training as those in the Sorcerers’ Society, but they had their own form of magic nonetheless.

      Could that be what this was about? And if the branox headed there, would there even be anything she could do to stop them?
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      Though the forest was dark, none of them had been willing to stop and rest, too afraid that more branox might be around. As they continued through the trees, Imogen did not detect any more crackling energy.

      The forest had been relatively quiet, which Imogen was thankful for. Still, the silence left her on edge, as it could mean many things. Their presence and journey through the trees could be inhibiting other activity, or perhaps Benji’s unique brand of magic was doing so, but that hadn’t been her experience when she had traveled through other forests with him. It could also be the presence of branox and the threat they posed.

      Benji remained silent as he continued his strange patterns on the trees. He touched everything as he traveled, sniffed the air, or looked around as if trying to uncover answers.

      “There’s something strange about him,” Lilah said to Imogen.

      “There is.”

      Imogen considered what to tell her. She would have heard of the Porapeth and would know what Benji could do, if Imogen shared that with her.

      Lilah’s face fell, and she nodded. “It’s because I escaped and came with you, isn’t it?”

      Imogen looked across the forest, noting how Benji knelt in front of a narrow stream. It wasn’t the same stream they had seen before, and it didn’t intersect with the direction they’d been heading, so she didn’t think he was going to redirect the water as he’d done before. She wasn’t entirely sure, though.

      “It’s not that,” she said. “It’s…”

      Imogen was not sure what it was. At this point, she still didn’t feel as if she could trust Lilah, but was that the girl’s fault? Lilah had followed them, but only to get away from the Society and return to her homeland. Could Imogen blame her? Perhaps it was her natural distrust that made her feel this way, but that was her choice, so any irritation she felt for the girl was misplaced.

      “We just have to move carefully,” Imogen said. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with entirely.”

      She glanced at Benji, who had stopped and clasped his hands together tightly, locked in a rigid posture. A treelike one. What had he detected?

      Imogen hurried forward and caught up to him, moving as carefully as she could within one of the sacred patterns. “What is it? Have you seen something?”

      “Something is wrong,” he said, peering into the distance.

      Imogen knew she wasn’t going to be able to see anything—at least not with her eyes. “Do you think I could help?”

      Benji turned his gaze toward her and nodded once. “I suspect you could.”

      She slowed her movements and stopped, standing fixed in place using Tree Stands in the Forest, letting that connection to herself press downward. It was more imagined than anything real, but the more she did it, the easier it became for Imogen to realize what she needed to do.

      She used her connection, the imagined power she could hold, and let her roots extend deep beneath the ground. As the power flowed beyond her, she could feel that energy stretch down and outward.

      And it came upon a faint resistance.

      “I feel something pushing against me,” she said softly, though it was dangerous to move even her lips. She knew that a part of the pattern might be disrupted, but she needed to speak to Benji. At least, she thought she did. Benji had some way of whispering to the trees—of talking to them and listening to them and hearing them respond—that Imogen certainly didn’t have.

      “Keep pushing,” he said.

      Imogen focused on being the tree. She remained motionless, feeling nothing more than the power within her and the energy that poured out from her, and then it flowed down into the ground and beyond. There was nothing more in the forest around them to tell her why she would feel energy there.

      “I can’t tell what it is.”

      As she started to withdraw, another crackle of energy came nearby.

      Imogen was using Tree Stands in the Forest, but the pattern was not the one she would need in order to attack. As she attempted to shift into a different one, some part of her stuttered, disrupting not only this pattern but any attempt to use another. She stumbled as she twisted to the side.

      Lilah stood behind Imogen and Benji, holding her necklace, swarmed by a dozen branox who were being repelled by her barrier. Her eyes were wide, panicked, but Imogen wasn’t sure what she could do.

      “Just hold on to the magic,” Imogen said.

      “I need help!”

      “I know you do.” Imogen hurried toward her and found the flow within herself. Strangely enough, after she’d been in the Tree Stands in the Forest pattern, some part of her had shifted. It was almost as if she stuttered, her movements slower, and she couldn’t reach for the sacred patterns the way she wanted to.

      “Something’s wrong,” she said, looking over to Benji.

      “You have been pushing too hard,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Did you think there would be no consequences?”

      “I—”

      A branox blurred toward her before she could finish. Imogen had been using the sacred patterns, but perhaps that was a mistake. She wasn’t a master of them; she was a master of the traditional patterns. Speed and precision were what she needed now.

      She concentrated for barely more than a heartbeat, which was long enough for her to grasp the patterns she had learned all those years ago, to bring them back into her mind.

      Imogen focused on the nearest branox, darting toward it. As she did, she swept her blade down, carving toward the creature. She bent backward, dodging another attack, and she swung her sword overhead. Then she rotated, spun her hips, and rolled, jabbing her blade up.

      Three of the branox were down, but she still wasn’t fast enough.

      She had to try something different.

      Something struck her. Through instinct, she let the force of the impact carry her forward, righting herself as much as she could. She brought her blade around, darting in one pattern, then the next, and then the next. Each time she did, she could feel something forcing her, almost as if a hand was guiding her forward.

      Lilah cried out. She wasn’t going to be able to hold out for much longer.

      Neither was Imogen.

      The creatures would swarm past Lilah’s defenses, and once they did…

      If they fed on magical energy, and if Lilah had the potential to be a powerful sorcerer, there was little doubt they would come for her. She raced toward Lilah, sweeping her blade through the blurring movements, and carved down two more.

      How many was that? Maybe five, maybe more. Imogen had started to lose count.

      In the fog of battle, she could no longer keep her mind straight. She reached Lilah and could not get through the barrier the girl held.

      “Keep holding it,” Imogen urged.

      “I can wrap it around you,” Lilah said.

      Imogen swept her blade, barely missing a blur. “If you do that, you will be sacrificing yourself.”

      Even the briefest moment of hesitation in Lilah’s barrier would allow a branox to get through, and Imogen had little doubt the rest of the creatures would quickly find a way in.

      Which meant she was going to have to try something different.

      Imogen twisted and flowed, bringing her blade around in a sharp arc, and then she jabbed up to catch the next branox.

      She had to use the sacred patterns. She had to find that flow.

      Imogen took a moment to focus, and she became the tree standing in the forest. The petals on the wind.

      The combination forced the branox back, creating a ring around her. Imogen nearly sank to her knees as fatigue washed over her, but she had to keep moving. She spun her blade around using Stream through the Trees, and she slashed through one branox after another. Each time she did, she could feel the resistance, an energy starting to fade and seep out of her. She was determined to keep moving, determined to keep fighting, determined to overpower these damn creatures.

      She brought her blade around again, and there were no more branox.

      Imogen finally dropped to the ground, panting. She could not focus, her mind still in a fog. Benji touched her on the forehead with icy fingers.

      “Breathe,” he told her.

      “I don’t feel well.”

      “It is this place,” he said, gesturing around them. “It is trying to feed on us as well.”

      She had no magic, so why would the branox be drawn to her?

      The sacred patterns. That was the only thing she—with her tired and exhausted mind—could come up with.

      “How is that even possible?” she asked.

      “It should not be.”

      He pulled her up, guided her to Lilah, and forced her to take a seat. Benji crouched down, and this time he waved his hand in a spiraling pattern that was different than what Imogen had seen before. As he did, the dead branox started to rise from the ground. Then a whisper of heat whipped through the forest, something warm, almost comfortable. When it was gone, so were the branox.

      Benji sunk to his knees and shook. “That was almost too difficult for me.”

      “What do we need to do?”

      “Rest.”

      “If there are more of these creatures, we can’t rest here for long,” Imogen said. “The longer we’re here, the more likely it is we’re going to find—”

      “Rest,” Benji insisted.

      Imogen set her elbows on her knees and looked over to him as he walked over to Lilah and squatted in front of her.

      “We are going to need you to have some control if we are going to make it through here,” he said.

      “What do you mean, control?” Lilah replied.

      Benji smiled, then shook his head. “You know exactly what I mean. It is a matter of finding control within yourself. You have strength. I have seen it. And that kind of strength—the power you are able to summon on your own, even without any training—suggests you will be powerful. But you need to find some way to control that. When you do, when you can, then you can be even more powerful.”

      She took a deep breath. “I don’t—”

      “I know you are concerned about this. Anyone who comes from that place”—he glanced over to Imogen before turning his attention back to Lilah—“would be uncomfortable. Especially with this. We’re talking about the power within the world, and we are talking about trying to touch it, manipulate it… and doing so intentionally. In the past, when you’ve used it, I suspect you have done so accidentally.”

      Through her fatigued and heavy lids, Imogen saw Lilah nod slowly.

      “It is as I suspected,” Benji said. “And a shame, if you ask me. Too many people fear what they should not. Too many people find danger in what is natural.” He tilted his head toward Imogen and chuckled. “Even those who know better.”

      “Her?” Lilah asked, looking at Imogen.

      “She is better than most. But even she sees danger where there is none. Even she starts to question, when the answers are part of her.”

      Imogen no longer knew if the lesson was meant for Lilah or if it was meant for her. Through her travels with Benji, he tried to help her find a way to practice the sacred patterns. But each time she did so, she found that they did not flow for her the way they did when she was in danger, almost as if some part of her resisted. Benji had been trying to help her find her way through those patterns, to flow in a way that would guide her, but Imogen felt some effort working against her.

      Lilah shook her head. “I didn’t know.”

      “You knew,” Benji said.

      He sank to the ground and pressed both hands to the forest floor, and the ground began to tremble around him. Walls of earth—what looked like a mixture of mud, grass, and leaves—rose and separated them from the rest of the forest. The temperature increased, and Benji breathed out slowly.

      “That is better.”

      “What did you do?” Lilah asked.

      “I gave us reprieve from the pressure of the forest,” he said. “We have been suffering, and I haven’t paid as much attention to that as I should have. Now that I know, I think I can offer us layers of protection, but it will be difficult.” He scanned the forest, tipping his head back and inhaling deeply, then turned to Imogen. “Do you think you can help?”

      “With what?”

      “You have a pattern that can be effective. It’s the one you must return to. The one that is at the heart of all others.”

      She knew exactly what he was going for. Tree Stands in the Forest. The same pattern Master Liu had demonstrated for her all those years ago, when he’d wanted her to grasp both the simplicity and the complexity of it.

      “I can do that.”

      “I know you can.” Benji clucked, and he turned back to Lilah. “What I would like for you to do is to begin by focusing and pressing your hands together. Can you feel what happens when you do that?”

      Lilah sat with her legs crossed—not the pose Imogen would’ve chosen when meditating, but Benji did not correct her. Lilah pressed her fingers together, and she looked across at him.

      Imogen returned her attention to her own task. Though she was exhausted, she had meditated countless times over the last few years, and it was easy for her to start that process. Tree Stands in the Forest was a very different pattern than many of the other sacred ones. It was the heart of them, at least according to Master Liu, but it also helped her to focus.

      She stretched out with the roots, feeling some part of the forest itself pushing against her. And then she started to feel something else: what Benji was doing and how he was placing his own fortifications.

      Gradually, the weakness began to fade from her body.

      Imogen looked over to watch Benji and Lilah.

      “What do you feel when you press your fingers together?” Benji was asking.

      “I feel… my fingers?”

      He laughed. “Such a simple answer.”

      Lilah glared at him, however briefly, though Imogen wondered if Benji even noticed it. He was a Porapeth, so perhaps he did. Still, it amused her that Lilah would take offense to a comment like that.

      “Feel not only your fingers but what is between them. There is an energy there. That is what I want you to focus on. If you can feel that energy—the way it presses between your fingertips, comes from deep within you, and burns within your entire being—then you can start to understand what you can do, how you can use power, and the way that power builds within you.”

      He sat back, crossing his arms over his chest and tucking his heels underneath his buttocks. Lilah held her hands together and said nothing. Imogen found herself imitating Lilah, pressing her fingertips together, and she didn’t feel anything either.

      By staying in Tree Stands in the Forest and pushing that energy outward, Imogen thought that might connect her to what Lilah was doing, but perhaps not. Maybe that was for the best. Imogen still wasn’t sure how she felt about Lilah and what she could do.

      “What do you feel now?” Benji asked the girl.

      His words carried to Imogen with an air of certainty, and Imogen realized they were intended to reach her, as she had suspected. Whatever else Benji was trying to do, he seemed to think he could instruct her, as if she could somehow learn to call on magic like Lilah could.

      “I don’t feel anything except the air,” Lilah said. “Is that what you want me to feel?”

      “Feel deeper. Feel some part of yourself. Feel what you recognize when you’re creating that protection around yourself.”

      Lilah shook her head, and Imogen knew that would disrupt whatever meditation she’d been in and however she was accessing that power. “I don’t do anything. It just comes. I’m holding this enchantment my family gave me and using it for protection, and it’s because of it that I’m able to do anything.”

      Imogen watched but continued to focus on Tree Stands in the Forest. Power was part of the pattern. She knew it, especially now. Why had Master Liu never revealed the truth of the pattern? Why would he not have shared that, unless he felt she needed to find the truth herself? Knowing Master Liu, that was probably only part of the reason.

      “Keep trying,” Benji said to Lilah as he sat back and pressed his heels beneath him again. He breathed out heavily and looked over at Imogen. “What about you? Have you found anything within yourself?”

      “You mean besides the connection to Tree Stands in the Forest?” She smiled, returning his gaze.

      “Call it what you must, but all that matters is that you find what is there. It is the reason you studied at the sacred temple. The reason all your people study there.”

      Imogen tried to maintain her concentration. This was nothing more than a meditation, but even as she did so, she could feel the pressure pushing outward and sweep against the walls around her.

      “How long can we stay here?” she asked.

      “How long would you like to?”

      “Until we recover.” She leaned back, closing her eyes for just a moment, and she frowned. “I’m tired, but I don’t know why I am so tired.”

      “Because of who you are, Imogen Inaratha. You have denied the truth for your entire life, much like many in your homeland. It’s time for that to stop. I suggest you try to find something within yourself, some way to understand the power within you. If you do, you will be strong enough to do what must be done.”

      “And what is that?”

      He leaned toward her. “You already know.” A darkness burned in his silver eyes.

      “You mean Timo.”

      Benji held her gaze for a long moment and finally nodded. “Regardless of what happens with the branox, you are going to need to find the strength within you to do what you have to do. Only you can decide what that will be.”

      “He’s my brother.”

      “He was your brother.”

      “He still is.”

      “Then you must find another way to save him.”

      Benji turned his attention back to Lilah. Imogen sat against the magically constructed stone wall, which pressed into her and strangely gave her a hint of reassurance, but she was still troubled. Not by the branox or the power that existed in the forest, but by the thoughts that filled her mind—thoughts that left her wondering what it would take to help her brother.

      That was, if she could help him.

      Regardless of her objections, there was still the possibility that nothing could be done for Timo.

      Her eyes drifted closed, and though she didn’t know if it was even safe for her to rest, she could not do anything to fight it. She let sleep claim her, knowing she needed to recover before she could take on the branox again.

      And as she slept, dreams came to her—the same ones that had always come to her. They were dreams she attempted to push out of her mind, dreams she had tried to block all these years, dreams that guided her, wanting to show her a path she had not known she could have.

      Dreams of Master Liu.
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      Imogen had come to appreciate the smell of spice in the air, knowing that it was associated with Master Liu and the temple, but there was always something about it that left her unsettled. It was foreign, yes, but there was something else about it as well.

      She didn’t see Master Liu, though she knew he was here. He rarely left the temple.

      A stone sculpture of a tiger loomed in front of her, and Imogen crouched in front of it. Tigers were rare, at least in the flesh. In this temple, Master Liu had dozens of stone tigers. The detail of the sculpture was incredibly vivid, and she could practically imagine the tiger studying her, staring at her with pride in its eyes.

      She tore her gaze away, not wanting to let that tiger peer into her soul.

      “Do you fear it?” The voice came out of the shadows, and she turned to see Master Liu watching her. His hands were tucked into the large loops of his robes, and the hood was settled around his shoulders. “I’ve seen you looking at the sculptures before. Do you fear the stone tigers?”

      Imogen glanced over to the sculpture again, turning her attention away for just a moment. “I don’t fear it. It’s just that it is so lifelike.”

      “And yet you fear it.”

      Imogen shook her head. “Again, I don’t.”

      Fearing the sculpture suggested she was afraid of something made of stone, afraid of something that could not attack her, which would be shameful. She had survived the journey to the temple—she should fear nothing.

      “I find them frightening,” Master Liu said, approaching the sculpture and resting his hand on it. There was something about how his hand moved as he patted the stone tiger—he did so with a hint of one of the sacred patterns, though not the complete movement. It seemed as if tracing the pattern above the stone tiger would grant him some greater connection to it. “I enjoy them, though, as you have likely imagined. I keep them here as a reminder of what is out there.”

      “You think the world is full of tigers?” Imogen asked, smiling.

      “Of course it is,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper. “If you think otherwise, then you are the one who is mistaken, Imogen.”

      She nodded politely. It was the only thing she could do. She knew better than to object to Master Liu, especially these days. She’d been training with him for the better part of a year, and up to this point, she had learned many of the sacred patterns but never the way she believed she needed to.

      “Will we be training again today?” she asked.

      “You don’t think this is training?”

      “I don’t—” Imogen caught herself before she said anything foolish. She had to be careful with Master Liu, since he had his own unique way of teaching.

      What had she been thinking, wanting to come here? At the time, it had been considered a significant honor, especially because she was poor and had come from so little. She had devoted herself to her sword, using that as her way of advancing, but she never expected that she would be given an opportunity to study with the great Master Liu, nor had she ever expected that he would not teach her what she thought she would learn.

      When she’d come to the temple, Imogen had believed that there would be great glory. The journey to the temple had defeated others who had attempted it, but not her. Now that she was here, she had to continue to hone her skills and learn more complex patterns that were nothing like the sacred patterns he had taught her.

      What was so sacred about them, anyway?

      Then again, Imogen had seen how he had barely had to move and was still able to deflect every attempt she made to get to him. She blamed it on the reed she was forced to spar with, but she knew it was not because of that. Imogen had tried sparring with a staff, something with a much greater reach, and even with that, she had barely managed to get close to him. She simply was not good enough.

      It was the first time in her life that she had experienced anything quite like it. Master Liu made no point of telling her she was not good enough, but she didn’t need him to. There was no reason to point out the obvious—doing so would only shame her even more.

      “Of course it is training,” she said with a bow.

      She kept her eyes locked on the floor, but she watched for any sign of movement out of the corners of her eyes, knowing that it would take barely more than a flicker of effort on his part to advance. Imogen had her hand ready near the wooden reed strapped to her side, prepared for the possibility he would strike her at any moment. Besides, that was the entire reason she was here. She had come to learn, to train, and to uncover secrets.

      He didn’t move, though.

      “Everything in the sacred temple is training,” Master Liu said. “And I can see that you are starting to recognize that.”

      He brought his hands around and produced a staff she hadn’t seen. How had he been hiding that beneath his robes? He arced it down toward her arm and her shoulder, and Imogen spun, bringing her own reed up to block. She twisted and swept around as she struck.

      “Very good,” he said. “But once again, you remain rigid.”

      Rigid? It was his way of telling her that she had failed him, which had happened time and again—something that angered her more than she cared to admit. Failure was not something she was accustomed to.

      It was her precision with that skill that had garnered praise from everyone who had taught her. That precision and technique had given her the opportunity to even come to the sacred temple. Now that she was here, she wondered if perhaps she should have been a little sloppier.

      “Try this,” he said, tapping the staff once. The crack rang out in the hallway.

      Imogen spun her reed, preparing for what he might do, but he simply stood in place. She waited, watching him. He had attempted a similar technique before, and she knew that it was all part of his game, a trick he played on her—his way of showing just how skilled he was, and how unskilled she was.

      And it was that trick that made her angrier than anything else.

      She darted forward. She had taken no more than a few steps before Master Liu brought his staff around and smacked her once on the wrist and once on the backside. He swept her legs out from under her, then tapped the end of the staff on her chest. The blow knocked the wind out of her and left her chest throbbing, but it was not lethal. It could have been if he had wanted it to be, though.

      She rested for a moment, catching her breath.

      “Did you see what you did wrong?”

      “I was not fast enough, Master Liu,” she said.

      He watched her as she picked herself up off the floor, and his irritation showed on his face. Perhaps he was angry because he knew it was a lie.

      She was fast enough. She was one of the youngest warriors to reach the rank of First of the Blade in generations, though in this place, her speed and skill were not nearly as impressive as she had once believed. Still, she was fast.

      “Your speed has nothing to do with it, Imogen.” He brought the staff around in a way that was almost languid, and as she scrambled to move, she missed him doing something else. She’d been so focused on the staff that she hadn’t paid any attention to the foot coming up behind her to kick.

      It was trickery.

      “Thank you for the lesson, Master Liu,” she said, bowing her head.

      It irritated her to be so obsequious to him, but this was Master Liu, one of the most revered instructors in all the Leier lands. If she could not muster the necessary skill to bow before him, then she would never learn.

      Doubt crept in. Maybe she would never learn.

      She hated to acknowledge that. Imogen had failed at nothing when it came to the blade. She had always succeeded. But around the temple, when she saw several others with notches on their blades, she couldn’t help but wonder if her failure would persist and if she would never progress beyond First.

      Somehow, she had to find what Master Liu wanted from her.

      “Take your time, Imogen. Begin to understand your purpose here.”

      “I don’t know what my purpose is,” she said softly.

      He tapped the staff on the ground again. Another crack rang out, echoing all around him. The air filled with that sound, which seemed to spill out farther than it should, as if it were carrying some great power beyond the room. There was something within that power, something within the way the staff reverberated along the stone, that had been enough to press outward.

      Was he using magic?

      The idea was laughable. The Leier, and Master Liu in particular, would not use magic.

      He watched her with an amused look, and she bowed.

      “Keep studying,” he said. He drifted down the hallway, leaving Imogen alone.

      She let out a frustrated sigh once he was gone. The other students at the temple were generally secluded in their rooms, much like she spent her days. Because coming to the temple was considered an honor, most students spent all their time studying and training, and she was expected to do the same. But even though she had been here for as long as she had, Imogen hadn’t benefited from any of it.

      She was supposed to be a fighter, but everything she’d learned at the temple seemed to be the antithesis to that. It was almost as if Master Liu did not want to fight.

      She paused and crouched in front of one of the stone tigers again and traced her fingers along its spine. She tried to mimic the same pattern Master Liu had used, but it was difficult. Whereas the typical Leier patterns were meant to be precise, there was something about the way he used his patterns that was not at all precise. That imprecision bothered her more than anything else.

      The stone tiger simply looked at her.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      She spun and came face-to-face with Jorend. He’d never forgiven her for sparring with him as aggressively as she had, though Imogen made a point of pushing as hard as she could with all aspects of her practice.

      “Apparently, I’m training,” she muttered, starting down the hall and tapping the reed against her side.

      She felt the movement before she saw anything. She twisted, sweeping the reed up and dropping it down to block Jorend’s blow. He was quick, but so was she. She whipped her switch around, and she caught him first on the shoulder, then in the belly. Imogen backed up as he grunted and doubled over while holding his fists to his chest.

      “You didn’t have to attack so ferociously,” he said.

      “I didn’t. You wanted to spar. I was giving you that opportunity.”

      “I only wanted to—”

      He swept his gaze down the hall and scrambled to stand, pressing his fists to his side. Imogen frowned, then realized that General Derashen was coming down the hallway.

      He led the Leier troops and served as a de facto right hand to the ruling council. What was he doing here?

      She darted off to the side, holding her fist at her side like Jorend did. As the general marched past, he didn’t look in either of their directions.

      There had been a time when she’d wanted nothing more than to serve in the army under him, when she’d thought that she would train in the temple, master as many sacred patterns as she could, receive several notches in her blade—much like General Derashen—and then join him in defending the homeland from the Koral.

      He had trained at three of the five sacred temples, far more than anyone else in the Leier homelands had ever done. It had given him the opportunity to learn fighting styles and merge them together, turning him into something even more powerful than most. Imogen was lucky just to come to one sacred temple.

      “What do you think he’s doing here?” Imogen asked Jorend.

      He remained silent, pressed up against the stone with hands clenched at his sides.

      “He’s gone. You can step forward,” she said.

      Jorend walked out of the shadows and frowned at her. “I do not know why he’s here. He’s never come in the time I’ve been here.”

      “And you have been here—”

      “Four years,” he said.

      Four years. Was that to be her fate?

      Staying in the sacred temple was considered an honor, but Imogen had started to question whether this was where—and how—she wanted to spend her time. Still, it was more than just her questioning. It was her persistent failure.

      Stubbornness kept her here.

      She refused to fail. She had succeeded in everything she had done with learning the blade, and she would not be defeated now. Certainly not by Master Liu or by anyone else here.

      “How have you stayed this long?” she asked Jorend, shaking her head as she turned and looked in the distance. “How have you been able to train with these patterns?”

      “It can take a lifetime of study to master the sacred patterns,” he said. “I am so close to understanding the concepts of Stream through the Trees.”

      “It’s a stream through trees,” she said. “And there’s nothing to master about it. The patterns are little more than a way of trying to focus your mind so you can use your other fighting styles more effectively.”

      At least, that was what she’d come to believe. Since Master Liu had made no attempt to correct her, Imogen had not given it much thought otherwise.

      “They wouldn’t be sacred patterns if that was all they were,” he said. “If you were to devote yourself to your studies, Imogen, you might find that you can learn. Even you.” He turned away.

      “What do you mean, even me?”

      He paused and turned back to her. “I have seen the way you’ve been working. Or not working, such as the case may be. You believe that what you know is enough.”

      “I’ve never believed I know enough,” she said. That was what had driven her and turned her into the fighter she was. It was that belief, the desire to know more—to be more—that pushed her. She wasn’t about to let somebody like Jorend make her feel otherwise.

      He scoffed. “You believe you know enough.”

      “We spar to better ourselves,” she said, repeating another mantra they had trained with their entire lives.

      Could Jorend really have changed so much in his time here that he would no longer believe that? What was the point of coming to a sacred temple if you started to change who you were?

      “We spar to better ourselves, but you spar for another reason,” he said. “You spar to prove yourself.”

      “We better ourselves by proving ourselves.”

      “I don’t believe that to be true.”

      He strode away, and Imogen had no answer for that. She didn’t care what he chose to believe. She had come to better herself, and she also wanted to prove herself. That was the entire reason for her coming here, wasn’t it?

      She chose to ignore Jorend’s words. She wasn’t going to let some lesser swordsman make her question who she was or why she was here. And he was lesser. Imogen was several years younger than him, which meant she had fewer years of training, yet she still defeated him easily. She may not have studied the sacred patterns as long as he had, but if he believed he could master them by reflecting and sitting on his backside rather than training, then she had little sympathy for him.

      Imogen started down the hall, then paused in front of a sculpture. She could feel something about one of the stone tigers, almost as if there was something she was meant to know, some energy she was supposed to find.

      The ground trembled.

      It sounded like thunder, but thunder she could feel deep within herself, like it was rattling her chest, consuming her. The energy poured out through her, more significant than what she had felt during any of the storms she had experienced.

      Imogen hurried through the hallway until she reached the entrance to the temple. Shadows moved in the darkness, but she wasn’t sure what they were at first.

      Soldiers.

      Marching past the temple.

      She glanced behind her and spotted General Derashen again, then turned her attention back to the soldiers filing along the road—the source of the thundering she heard.

      The temple was situated on top of a mountain, high above the rest of the Leier homeland, isolated much like most of the other sacred temples. This location gave them an opportunity to look down upon the world and focus on their training.

      As Imogen stared into the darkness, watching the soldiers move past, she couldn’t help but feel as if her skills might be better used in another way. Perhaps she could join her people as they marched, but she wasn’t sure they would welcome her. Not yet. Not until she completed her training.

      She tore her gaze away and headed back to her quarters. It was time for her ritual of contemplating the sacred patterns.

      Though if she continued to disappoint Master Liu with her sloppiness and inability to progress, would there be any point in doing so?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      As Imogen came awake, she looked around the small dugout Benji had created, thankful for the confines of the space and the protections it offered. Benji sat cross-legged with his eyes closed, as if he were asleep while sitting upright.

      She scooted back, pressed herself against the wall, and waited. The warm air was still and comfortable, and she breathed in the heavy earthen odor as her mind continued to turn.

      She’d been dreaming about her time in the sacred temple. Was that because of her own feelings of inadequacy and how she had treated Master Liu when she’d been there? Or was it tied to something else?

      Imogen understood the source of her insecurities. She had quickly come to realize that she was not skilled enough. She was not fast enough. She was not precise enough.

      At least, she had not felt that way.

      Master Liu had made her feel small. It was almost as if he had wanted to break her down, trying to convince her that she was not the skilled fighter she thought herself to be.

      Imogen closed her eyes in meditation. Patterns flickered through her mind. First came the traditional ones. She started at number one and worked her way through them until she reached the triple digits. Then she transitioned to the sacred patterns, imagining each one. There were aspects of meditation that allowed her to concentrate in ways that moving through the patterns outside of meditation could not.

      When she finished working through the sacred patterns, she continued to stay in place. She had been thinking of her time in the sacred temple far more these days than she ever had since leaving. Perhaps it was tied to how she had been using those patterns more lately, or perhaps there was another reason.

      She had always felt alone while there. There were other students, but she rarely interacted with them—though that was her own arrogance more than anything else. Even now, Imogen regretted how she had behaved when she had been in the temple. She wondered what Master Liu had thought of her.

      There were some students who had been there far longer than her three years, though they had progressed, whereas she never had. Jorend had shown some mastery of the earliest sacred patterns, unlike her. More failure.

      By the time she’d left, Jorend had been there for the better part of six years and had shown no sign of leaving. He was still working on Stream through the Trees, believing he would find meaning within it. And maybe he did. Imogen had gone through the sacred patterns she’s been shown, trying to understand each of them, but even though Master Liu had been willing to teach her, she had never learned anything more about those patterns.

      Imogen had to push all of that out of her mind. There was no point in rehashing what had been, and what no longer could be. She had left the sacred temple, and she had left Master Liu when she had chosen to take the bond quest.

      She opened her eyes and found Lilah sitting cross-legged, her fingertips pressed together while watching Imogen.

      “I can’t feel what he wants me to feel,” Lilah said. “He seems to believe there’s some power within this posture, but I cannot find it.”

      “I don’t know if it’s the posture so much as it’s a way of concentrating and focusing on some part deep within you.”

      “I didn’t think you knew magic.”

      Imogen shook her head. “Not magic. I know how to focus and to harness the power we each have within ourselves.”

      “Is that what you learned during your training?”

      Imogen nodded slowly. “There are different parts to training. If you are interested in learning the sword…”

      She looked over to Lilah expectantly, though she didn’t really think the girl had any interest in learning how to fight. Lilah shook her head quickly.

      Imogen continued. “Training involves understanding patterns, recognizing them, reacting with them, and letting your body move through those patterns. Over time, they become a part of you.” She sighed. “And then when you begin to learn some of the more challenging patterns, you start to harness the ones you learned before, and you try to use them so you can find even more power. Even more understanding. Over time, it is a matter of repetition.”

      She frowned as she said it. Repetition was just one part of it. Another part was understanding how those patterns would work with power. Even now, Imogen wasn’t sure if she fully understood that she had begun to understand some of the sacred patterns, but not so well as to know the truth behind them. Perhaps that truth was not meant for her.

      “Perhaps repetition, and learning how to concentrate, might help you with your sorcery,” Imogen offered.

      “Maybe that’s why he chose not to teach me the sword,” Lilah said.

      Imogen hadn’t considered that, though it suggested that Lilah’s father knew more about her hidden ability—and how learning the blade would impact it.

      “What about your sisters?”

      “I think they have potential.” Lilah stared at her fingertips and held them close together. “I would like to get back to them.”

      “You said that before.”

      “With the war…” She shook her head and sighed. “I’m sure my father will be sent away because of the war. He’ll be conscripted, and then who will protect them?”

      Imogen held Lilah’s gaze and hid her surprise. The Leier all trained to fight, but not Lilah’s father, it seemed. Imogen felt like she was missing something here, though was too tired—and too distracted by what they’d encountered—to spend the time needed to think it through. “That’s why you want to go back?”

      “Somebody has to watch over them,” Lilah said. “And if it has to be me, then so be it. I have the family charm.”

      Imogen wasn’t sure if she should tell the girl that she suspected the charm to be an enchantment that Lilah was refilling with her power. “I understand the idea of wanting to protect your family,” she said instead.

      “I thought so. I heard you muttering something in your sleep.”

      “Did you?”

      “I… I wasn’t trying to overhear anything you were saying. It’s just that you were talking in your sleep, though you did so very quietly.”

      “If it was quiet, then you wouldn’t have any reason to overhear it,” Imogen said.

      “You lost someone you care about, didn’t you?” Lilah asked, and Imogen nodded. “What happened to him? You kept calling out his name.”

      Had she? She certainly had been thinking of him quite a bit these days, wondering what he might be doing and what dark energy he might be hoping to obtain. Could he be after Benji again? The possibility remained that Timo still hoped to trap Benji, steal his power, and gain what he needed to become a Sul’toral. Perhaps he would even try to use the branox in some way. Regardless of what it was, her brother was after something dangerous.

      Imogen breathed out and got to her feet, sweeping her gaze around the enclosed area. The sky overhead was a mixture of clouds, though a bit of sunlight streamed through the branches, giving her a feel for the type of day it was. “I have a brother. He’s been… lost,” Imogen said. That seemed fitting, at least for the truth of the matter. If they encountered Timo, then maybe she would have to explain more about him to Lilah, but for now, she would not.

      She fell into silence.

      “I’m surprised at how rested I feel,” Lilah said, standing up and modeling Imogen. “I didn’t know if I would sleep. I thought he was watching us”—she looked down to Benji—“but he’s sleeping.”

      “Not sleeping,” Benji muttered. “Thinking.”

      Imogen shook her head and turned to Lilah. “Be careful with him. He’s cantankerous.”

      “Not cantankerous,” he said. “Focused.”

      “See?”

      Lilah chuckled.

      Benji opened his eyes and glanced around. “We need to keep moving today, to find more branox and figure out why they were in the forest. There is something going on with the forest. You could feel it. I know you did. It’s why you were as weakened as you were.” He watched her, and there was almost an accusation in the way he did, though Imogen ignored it. “There may be something to the forest itself that is helping the hive. The branox need magic in order to feed and reproduce. If they’re using that, we need to discover what they intend and then stop it.”

      “If the hive is after magical users,” Imogen said, keeping her voice low and flicking her gaze over to Lilah, “then we know.”

      He nodded and took a deep breath. “Eat, drink, and do whatever must be done. When you’re finished, then we can lower these walls.”

      Imogen pulled some jerky out of her pocket and started chewing. She wished she had replenished her stores more at the last stop. At least her waterskin was still full, though she had no intention of using water from any stream in this forest until she knew it was safe. Even then, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to trust it.

      “We have a day or two at most in the forest,” Imogen said. “After that, our supplies will be depleted.”

      Benji pursed his lips. “Agreed.”

      “I don’t have much,” Lilah said.

      Imogen bit her tongue, choosing not to say anything about the fact that their supplies would’ve lasted longer had Lilah not been with them. Then again, without Lilah, Imogen wasn’t sure that they would have been able to defend themselves against the branox as easily.

      She handed some meat to Lilah. There was a hint of something in the girl’s eyes—disappointment or even embarrassment, Imogen didn’t know. Embarrassment would be the most appropriate. This was a girl who had magic, who’d never learned the sword, and whose family had made a point of hiding her from the rest of the Leier.

      Imogen knew she had to stop thinking like that, though. Why should Lilah feel embarrassed? She had magic, but her magic didn’t mean that she should be treated any differently. It was the Leier mindset, which was one Imogen had abandoned after she’d left her homeland. She no longer embraced the same values her people did.

      “We need to keep moving,” Benji said, looking around for a moment before his gaze settled on the ground. “I feel something.”

      He crouched down and rested his hands on the ground. It tremored for a moment, and then the walls around them shuddered until they disappeared, retreating back into the earth and leaving the three of them in the midst of the forest once again.

      Lilah’s eyes widened, and she looked to Imogen, as if fearing some reaction out of her. When Imogen didn’t say anything, Lilah turned back to Benji. “You said you’re not a sorcerer. What are you, then?”

      “Not a sorcerer.” He strode forward and jumped over a log that blocked his way.

      “Am I not supposed to know?”

      “He is what is called a Porapeth,” Imogen said. There was no point in keeping that from Lilah anymore. She doubted it would make any difference, especially when she didn’t know if he still wanted to keep that a secret from anyone.

      “They are nothing more than a myth,” Lilah whispered.

      “Not a myth. Beings of magic. Power. And as real as you and me,” Imogen said.

      They followed Benji, who paused at each tree as he had the day before, though this time he had a renewed vigor in his step. The night of rest seemed to have been good for him as well. Imogen wouldn’t put it past him to have recovered more than she had realized.

      “But he’s not a sorcerer,” Lilah said.

      “Not a sorcerer.”

      “That explains it, then.”

      They went a few more paces before Imogen looked over. “Explains what?”

      “Why you’re with him.” Lilah nodded to Benji. “I’ve been trying to figure out why you were willing to travel with a sorcerer. It seemed unusual for somebody of your obvious skill, a Leier with such talent, to travel with a sorcerer. I started to think that perhaps you were misleading me, but I saw you fight. I’ve never seen anything like it. You’ve obviously trained. And yet, traveling with a sorcerer…” She looked over to Imogen. “I thought maybe I was in the right place, that I was with somebody who would understand, somebody who could see me and my potential for something more.”

      “I do see it for something more,” Imogen said softly.

      “I’m not sure you do. You’re just like them.”

      Imogen shook her head. “I have spent quite a bit of time outside of the Leier homeland. I have worked with sorcerers, but I’ve also killed them. If that helps you feel better, then so be it, but know that I do not judge someone by whether they are a sorcerer but by who they are as a person.”

      Lilah watched Imogen, and the shadows of the forest were reflected in her eyes for just a second, reminding Imogen of how Timo had looked. Then the moment passed.

      Imogen shook her head. It was just the shadows.

      Still, it gave her reason to pause. What did they really know about Lilah? They had encountered her on the road. She had come after them, seeking them out.

      What if she was somehow with Timo?

      “I smell something up ahead,” Benji said, pausing briefly.

      “What do you—”

      A crackle in the air cut Imogen off, and she darted forward. The forest was dense here, making it difficult for her to flow into her sacred patterns. She had to stay focused on them, using Stream through the Trees to guide her, but Petals on the Wind helped her as well. She moved fluidly, stepping around thorny bushes that tried to snag at her pants, leaping up and over roots that threatened to grab her. At one point, she had to carve through a vine that nearly caught her neck.

      She could feel the power that was out there, and she knew it was coming toward her. Imogen turned using the sacred patterns, flowing through the ones that were easiest for her: Petals on the Wind, Stream through the Trees, and occasionally Axe Falling.

      “Take out as many as you can,” Benji said. “I think we are close.”

      “To the queen?” she asked, sweeping her gaze around the forest. There was no grand collection of branox, even though the air continued to crackle, and the distinctive sound she had come to associate with the branox grew louder.

      “Not the queen,” he said.

      “What is it, then?”

      He didn’t say anything more, and Imogen didn’t have a chance to ask again.

      She had to fight.

      Behind her, a surge of energy pressed against her skin. Sorcery.

      She spun, rushing forward and using her traditional patterns. She needed speed and precision to bring down these branox, though it was possible that the sacred patterns would be just as effective. For now, though, she thought that the traditional patterns would carry her through the battle more effectively.

      She had to carve through the branox quickly before they wore out Lilah’s enchantment. When they were down, Imogen twisted back and targeted the ones coming at Benji. A small tree blocked her way. Imogen darted to the side, and one of the creatures barreled through the tree, knocking it down with a loud crack. She jumped forward, sword already moving, and had to dodge sideways. A creature she hadn’t seen swatted at her, and she barely managed to avoid its strike.

      She didn’t know what would happen if one of the creatures managed to get close to her. They had sharp claws, and she feared what they might do to her.

      These were the times when she wished she had one of the enchantments she’d once worn in Yoran. Stone skin would be incredibly useful, but she’d used some of them and lost many of the others.

      She twisted and flowed, and each time she shifted patterns, the branox fell beneath her blade. Their foul blood spread around her, and soon the ground was littered with their bodies.

      Each time, she swept her blade in a quick, precise manner as she moved through a series of her traditional patterns. Their numbers remained fixed in her mind, a part of her she had always known. At least, it felt as if she had always known them.

      The branox fell underneath her blade, and the crackle in the air finally stopped. Imogen cut down a few more scattered branox, but then they were gone. There had been dozens upon dozens of the creatures.

      Benji looked over to her. “I imagine you would have been formidable when we dealt with these in the past. We struggled with them. Of course, we never had any Leier with us. Your people didn’t care much for magic, even then.”

      “How did you deal with them before?” Imogen asked.

      “Sorcery was out, as it only led the branox to chase them. We had others who had particular skill.”

      She waited for him to explain, but he didn’t.

      He started forward and tapped his feet on the ground. With a rumble, the earth behind them began to soften, and the branox bodies were swallowed by the forest. Imogen felt a faint stir in the air, almost as if the wind were trying to talk to her the way it talked to Benji, but then it was gone. A sense of dampness filled the air, and a hint of foul odor lingered, but less so now that Benji had trapped the creatures beneath the ground.

      “What do you mean, we?” she asked.

      He looked over to her. “It was a magical ‘we.’”

      She frowned. “Were you alive then?”

      He had said that it was hundreds of years ago, but she had no idea how long ago it really was. She knew that some magical beings lived an impossibly long time, such as the El’aras. She had met those who had survived for centuries. Even the Sul’toral were old, though they had supposedly been held in prison for much of that time. Imogen didn’t know if that was true or not. All she knew was that magic could allow someone to live far longer than those without.

      “Keep moving,” he said with a grumble.

      Imogen chuckled, mostly at the irritation Benji showed, but there was a part of all this that left her intrigued. Maybe he had been alive back then. What stories might Benji have?

      They hadn’t gone much farther before the ground dropped off, creating a massive gash in the forest floor. There were no trees, as if they had been ripped free and tossed down into the pit formed below them. It seemed impossibly deep, stretching far below them, swallowing up any of the remaining daylight in the forest. She had only the imagined sense of how deep this stretched, nothing more than that.

      It was enough for her to know that whatever had been here had been powerful—and possibly far more so than Benji had imagined.

      The air stunk with the stench of rot and decay. There was a haze far down below, making it difficult for Imogen to see much of anything, and it seemed as though there were shadows moving beneath them. The rest of the forest was unnaturally dark, and she struggled to make sense of what she could see.

      “What happened here?” Imogen asked, walking along the rim of the gash. It looked like the earth itself had simply dropped, similar to how Benji used his power to swallow the branox.

      “This is where they had been,” he said, his voice a soft whisper. “This is where they were released.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “They should not have been held in a place like this.” Benji sniffed at the air and turned. “Could they have been so foolish?”

      “Who?”

      “I told you that the branox were destroyed centuries ago. No queens should have survived. We made certain of that.”

      “You were a part of it, then.”

      Benji held her gaze for a long moment but said nothing.

      “Were you involved in hunting the queens?” Imogen asked.

      “I saw them.”

      She thought she understood what he was getting at. He may not have been involved in fighting the branox before, but his Porapeth abilities had certainly been used.

      “Obviously they were not all destroyed,” Imogen said.

      “For them to have repopulated in such a way suggests that a queen went missing.” He turned in place, sweeping his gaze all around. “They had hives like this before, though not in places like this. Typically, the hives were situated where magic had gathered, allowing the queen to feed as she created her progeny.”

      Imogen couldn’t feel the same things Benji could, though she was aware of some unpleasant sensation pressing on her. “Are you sure the forest itself didn’t have some power?”

      “I had not thought so,” Benji said. “But my sight has been blurry.” He leaned forward, breathing in. “It was why I had not seen the real danger of your brother breaking into the crypts. I should have known when I first found it, but I didn’t see it. I should have taken more time to look and listen. That fucker is responsible, I’m certain of it. They all came out of here. They would have formed a hive underground, like wasps or ants but worse.”

      “Worse because they feed on magic,” she said.

      He looked over to her. Darkness ringed his eyes—a hint of fear and something else. Anger? She couldn’t tell. Maybe it was that, or maybe it was sadness.

      He tapped his foot, and the pit slowly began to fill as the ground moved around them. Benji’s power gradually seeped across, as if whatever he did was caught by the darkness below.

      “I see something down there,” Lilah said, leaning over the edge. She clutched her silver necklace in her fist like she was keeping herself safe with it.

      “Bones,” Benji said.

      Imogen looked over to him. “What kind of bones?”

      He breathed out slowly. “This is a hive. They have to feed. These are the remains of the dead.”

      “Not their dead, though, is it?” Imogen asked.

      She joined Lilah, looking down into the pit and trying to make out what was down there, but even as she stared, she wasn’t sure what she saw. Bones, certainly, but there were hundreds of them—far more than she had ever seen in one place. It looked like a massive graveyard, and with the bones piled up, it was almost as if somebody had dumped the bodies here.

      “Not their dead,” Benji said. “They would have needed those with power to feed on.”

      Imogen continued making her way around the pit, staring down into the depths of the darkness to make sense of what was below, but she couldn’t tell anything more.

      She needed to go down there.

      “Help me down,” she said to Benji.

      “You do not want to do that,” he said.

      “If the branox are gone, there’s no reason for us not to. We need to see.”

      Benji sighed. “Hold steady.”

      She frowned at him, then felt the ground tremble underneath her feet. The dirt flowed, and she slid down. The strange sensation stopped once she was at the bottom of the pit. Darkness had swallowed her, and the only light streamed down in thin shafts from above. The air stunk, carrying with it a filthy odor of rot, mud, muck, and death.

      Imogen was no stranger to the last one. Having studied with the Leier as she had over the years, she had come to know death. It was a part of her training, part of who her people were. It was something she had been taught to bring into the world. And as Benji had said, death was a part of life, nothing to be feared. In this case, what she detected was unnatural. She stopped at one of the bones, which was larger than she would’ve expected from any human.

      “I need light!” she shouted.

      No response.

      Imogen wasn’t sure if Benji had the ability to cast light down or not, but the rim above her began to glow softly. It looked like a faint trace of fire was burning, though it did so with a pale orange, almost white light. It cast eerie shadows down the dirt slope into the pit.

      The remains of the hive.

      The walls were scored, as if the branox had crawled out by digging with their claws. They had burrowed through stone and dirt, even ripping through some of the deep roots of the trees. It left a jagged, horrific ruin in the middle of the forest.

      The shadows danced on the walls as she stepped forward, and it took her a moment to realize what she was seeing: bones, as Benji had claimed. Dozens of them. They glimmered with the reflected light, and there were more than she had first counted.

      The one in front of her was enormous, like a leg bone, but from a giant rather than a human. She nudged it with her sword, and it didn’t move. Her blade clanged off it, as though it were made of iron or steel. She moved forward, tapping on the bone again, and heard the same sound.

      Not just a giant, but one that had what seemed to be metal for bones.

      She picked her way carefully through the hive, finding skulls, arm bones, ribs, and spines. The remains of countless creatures.

      She found no clothing or anything recent. Nothing to suggest what had been here.

      Only what was left.

      She retched from the smell, despite how much she tried to fight it.

      After picking her way through and finding nothing more, she yelled up at Benji. “Get me out!”

      The earth trembled underneath her and lifted her up, bringing one of the bones with her. Imogen poked it with her sword and shoved it over the side until it fell off. She landed next to Benji.

      “What were they?” he asked.

      She described the bones of the massive creatures that had been below, a haphazard collection of bones that seemed as if the bodies had been dumped into the pit. Benji frowned, staring down into the pit.

      “No… not the ogaran,” he whispered.

      “You know of them.”

      “They live under the ground. In tunnels.”

      “Tunnels that must have extended beneath the forest.”

      Benji nodded. “I didn’t see…” He moved away from her, and she could practically feel the troubled feelings radiating from him.

      It explained why these creatures had been here, but not other things.

      “How many are there?” she asked.

      “You saw the bones better than I did. I don’t know. Perhaps dozens, though it looks to be more.”

      Imogen cast a glance down the pit. There were more than that, all sacrificed to feed the branox.

      “I’m not asking that. How many branox would come from a hive?”

      “Many,” he said.

      “And now that they have moved on from this one?”

      She thought she knew the answer, but she needed to know for certain what they had to be worried about and whether there was more the branox might do. It couldn’t be that they would just escape and find more magical users to feed on. She expected something more. Something worse.

      And that was what she feared most.

      “They will reproduce,” Benji said. “And then they will feed. And then they will reproduce again.”

      “How many people will die?”

      “Too many.”

      “We have to stop them,” she said.

      Benji leaned forward and took a deep breath, wrinkling his nose as he inhaled the stench from down below. Imogen got the impression that he needed to take in the foulness of the pit to show him just what she had seen. She doubted that he really needed to smell it.

      Finally, he looked over to her with haunted eyes. “If the hive has fed and moved, it may already be too late.”
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      Benji led them along a trail through the forest using a speed Imogen had not seen from him before. He had been moving with an urgency ever since they had come across the remains of the ogaran. It was more than just seeing the hive. That had been part of it, she was certain, but there was something else that bothered him.

      He hadn’t seen this in his possible futures.

      The bones Imogen had found belonged to creatures unlike anything she had ever seen before, ones that must’ve had magic and been enormous. And the branox had cut them down as if they were nothing.

      How could they hope to stop them?

      Whenever she tried to question Benji about it, he ignored her. He was bothered, but it was more than just that.

      “If their numbers are what you fear, we won’t be able to get through the branox to stop the queen,” Imogen said.

      “If we don’t stop the queen, there may not be many who can. It was a different time when we faced the branox before. There were others who knew how to fight them.”

      She sighed and looked around. It might have been Imogen’s imagination, but the forest seemed to be growing thinner around her. “Something’s happening,” she said, looking over to Benji.

      “We are nearing the edge of the forest.”

      “You’re leading us away?”

      “The branox are leading us away,” he said. “I’m only following them.”

      Near midday, they reached the outskirts of the forest. Imogen breathed a sigh of relief as they did. There was something comforting about leaving the forest and the way the air shifted and changed, but there was also an unpleasant sensation that tingled across her skin. It felt almost as though some part of the forest lingered even though they had left it.

      Benji stared out into the distance, a deep frown on his face. Periodically, he would squint like he could see something far away, but then his eyes would darken. The silver within them swirled in ways that she thought were more imagined than real. She wished she understood what it was he saw.

      “They’ve moved this way,” she said.

      “Do you feel it?”

      Imogen had felt something when she used Tree Stands in the Forest, but it was faint. “I don’t know what I’m feeling.”

      He crouched down, tracing his fingers through the grass, and whispered softly. His breath drifted into the wind, and then he straightened and looked at her. “They passed this way not long ago, though I wonder if we will be able to move fast enough to catch them.”

      “You could,” she said, nodding to Benji.

      Imogen could travel with Lilah. They could keep up as much as they could, but neither of them was magic like Benji, who could glide across the landscape.

      “Even if I reach them, I’m not sure I would be able to do what needs to be done.”

      “You could,” Imogen said.

      He frowned. “Perhaps out of the forest, it might be possible, but we will need your blade. My role in fighting the branox has never been that of a destroyer.” He said it with a hint of distaste, as if he couldn’t even fathom the idea of actually being asked to kill these creatures. “And I am not entirely sure if I could do it.”

      “How many branox are there?”

      “Many.”

      They needed to find the branox before they procreated again. Which meant finding where they were traveling to and the magic they pursued, but doing so was going to be a challenge.

      “This is the wrong way if they need magic,” she said.

      Benji nodded. “One would think so. They must have detected something. Or been driven here.”

      He started forward, gliding across the ground. After a while, Benji shuffled closer to Lilah, and he began whispering to her, trying to demonstrate magic.

      “The damn Society believes that magic is simply their patterns and spells and incantations.” He practically spat as he talked. “There is so much more to magic than that. If you learn it the right way, you can have far more power than any Society member does.”

      Lilah nodded. “I don’t know if I want that.”

      “Then don’t. I’m just offering you the possibility. You get to decide whether you take it.” His tone made it clear that he didn’t care. “But if you want to learn, I can show you some of the basics. We can start with specific shapes. When you use them, you can place that connection formed within you into parts of the world, then empower it in ways that permit you to access magic you can scarcely dream of.”

      Lilah stayed quiet for a while. “I would like that.”

      As they walked, Benji demonstrated a few different shapes, talking Lilah through it. Imogen listened at first before realizing that none of it was applicable to her and didn’t matter. Her sacred patterns were nothing like the ones Benji taught her to make with her hands, where she had to push her connection to sorcery through. Even if they were, she didn’t know if it would make a difference. She wasn’t trying to learn that kind of magic.

      Sorcerers used other methods to create their spells, though she didn’t know all that was involved. Some of it had to do with patterns like Benji taught, but the Society also used incantations and items from the world to create magic.

      It was late in the day when they came across a village, which sat on the edge of a narrow path, quite a ways from the forest. The mountains were still far, but they now appeared closer than they had before. Benji had paused periodically, interrupting his lessons with Lilah to pat the ground or wave his hands in the air as if talking to the wind.

      The messages he received told him that the branox were still moving this direction.

      “We need to be careful,” Imogen said as she unsheathed her sword. She had stopped flowing through the sacred patterns as they walked, and she looked over to Lilah. “You may need a barrier.”

      Lilah licked her lips before nodding.

      They moved forward, making their way into the village.

      It was empty.

      “Where are they?” Imogen asked.

      They walked through the street, pausing to listen, but there was nothing to suggest that anyone was here. In one house, she found a loaf of bread in the oven, the crust burnt after being left behind. In another home, toys lay scattered on the ground, as if children had departed quickly. A dog barked at them from one of the houses, trapped inside. Everything looked as though the people had fled in a hurry.

      “If the branox claimed them, would they be dead?” Imogen whispered.

      “The branox would not have done so,” Benji said.

      She frowned in thought. “You said they needed to feed… I see. No magic.”

      He nodded. “No magic.”

      “Then what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The tavern proprietor in the last village had claimed that the war had emptied the villages, but what if that wasn’t it at all? What if instead of the war, this was tied to the branox?

      The small village consisted of only several dozen houses, a few shops, and a temple in the center. They reached a stream on the far side, which ran through the village and likely headed back into the forest.

      She sighed. After having spent the last night in the forest, Imogen wanted nothing more than to rest in a bed, but certainly not one in a place like this.

      Benji traced his fingers across the grasses, then stood and looked up at her. “There is another village not far from here.”

      He hurried forward, and Imogen had to jog to keep up with him. Lilah kept pace, for which Imogen was thankful. They paused at one point to eat and to drink from the waterskins, but Imogen was still not comfortable refilling her water yet.

      They reached the next village near dusk. Much like the last, it was empty.

      Imogen looked around, reminded of the last one. Everybody here had also departed quickly. There was food left on tables, toys all over, and clothing strewn about. Everything suggested a hasty departure.

      Once they reached the far edge of the village, she frowned and looked over to Benji. “This was recent.”

      “It was,” he agreed.

      “It has to be tied to the branox, but why?”

      “I do not know.”

      She turned to Lilah, who was also frowning.

      Benji again crouched and traced his fingers in the grasses. He tipped his head back, inhaling deeply as if a smell on the wind would help determine what they needed to do and where they needed to go.

      He nodded to her. “Come. There should be a place we can camp for the night up ahead.”

      “The wind told you that?”

      “Yes.”

      Imogen knew better than to argue with the Porapeth. They walked for the better part of an hour, swallowed by darkness, until they reached a massive rocky formation that stretched over them, signifying the lower foothills of the mountains. It jutted up from the ground, with a small waterfall spilling out to the west—toward the forest.

      “We’re nearing the mountains,” Imogen said. She looked into the distance, but it was difficult for her to make anything else out in the darkness. The mountains would mean the beginning of Leier lands.

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      “You knew.”

      “The wind tells me many things.”

      She snorted. “You could’ve told me.”

      “We are chasing the branox now.”

      They settled into a small cove in the rock, and Benji gathered dry branches and used them to start a fire. The air filled with the warmth of the flames and the gentle, soothing smoke wafting from it, which drifted to Imogen’s nostrils. She leaned back, chewing on dried jerky, and she passed some meat to Lilah.

      Benji hummed to himself, the sounds carrying into the air before drifting away like the smoke of the campfire. After a while, he turned his attention to Lilah. “We must continue to work on your ability to touch your power. We need you to be able to do so intentionally.”

      “I think she’s done well,” Imogen said.

      Benji looked over to her. “Doing it well is not the same as doing it on command. She needs to be able to reach for that power within her, to draw on everything that’s there, in order to help herself if we are under attack.”

      “If she’s under attack,” Imogen said.

      Benji frowned. “Fine.” He turned back to Lilah. “Start again. Press your fingertips together, and this time bring them to your chest. What do you feel?”

      Lilah brought her fingers together, pressed them against her chest, and took a few deep breaths. “I don’t know what I feel. It sometimes seems like there’s something, but…” She shook her head. “I can’t tell. It’s almost as if there’s something there, something I should be able to feel, but as I focus on it, I can’t find it.”

      “Keep trying,” Benji said. “What I need from you today is for you to feel that connection. The magic within you is borrowed from that of the world. You call it out through you, and then you control it. That is what a sorcerer does.”

      “What about a Porapeth?” Lilah asked.

      Benji glanced over to Imogen, who shrugged.

      “She needed to know,” Imogen said.

      He glowered. “Then I should’ve been the one to share.”

      “Considering what I know of you and how I doubted you were going to share anything, I figured I should tell her what she needed to know.”

      “You don’t get to tell her anything.”

      Imogen chuckled as she crouched down, joining Lilah and pressing her fingertips together. “If he’s going to be like that, I will help you.”

      “You can help?”

      “I use a different technique, but I think what he’s describing is something similar. It’s a meditation.” She looked over to Benji, who was watching her with a frown, but there was no sign that he disagreed. “What I do, and what others who use a similar technique do, is focus on our breathing. Clear everything else out of your mind, including everything you’re thinking of right now. If you have access to magic, it should begin to build.”

      “You sound as if you know what you’re talking about,” Benji said.

      “I know how to meditate. I know how to focus my mind. And I know how to clear it so I can prepare for the next pattern, then the next, and then the next.”

      “Patterns are magic. A form of it, at least. And the sooner you acknowledge that, the sooner you will be able to do more than you have so far.”

      Imogen shook her head. “We’ve moved past that conversation, haven’t we?”

      “I had thought so, but every so often, you seem to get lost in your old line of thinking. It’s dangerous and a waste of your time. You know more than you pretend not to. And you do yourself a disservice by ignoring that.”

      “I’m not ignoring it.”

      Benji grunted. “Focus.” He faced them both, as if he were the master and they were his students.

      Imogen did as he said, pressing her fingers together and focusing on her breathing. Instead of concentrating on some deep-seated power within her, which she knew was not there, she focused on what she could control.

      The sacred patterns.

      That was how she was going to master them.

      She breathed, her mind tracing through each of the patterns, following the flows. For the first time, as she meditated, she simply focused on how her body moved, not the sword. The sword was a part of her, so it was not necessary for her to use that in her mental image of the patterns. She could trace through them without holding the sword, and she felt herself doing so.

      After a while of repeating the patterns over and over, she began to see something else. She could see the patterns, even without imagining herself as part of those patterns. It was almost as if she hovered above her body, using patterns to recognize some way to draw power out.

      She opened her eyes. Benji was still talking to Lilah.

      Imogen had gotten lost in the meditation. How long had she been out?

      Long enough for her to feel as if she had connected to some part of herself that she had not before. Like she’d unlocked some piece that was buried deep within her, some part of her that had been trapped, which she could connect to now.

      “Rest,” Benji said, and he glanced over to Imogen as though he knew what she had been doing. “In the morning, we will get moving.”

      Imogen backed up against the stone and closed her eyes for what seemed like only a moment.

      When she opened them again, the sun had already risen. She swept her gaze around, squinting in the light.

      Benji sat next to the remains of the fire. “How did you sleep?” he asked without looking over to her.

      “Dreamless,” she said.

      “Do you fear your dreams?”

      “I don’t fear them, but they are not always restorative.”

      “Dreams can provide guidance,” Benji said.

      “I find dreams to be a nuisance.”

      Imogen got to her feet and stretched. She turned and faced the sun, closing her eyes briefly, then brought her hands together to meditate for only a moment—long enough to clear her mind, ready her body, and prepare for the day ahead.

      When she was done, she turned back to Benji. “Have you been able to uncover anything about the branox?”

      “Did you think I would?”

      “I imagine you spent the night talking to the wind, the stone, the grass, or even the sky about where they passed.”

      “Do you believe any of those would reveal their presence?”

      When it came to Benji and the kind of power he possessed, none of that was impossible. There were answers in the world tied to his particular connection to magic.

      “I believe they would,” she said.

      “They have been moving,” he said softly, shaking his head. “Relentlessly. I’ve been trying to uncover where they are going, but I can’t see anything in the whispers I hear or the occasional thread I can see of where they are traveling. Only that they’re moving ever farther to the east.”

      “Toward the Leier lands.”

      “Probably.”

      “And once they reach them—”

      “Your people will be in danger,” he said. “Unless they have your skill.”

      Imogen nodded. “Some do.”

      “Not that kind of skill.”

      “Some have more.”

      Benji gave her a small smile. “I think you might be surprised, Imogen.”

      She jerked her head and met his gaze. He didn’t call her by her name often, so when he did, it was enough to surprise her.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I think you have begun to dismiss your own capable nature. And the more you come to recognize just what you can do, the power that’s within you, the more you will appreciate your own potential.”

      “I understand what I do, and I understand what my people can do.” When she had faced the branox, she had not been using her sacred patterns exclusively. She had not needed to. She had primarily been using the traditional patterns. They were powerful enough, especially because they had helped her cut down most of the creatures.

      There were many Firsts of the Blade among her people, enough that she didn’t fear that they wouldn’t be able to cut down the branox. They just had to believe the danger was real.

      “You diminish the truth of yourself,” Benji said. “You diminish the truth of what you have learned.”

      “There are quite a few people among the Leier who have studied longer than I ever did.”

      “Studying longer does not mean studying better. How long were you in your sacred temple?”

      “Three years,” she said.

      “In those three years, did you master any of the sacred patterns?”

      “You know I did not.”

      “And in the time since you left, have you mastered any of them?”

      “Not until recently,” she said.

      Benji nodded, and he looked over to Lilah. “Sometimes it is not the duration of the study but the dedication to the study. In your case, you need experiences to enlighten you, to help you recognize that what you feared was not what you should fear.”

      “You’re saying I wouldn’t be able to understand the sacred patterns without coming to understand sorcery?” Imogen asked.

      “I’m saying that what you fear of magic is not what you should be afraid of. Magic is not evil, it is simply a part of the world. The way you access it is one method.”

      “It is a sacred pattern.”

      “You can call it whatever you must, but I’m telling you that how you access it is but one way. The more you study, the more you become enlightened, the more you will come to see that there are other ways of reaching that power. And when you do, then you can become truly powerful.”

      It wasn’t that she wanted magic. The gods knew that Imogen wanted nothing to do with magic, or at least that was what she had told herself all those years. She wanted nothing to do with magic.

      But she had wanted to know the sacred patterns. And what were they but magic?

      She recognized that there was power within the patterns, even if she couldn’t fully use it. She had started to feel the power within Tree Stands in the Forest, along with Petals in the Wind and several others, but not enough. Certainly not nearly as much as Master Liu knew. He had used magic, after all.

      And it wasn’t that she wanted to reach for magic or call on power. It was more that the sacred patterns had proven themselves useful, especially against creatures she had been forced to face.

      If she was honest with herself—which she increasingly found that she was going to need to do—the sacred patterns were going to be necessary in order to stop her brother.

      “I found myself meditating last night, and visualizing the patterns without me in them,” she told him.

      “I’m sure that was effective.”

      “I don’t really know,” she admitted. “I don’t really know anything about the sacred patterns anymore. I thought I did.”

      “Acknowledging your stupidity is one way to find wisdom.”

      She frowned at him, and Benji barked out a laugh.

      “You aren’t expected to know everything,” he said. “How could you, when you’ve been taught to fear what you must embrace? You need to open yourself up, to recognize that there is something more to the world.”

      If there was one thing she had seen in her time away from the Leier homeland, it was that there was much more to the world than she had known. She thought of something Master Liu had once told her, the way he had described a balance in the world, as if aspects of it hung on a scale. Maybe magic was like that as well.

      “We should wake her,” she said, nodding to Lilah.

      Lilah rubbed sleep from her eyes when she awoke, still gripping the silver necklace. She got to her feet and looked at them both. “Is it morning already?”

      “Morning? We are damn near to the afternoon. The two of you slept too much.”

      Imogen chuckled. “We need to leave. I don’t know how much farther we have to go today, but I suspect we will need to travel quickly.”

      “Only if we want to head them off,” he said.

      “You don’t want to?”

      “Oh, I think we need to. I just wanted to make sure the two of you wanted to.”

      Imogen looked over to Lilah. Now was the chance for the girl to leave. She didn’t have to be a part of this.

      “Why don’t you go back to one of those villages?” Imogen said to her. “Wait there until safety comes.”

      “You think it will?” Lilah asked.

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

      “Those villages were abandoned. There is no safety there.”

      She understood Lilah’s hesitation. It had nothing to do with her desire to face the branox and everything to do with her fear about facing the unknown alone.

      Imogen worried about her, though. If Lilah didn’t begin to learn real magic from Benji, she may become a hindrance, or worse. It was possible that she would draw the branox to them.

      Around midday, they came across another village, this time on the slopes of a rocky mountainside that would lead them to the Leier homeland. Much like the other villages, this one was empty. They picked through it, looking for anything they might be able to use, but they found nothing. Nothing to explain what had happened here, nothing to explain where the people had gone. Nothing.

      When they left the village, they had to climb up the side of the mountain. Imogen hadn’t been to these lands in a long time, and scaling the rock to find a narrow, winding path reminded her of her childhood. She would go off exploring on her own, between sessions spent training with the sword.

      By evening, Imogen was fatigued from hiking up the mountain. Benji didn’t appear tired at all. His pace remained no different than it had been when they’d first set out. Lilah had slowed, and she was the reason they had begun to move much more sluggishly. They reached a small ledge and paused.

      “Do you know where you are?” Benji asked, looking over to Imogen.

      “I’ve been through the mountains, though not this place in particular.”

      “We are near the Charuth Pass.”

      Could we already have gone that far?

      “Then we’re in the north,” she said. They had reached the mountains faster than she had expected. Did Benji have something to do with it? When they had stepped out of the forest only a day or so before, the mountains had still been a long way from them. Now they were so close to their destination.

      And still so far.

      If they were near the pass, then they weren’t in her lands yet.

      “We’re in the north, but it also means something else,” Benji said.

      Imogen frowned, but she realized what he was saying. “The Koral.”

      “Indeed. If they’re moving through here, we must be careful.”

      She looked over to Lilah. They were all tired, and she didn’t know how much longer the girl could climb, but figured that they should push a little farther. No one said anything as they continued up the slope, and it was near dusk when she noticed shadowy shapes moving along the mountainside.

      Soldiers.

      Not Leier soldiers but Koral.

      She motioned to the other two.

      Benji slowed and crouched down, sweeping his gaze around him before sniffing at the air. “Something is unusual.”

      “Other than encountering the Koral here?”

      “Other than that,” he said. “It is… shit.”

      He pointed, and Imogen noted a blur. The darkness made it difficult for her to make it out. She didn’t need to see much, though.

      These were branox.

      And they were attacking the Koral.
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      A strange blur appeared around the branox as they moved, nothing like how they looked in death. The air crackled, the same way as it had when they had fought in the forest, and Imogen knew that she had to do something.

      The creatures were crawling atop the rock, but that wasn’t what bothered her. It was more about how they were moving toward the Koral. Toward people she had been trained to hate, to destroy.

      But then, she had been trained to want to destroy sorcerers as well.

      “We found them,” she said, looking over to Benji.

      The Koral shamans had power, but she had never known how much. She had suspected that it was more like enchanter magic than that of the Society, but they had to possess considerable power to draw the branox to them.

      Benji crawled forward, running his hand along the stone of the mountainside, tracing a faint pattern. He stood in the open, a deep frown creasing his brow, and he wrinkled his nose as he sniffed the air again.

      “You need to get down,” Imogen said.

      “Do you think I fear them?”

      He tapped his foot, a faint rhythm to the way he did. There was something vaguely familiar about it, though she couldn’t quite place what it was or why she would feel that way.

      She regarded him, thinking of his reactions during their journey so far. “I really do think you fear them.”

      He glowered at her. “I don’t. I just know that they have us outnumbered.”

      Outnumbered was only part of the problem, though.

      Imogen looked around them. Lilah sat on the ground near Benji, leaning over and looking as if she wanted to vomit. Her face had paled, and there was a sickly gleam in her eye.

      She nodded to Lilah. “You can stay here.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      Imogen took a deep breath and raised up on her toes so she could peer over the edge of the rock. She couldn’t see much. Dealing with the branox meant dealing in vagueness, blurring shadows, and the threat of violence, but never anything obvious until she was upon them. Flowing through the patterns, whether traditional or sacred, did seem to help, but it didn’t make it easier for her to see them until they were cut down.

      This was why they had come, though. To defeat the branox and get to the queen.

      And if Timo were involved?

      Imogen didn’t know, but she worried about it. Given what he’d done before, this was the kind of thing he’d try so he could gain additional power—especially if he could use the queen to somehow access the same Sul’toral magic he had been after before.

      “I’m going to have to cut through them,” Imogen said, her voice a whisper. She looked over to Benji, who was still touching the stone. He tapped his foot ever so softly, continuing to make a pattern as if the rhythm could call to the stone and the earth.

      Benji looked over to her and nodded. “It would be best if we can stop them here—”

      A shout rang out.

      The branox were attacking.

      “What do you want to do, Leier?” Benji asked.

      Imogen cast a glance back at Lilah. “We can’t bring her with us.”

      Benji frowned, then with a quick slap on the stone, he caused it to tremble and heave up and around until it formed a barrier around Lilah. She called out, but the stone swallowed the sound of her cries. “This will hold,” he said.

      “What happens if you don’t survive?”

      Benji frowned. “I’d better survive, then.”

      “That’s cruel, you realize.”

      “Cruel? I would think that you know nothing about cruelty.”

      “I know enough,” Imogen said.

      In her time away from these lands, she had seen cruelty. She had seen people acting in ways she could scarcely imagine, and she had seen real violence. Real, horrible things, such as men who were willing to destroy, to harm others. She had known that there was that kind of cruelty in the world, cruelty she could scarcely understand.

      So yes, she did know about it.

      Benji held her gaze. “She will not be trapped,” he said, his voice soft.

      Imogen swallowed, pushing back those thoughts, then peered out over the rock. “I don’t like this.”

      “None of this is for you to like. It is what must be done.”

      “I don’t like that it needs to be done, either.”

      Benji swore softly and began to trace his fingers over the stone. The ground started to tremble.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “They had us at a disadvantage in the forest, and I don’t intend to let them have it here.” The rock shook more violently. “Now go.”

      Imogen took a deep breath, brought the sword in front of her, and focused. In that moment, she meditated. She didn’t need to for long, only long enough for her to feel the power that was there and to use it so that she could find her connection to those patterns. From there, she would be able to draw on that power and prepare herself to fight as needed.

      Behind her, the mountain itself trembled. She had no idea what Benji was doing or why he was summoning that power. He had his own method of attacking.

      His magic might’ve been diminished in the forest, within the stronghold of the branox, but out here… Out here, this was his place. This was where he was powerful, where he could use his connection to the world and his ties to magic. This was where Benji was magic. He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t need to.

      She darted forward, sweeping over the stone, already forming one of the patterns. When she’d still been training in the mountains, Petals on the Wind did not work quite as well. It became more useful once she left, when she lived in Yoran and other places where she had been able to work through that pattern—though even when she had, Imogen had never really understood the pattern’s benefit or just how powerful it could be. Now that she was here flowing through it, she could feel the way that pattern guided her and carried her forward. There was definite power within it.

      She used Stream through the Mountains, which was a distinct pattern. It didn’t seem to matter to the pattern which rock she climbed over, or back down. It didn’t seem to matter to the pattern if she found the path or a trail, and it didn’t seem to matter that she had three branox suddenly in front of her.

      Imogen felt the energy within her and the power of the sacred pattern. She could feel the way she was gliding over the mountainside, and how that magic surged within her.

      She was not about to wait.

      Imogen raced forward. She was the river, and it carried her faster than she would’ve expected. When she reached the three branox blurring toward her like flickering insects in the summer breeze, she twisted and carved her blade around, sweeping through her attackers.

      They posed little threat to her.

      Imogen rushed ahead, ignoring the fallen branox as she jumped on top of a boulder. The ground rumbled and she risked a glance back. The earth swallowed the three branox she had carved down.

      Somewhere in front of her, shouts continued to ring out. The cries tore at her—the sounds of those fighting and dying. Imogen had known those calls when she was younger. They were the sounds of violence and bloodshed and warfare, the sounds of what she had trained for her entire life. She had learned to fight, to kill, and to be ready to defend her homeland. She had never thought that she would try to defend her enemy. But now that she was here, she couldn’t imagine doing anything else.

      As she ran, she felt resistance pushing against her. Was that the branox?

      Benji glided up to her and managed to slip through whatever barrier pushed on Imogen.

      “I can’t move forward,” she said. “There’s something blocking me.”

      Benji scrambled up the rock in front of them, creating his own path, a trail she could not see. He paused as he tapped on the stone. “Come!” he shouted.

      She tried again. The barrier that had been pushing back against her had eased, and Imogen was able to keep going.

      “Sorcery,” Benji said. “Surprising sorcery, in fact. I didn’t expect them to be here.”

      “You think this is the Society?”

      Benji cocked his head to the side, focusing mostly on the rocks, then stared up at the sky. “The Society would not have done that. I don’t know what it is.”

      Imogen frowned. “If it wasn’t the Society, then—”

      A horde of branox swarmed and surrounded them—then headed straight toward Benji.

      When he’d been in the forest, Benji had struggled against the branox. His limitations had been tied to whatever power and connection the branox had over the forest, the fact that they had fed and thrived there, influencing it. Out here in the mountains, they didn’t have the same advantage.

      They weren’t moving nearly as quickly as they had among the trees. Benji pressed his hand against the stone, which trembled and swallowed the creatures.

      But not all of them.

      Imogen stayed light on her feet, and she danced as boulders tumbled down the stone. She formed the patterns and carved through the remaining branox.

      When she was done, she turned to face Benji. “We might be able to do this.”

      “It might not matter,” he said softly.

      He nodded to the distance, and Imogen paused long enough to stare. She couldn’t see the Koral but knew they were out there. She had seen them before, had heard them shouting.

      She didn’t see any more branox.

      “They’re hiding,” she said.

      “Are they hiding, or are they preparing?”

      “Do you think creatures like that prepare?”

      Benji huffed out a sigh. He had been that way since discovering the bones of the giants in the forest, but it was more than just that. She could see it when she looked into his silver eyes: he didn’t know what was going on. He couldn’t see it. That worried him more than anything else. She could tell, even if she didn’t know any way to help him.

      Imogen stayed alongside Benji and let him be the guide. She tried to maintain one of the sacred patterns, but doing so in the mountains proved to be far more of a challenge than she would’ve anticipated.

      They reached a small ridgeline, and beneath them were dozens of Koral. They were lined up with swords and spears angled outward. Some had bows and arrows, but all of their gleaming metal mail was useless against the onslaught of the branox.

      Imogen had only a moment to process what was taking place.

      Why would the branox be attacking armed Koral?

      These could be the shamans, but she didn’t believe that any of the shamans carried weapons. They would be protected by the armed Koral, wouldn’t they?

      Then again, Imogen knew so little about the people. There had been no reason to know about them other than to attack them. And given that they were her people’s ancient enemies, there had been little contact between them.

      She looked over to Benji, but he didn’t say anything. There was nothing but the blurring movement of the branox, the crackle in the air that suggested they were preparing their attack, and the unease that left her stomach nauseated.

      The branox converged.

      “No,” Benji whispered.

      Imogen didn’t listen and lunged forward. She had no idea how many Koral were here, but it looked like hundreds. All of them were expecting the branox to attack, so when she stood on a ridge above them, they shouted out, scared or surprised or worried about the sudden appearance of one of their traditional enemies revealing themselves.

      Imogen didn’t think about that. Instead, she jumped down, and when somebody tried to step in her path, she spun out of the way. She blocked one blow, then another as she rushed ahead.

      Then she was among the branox. They were moving so quickly that she could scarcely track them, though she could feel that crackle in the air. That had to be magic, but she couldn’t tell why she was able to determine it.

      Imogen looked over to the Koral and frowned for just a moment, but then she had to move. She spun her blade, twisting and flowing through the sacred patterns. At least she was on a level surface in a clearing, and she could use that. She brought the blade around as quickly as she could to form Petals on the Wind, Stream through the Trees, and then Axe Falling.

      Imogen used a combination of patterns, mixing the speed and precision of the traditional with the power of the sacred. She moved as swiftly and fluidly as she could, feeling something in the air as the branox came close to her. The metallic stink of their blood filled her nostrils, and her arms shook each time she cut through them. Even though she trained with these patterns and knew the traditional patterns as well as she knew her own name, she slowed with exhaustion.

      She stumbled and shifted, instinctively switching to Petals on the Wind. Normally, it would not be a powerful pattern to use, and certainly not against something like these, but she had used it in the forest and found that repeating it here seemed to make a difference.

      She carved through the branox, her blade slicing through flesh and severing limbs easier than any of the traditional patterns allowed. Every time she cut one of the creatures down, another replaced it.

      There were too many.

      Her mind went blank, and in that moment, she felt herself become one with those patterns. Master Liu had believed that all sword masters eventually reached that point. A unity, he called it, when the mind and the body and the pattern all became one.

      When she had used the sacred patterns before, she had barely felt that unity. The only time she thought she had truly touched it was when she had faced the Sul’toral, and it was her own fear of death that had driven her.

      Now she flowed as the branox swarmed her. She continued to carve through the creatures, her blade a blur, her mind blank, and her body filled with power, telling her what she needed to do.

      The unity.

      Imogen lost herself in the flow, not keeping track of which of the sacred patterns she used. She brought her blade through branox after branox. Distantly, her mind processed what was around her. Two branox to her left. She glided toward them with Stream through the Trees. Then Petals on the Wind guided her as she cleaved through the three behind her. A single branox up ahead. Lightning Strikes in a Storm. One behind her again. She spun, Petals on the Wind once more. She didn’t have to master all the sacred patterns. She had enough, and soon the creatures were all down.

      She stopped and took in the scene around her, breathing deeply.

      The branox were defeated. But none of the Koral had survived. The branox had fed on them, and she had failed them.

      Imogen hadn’t been concerned about the reaction from the Koral when she’d been fighting the branox, but they were her people’s enemy. If any of them had survived, how would they view her?

      “Impressive,” Benji said, scrambling down the rock. “Unnecessary, but impressive.”

      Imogen let out a heavy sigh, but didn’t have much of an answer. Fallen Koral were gathered in a pile as if they had trampled themselves in an effort to flee. She could imagine their fear at wanting to escape these unseen creatures and being unable to do so. She could imagine the terror within them, the overwhelming realization that they would die, the helplessness.

      All of these thoughts plagued her and left her tormented.

      “You could’ve helped,” she said, looking over to Benji. She hadn’t detected any magic from him.

      “Faster than you?” He watched her, the deep silver in his eyes meeting hers. “You moved faster than I could have.”

      The unity.

      She had felt it. A union of her mind, body, and pattern.

      Not just any pattern, though. The sacred ones.

      Imogen had come close to finding the unity with the traditional patterns before. She had touched it from time to time, but nothing like what she had felt here. Now.

      She breathed out heavily. “You could have helped.” She swept her gaze around and turned to the fallen Koral. “This was more than we faced before. There has to be something here, some reason for it. None of them were as strong as sorcerers.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “I’ve faced the Koral before. They don’t have sorcerers among their ranks. Their shamans have some magic, but not as much as sorcerers do.” At least, they never had before. It was possible they used enchantments, though. Imogen started to pick through them, looking at the fallen bodies. Most of them were carved through with strange wounds—arms missing, bellies ripped out, the metal armor that should’ve protected them rent and torn.

      How had Imogen survived when so many others had failed?

      The sacred patterns.

      But even with them, it seemed impossible for her to believe that she would be able to withstand this kind of fight when no others could. How could she do this, when others struggled?

      She looked up at Benji, the question burning in her eyes, but she didn’t think she would get an answer.

      “We should keep moving,” he said.

      “We need to gather Lilah first. And I need for you to keep tracking the branox. If I’m right, my brother’s going to be involved in this in some way, and we need to know what he’s intending. Whether the creatures are guiding him or he’s guiding the creatures, either way we need to chase them down.”

      Benji nodded, his gaze distant again. “They are still here,” he whispered.

      “And the queen?”

      He tipped his head back, inhaling slowly and deeply. “There is something unpleasant up ahead. I cannot see it, though.”

      “I will go with you,” she said.

      Imogen didn’t know if the look in his eyes was relief or simply acknowledgment that he had anticipated that she would offer. Rather than answering, he looked away, tapped on the stone, scrambled up the rocks.

      She glanced around at the branox, unable to understand why they would have come here, unless they were pushed. Driven.

      When Benji finally poked his head over the rocks, Lilah was following him.

      “Why did they come this way rather than going to the south toward the Society?” Imogen asked him.

      “As I’ve said, it’s likely the queen is near. She has different protections than the other branox do. If the queen falls, the rest can be slaughtered. They cannot create another.”

      “Why did they target the soldiers?” Imogen poked her blade into a branox. “Could they have magic?”

      There had to be some reason the creatures attacked the soldiers. As far as Imogen knew, the Koral didn’t all have magic. Only the shamans. What if that had been wrong?

      It might explain why the branox had come this way.

      “We should keep moving,” she said.

      Benji’s gaze went distant again. He had been doing that more often. He was trying to see but failing, she suspected.

      They crawled across the rocks for a while, none of them speaking. It felt strange to leave the bodies of the Koral behind, though Benji had tumbled rock over the branox so that they did not draw others to them. Not that it mattered—the creatures were already out there.

      They came across another small ridgeline, and Imogen looked down. In the distance, she noticed more branox slithering along the rocky terrain, far too many for her to count or make out clearly.

      But that wasn’t what drew her attention.

      Soldiers. Hundreds of them near the branox.

      She looked over to Benji and pointed toward them. “Can you see anything using your Porapeth abilities?”

      “There is nothing there but darkness.”

      Imogen sighed. “Then we must go.”

      She had no idea whether she could stop them quickly enough before they got to the Leier, but she knew she had to try. She would not allow the branox to harm her people—even if she had long ago abandoned them.
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      Imogen looked up at Master Liu. He held the long staff and kept it pointed at the ground, but he did nothing to hide the disappointment in his eyes. She had seen the disappointment enough times that she recognized it, and she knew just how irritated he was with her. She still had not mastered even the most basic of the sacred patterns, despite all of her best intentions.

      “Bring up your reed,” Master Liu said.

      Imogen fought back her exhaustion as she looked around the training chamber. It was small. She had been in the temple for the better part of two years and still struggled as she tried to learn everything Master Liu could teach her, yet even as she did, none of the sacred patterns had been enough for her. None of them had guided her the way she wanted them to. None of them had provided her any greater insight.

      And so for the most part, Imogen had started to shift her training, focusing not on the sacred patterns that Master Liu wanted her to learn but on the traditional patterns. She had failed to do anything with the sacred patterns, so she thought it made sense to focus on the ones she could actually succeed with.

      She brought the reed up using both hands, and she peered across the distance to him. “I’m trying,” she said, more irritation in her voice than she intended.

      She wiped the sweat off her face, moving her hair. Imogen had cut her hair short since coming to the temple, which was easier than dealing with her long hair. She didn’t have to bind it back, didn’t have to worry about finding lace or leather to keep it out of her eyes. She had taken to wearing the jacket and pants that most of the male disciples preferred, but she also put her own twist on it.

      “Trying?” Master Liu asked.

      He swung his staff and Imogen danced back, not even trying to block. At this point, she didn’t know if trying to defend against it would even make a difference. All she knew was that she had to find some way to stay away from the end of his staff. She’d been struck enough times, her skin bruising, and the agony from each of the painful cracks he landed served as a reminder of just how little she knew. Of just how much she failed.

      She couldn’t stop him. He was too skilled.

      There was no look of satisfaction in his eyes, nothing there other than annoyance. And worse, Imogen knew she had earned it.

      “Use what you have been taught,” he said.

      “It doesn’t work.”

      “You must find it within you. You must understand the flow.”

      She let out a sigh. “Flow doesn’t work for me.”

      This time, there was no attempt to ignore the forceful nature of how she said it. There was no attempt to mitigate her annoyance.

      He kept talking about the flow, but there was one thing she had learned when she was training with the Leier: there was no flow. It was all about precision. But Master Liu didn’t want her to learn anything about precision. He had wanted her to find the flow. He had wanted her to understand the patterns.

      But each time she attempted to do so, she failed, and she received the same stinging criticism each time.

      “You remain sloppy,” he said. He knew how great an insult that was.

      Imogen took a deep breath and brought her reed around, using one of the easiest sacred patterns he had taught her. It was called Petals on the Wind, and she had no idea why he thought she needed to learn it. The pattern was flowery, requiring her hands to move more than her legs, and when her legs stayed still, she had to twist her body. She had counted off the pattern, making sure she knew the precise steps involved, but even as she did, she knew she’d made a mistake.

      Master Liu smacked her again. His staff whipped the back of her legs, then the front of them, and then he jabbed the end of it into her chest. The move knocked the wind out of her, and she stumbled back.

      He scoffed. “There you go again. You continue to find ways of embracing rigidity. Do you think you will ever be the soldier you think you can be by remaining so stiff and rigid?”

      Imogen did not believe she was what he said. She was fast, precise. It was how she had mastered the traditional patterns. And she was certainly not sloppy.

      She bit back her anger and tried not to let it get to her, tried not to let him upset her, but she struggled with his words.

      “I am doing what I can,” she said through clenched teeth.

      He laughed. “What you can do is not enough. Perhaps it’s time for you to leave.”

      It would be shameful, but maybe it was time. She didn’t care about shame at this point. Imogen had been here long enough—and had failed to master what she’d come to learn. And if she left, she’d continue to practice her traditional patterns so she would be ready for the possibility of returning, finding her place within the Leier. What did it matter if she didn’t have any sacred patterns?

      She would be no different than any others she knew. There were few Leier who could use the sacred patterns.

      She ignored Master Liu’s comments and focused, thinking through what she had memorized, and began to follow the count. That was what it was about. Find the count, recognize the steps, follow the pattern. Imogen knew it, and as she traced the steps, she danced from one to the next.

      Only, maybe she was rigid.

      She had never considered it before, but there was something that felt off. Imogen pushed that thought from her mind as she focused on Petals on the Wind. It wasn’t about thoughts. It was about what she had seen. Master Liu had shown her the steps, and he had shown her what she needed to do. All she had to do was continue to move through them.

      She took a step, twisted, stepped, and turned again.

      Master Liu stood before her. He brought his staff around, blocking her. “There you go again. Sloppy.”

      He spun his staff and moved through the Petals on the Wind pattern. It looked the same as what she did. She counted steps and watched his hands, the precise way he moved.

      But there was something odd about it.

      As she stared at his hands, she slowly recognized that he was turning them in a manner that made it difficult to follow. Was she doing that too?

      She had replicated the way he had moved his hands when she’d been learning. But each time he performed the pattern, the movements were slightly different. Was that flow? What was the reason for it, and how was it any different than her own “sloppy” technique?

      Maybe it was more than just how he held his hands, shifted his feet, or carried himself. He was one of the most skilled swordsmen in the Leier lands, and she would learn from him.

      She would master this. It was the reason she had come here.

      After he finished his demonstration of Petals on the Wind—the pattern looking slightly different than the last time he had shown her—he tapped his staff on the ground. She tried again, this time twisting, knowing that she replicated the exact same pattern he had used. She knew it was perfect. She could tell. Still, there was nothing unique about it.

      When she finished, she saw the disappointment in his eyes once more.

      “We will try again when you are ready,” he said.

      He started to turn away, but Imogen darted toward him, driven by anger. She didn’t know why she reacted that way—perhaps stubbornness or frustration about the persistent failure to complete these patterns the way he demonstrated. Whatever her motivation, she attacked.

      And she meant it.

      She knew that it was a mistake, but it didn’t stop her.

      Master Liu barely had to turn in order to block her first thrust. Imogen had expected that from him. This was a true sword master.

      She twisted, her mind immediately retreating to the traditional patterns, and she focused on what she knew of them—the precision. That was what she had trained on, after all. That was what made her so skilled.

      Imogen used the sagebrush series of techniques, each of them numbered, and then flowed into the gerund techniques, which were more complicated sequences. These would be enough to—

      She was knocked off her feet. Master Liu swung the end of the staff down and aimed for her chest. Imogen rolled, swept her reed around, and tried to catch him.

      Though she was unsuccessful, she recognized something. There was an energy around him, the same as when she had first encountered him. The air crackled, and if she hadn’t known any better, she would’ve thought it some sort of magic. This was Master Liu, though. He was the head of one of the sacred temples, somebody who was trained to be one of the most skilled Leier swordsmen, so it could not be magic.

      She held her reed in front of her. Master Liu continued to spin, his staff a blur. Then he jabbed it down, forcing it into the ground.

      He straightened and looked over to her. “Sloppy.”

      The comment cut through her the way it did each time he said it.

      And he knew it.

      Imogen twisted around, tumbling toward him. She had to prove her skill. She had to find some technique that he would not call sloppy. Imogen focused on her patterns again, and Master Liu simply watched her, an unreadable expression in his eyes.

      Flow. That was what he had said to her.

      Precision was not flow. Precision was exactly that. It was how she would fight, and how she knew to fight. It was how she would demonstrate everything she had learned about the patterns before coming to the sacred temple. Perhaps that was how she would get him to recognize her abilities.

      She started through the series of forms, moving through them as quickly as she could, demonstrating the precision that made her as skilled as she was.

      Master Liu stepped forward, rapping his staff on the ground, and the air hung with a thunderous rebuke. “That is not what I care to see.”

      “I was just—”

      “That is not what I care to see.” This time, he rammed the staff down again, and the ground trembled underneath it.

      She spun back, and she watched him.

      “Your skill was never in question, Imogen. Your skill is what brought you to me. You reached First of the Blade before most your age ever sniff at Third. You proved yourself against the most skilled at your level, but what I’m asking of you is something beyond your level. I’m asking you to find something deeper. A part of our people that very few ever learn.”

      Imogen clutched the reed in front of her . It was not nearly as rewarding to hold as the sword was. She preferred the beautiful blade she’d been given when she had risen to First.

      “If you cannot chase more than skill, then perhaps this is not your place,” Master Liu said, and he strode away with one last rap of the staff.

      For a moment, Imogen didn’t know what to do. She was tempted to race after him, to call to him, but what would there be for her to say? What would there be for her to do? He was disappointed in her.

      She had been here for almost two years. He had demonstrated all thirteen sacred patterns but had focused on a few. She hadn’t mastered any of them, not to his satisfaction. She was still sloppy.

      She had failed—something she was not accustomed to.

      Did he truly want her to leave?

      Imogen no longer knew what he was asking of her. If that was what he wanted, then she would leave and return to her people as a failure. But at least she would still be a First of the Blade.

      She started toward the door and paused at one of the stone tigers, tracing her hand along its surface. For a moment, she thought she felt a warmth radiating from it.

      She moved on, thoughts of her failure coming to her. They stayed with her, filled with the challenge Imogen had known. Thoughts that were tied to an awareness, an understanding, of who she was supposed to be but had not yet proven herself to be.

      As she strode down the hallway, still holding the reed, she passed a few other disciples. Each of them nodded politely to her, and each of them hurried on their own way. On their own path.

      A thought hit her then—one that had not come to her before, though perhaps it should have. Each of these disciples was like her. Each one was among the most skilled sword fighters in all their homeland. Each had come to the sacred temple intending to learn, wanting to master the sacred patterns, and each believed themselves skilled, much like Imogen believed herself skilled, and that they should be able to progress.

      Did they share a similar failure?

      She paused as one of the disciples made their way through the corridor. Jorend didn’t look in her direction, seeming to make a point of ignoring her. He carried a book in one hand, and Imogen suspected he intended to continue his studies, the way she was supposed to. As she watched him disappear, she wondered if all of this had been a mistake. Perhaps she could never be the fighter she believed herself capable of.

      If not, what was to become of me?

      Imogen had long thought she would gain mastery of the sacred patterns. Receive a notch, or more than one, on her blade. Return to her people—and perhaps even join the army.

      But if she didn’t, what would she do?

      That was something she had not given thought to.

      Perhaps she would take a bond quest. Not all of their people did so, only those who felt as if they needed to understand their purpose and place within the Leier. But Imogen had always thought she knew that.

      She headed down the hall and paused to look out into the grand garden surrounding the entrance to the courtyard. Small shrubs lined the stone walls of the courtyard. Flowers grew in elevated flowerpots, their fragrance filling the air, adding vibrancy to the otherwise colorless temple. Though she couldn’t see the waterfall from where she stood, she could hear its soft splashes.

      This was a place of comfort and relaxation, or it usually was. On a day like today, she felt anything but comforted and relaxed. She breathed in the floral fragrance of the air and stopped for a moment.

      The courtyard was not empty.

      Two of the older students were sparring with staves that were nearly as long as the one Master Liu used. They twisted and turned, their practice weapons striking with a ferocious speed. Most of the patterns were traditional, though every so often one of the students would attempt to sneak in a sacred pattern. Imogen stared, thinking that even were she to ramp up her studies, she didn’t know if she would have enough speed with the staff to keep up with either of them. Here she thought herself skilled, but fighting with the staff and fighting with the sword were very different.

      “What do you see?”

      The voice came from behind her, and Imogen spun.

      “General,” she said, bowing slightly. “I didn’t realize you had remained within the temple.”

      “We have sent our men ahead. I am waiting to receive word of our victory.”

      She bowed again. “Of course.”

      He smiled at her. “You’re young, but you strike me as familiar. Have we met before?”

      “You’ve been watching me train.”

      “Yes. Not what I expected,” he said, glancing along the hall before settling his gaze on her again. “But I’ve seen you somewhere else, I think.”

      She nodded, remaining bowed slightly. “In my village. You came through when I was just learning the blade.”

      “Interesting. Which village is this?”

      She glanced down. “You would not remember.”

      “Perhaps not. Faces, I remember, but villages… I travel enough that it is difficult for me to recognize many.”

      “You do me a great honor by speaking to me.”

      He waved his hand, and she took that as a sign for her to stand. “There is no honor. At least, not that you must be concerned with. The honor is training, focusing your mind.”

      “They are skilled,” she said, nodding toward the pair sparring.

      “Skilled, but I have yet to see a soldier in battle facing another who dances like that.” He grunted. “It is what I have a hard time convincing the masters in the temple of. They believe the sacred arts are designed to accentuate the mind, but those of us who have ventured out in the world and have seen the dangers that exist are able to recognize that it is not a matter of accentuating the mind so much as it is a matter of strengthening the resolve. We train because we must. We train because of what exists out in the world. We train so that we can be prepared, as our ancestors prepared.”

      The comment caused her to smile inwardly, but she didn’t show it. That was how she felt of the patterns, though not what Master Liu taught. “Of course,” Imogen said.

      “And what of you?”

      She smiled at him briefly. “I train here because it is an honor.”

      “It is,” he said. “I have been given the honor several times, the opportunity to train in several different sacred temples, but do you know what I learned?”

      Simply speaking to the general raised her spirits in a way she couldn’t even fathom. And after her experience with Master Liu today, feeling like a failure, perhaps it was fate that brought her to the general. She didn’t need to take a bond quest. She could go and serve him, learn from him.

      Imogen studied him. “I’m sure you learned the same as Master Liu attempted to teach me.” He started to smile. “What were the other temples like?”

      He laughed. “You mean were they anything like this? There are things you can learn from every place you train. It has been my experience that those who venture beyond the borders of our lands will learn the most.”

      She had only been in the temple for two years, yet she couldn’t help but feel as if she had lost something. Perhaps it was just the time that had passed—time she would otherwise have spent training and trying to continue to master her sword technique, or time that would have guided her in another way. But perhaps she had lost something else: her edge. Working with Master Liu and recognizing that there was something different to the way he fought and trained left her wanting more.

      Imogen swept her gaze around. From the courtyard, it was difficult to make out much of anything. Mountains stretched beyond, and there was a distant glimpse of the rising peak that shimmered in the sunlight, snow glistening off it. Other than that, she could only see the haze of clouds that hung in the air.

      She had never given much thought to leaving the Leier lands. Few of their people ever did. They were trained to protect their lands, to defend them from sorcery. Leaving them went against everything they believed they needed to do.

      “Where have you traveled to?” she asked.

      “When I accepted my bond quest, I ventured far beyond the borders.” He smiled tightly. “The quest itself was what took me away, but it also brought me back. Eventually, I recognized that it was the bond quest that was designed to help me see who and what I was supposed to be and how I was destined to serve the Leier.”

      Destined.

      There it was again—a speech about destiny, a greater understanding, and seeing beyond the borders. Imogen didn’t know if there was such a thing as true destiny. She had been taught that one made their own destiny. That by working and training and bettering themselves, a person could become even more skilled, then use that skill for the betterment of their people.

      “I’ve not yet chosen my bond quest,” she said.

      “It is a difficult choice to make. In time, you must decide if you will make that journey. You must decide how you will serve your people. Have you given that any thought?”

      Imogen didn’t know how to answer. The question seemed to reflect her own fears, as if he knew what she was thinking.

      This was the general. The idea that he would understand her…

      Imogen locked eyes with him, and her response came without thought. “Of course.”

      “Perhaps the time will come when you have to decide.”

      “Decide?”

      He nodded. “Decide what you value. Decide what you must be willing to become.” He looked over to the two men still sparring. “Will you be like them, always training, practicing, and focusing on technique, or will you be like someone who has ventured into the world, embraced reality, and realized that their destiny lies beyond?”

      Imogen focused her attention back to the men. She had come here to improve herself, hadn’t she? Perhaps she did need to take a bond quest. Maybe that was what the general was suggesting.

      She had not given that any thought, but it was time that she did.

      If she continued to fail here, then taking on a bond quest—one in which she could serve her people in a different and challenging way—could help her find purpose again. She had to continue to study and to ready her mind. Imogen had no idea what she was going to need to do, but at this point, it was a matter of training. She would mix the lessons Master Liu intended to teach her, adding in what she already knew. And she was not going to become something else—she was going to master her ability and become the most skilled sword fighter she could. Maybe that should be her bond quest.

      Only…

      That wouldn’t serve the Leier. She needed to find the right bond quest, one that would serve her people.

      “Thank you for your suggestions,” she said to the general, bowing politely before straightening and turning away.

      Once she was back in her chambers, she sat on the bed, closed her eyes, and wished she could find her own answers—but what would they be?
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      The cold air stunk as the wind gusted out of the north, carrying with it the promise of snow. There’d been a time when Imogen had known the cold and the snow, when she had known all of this and had welcomed it. When she had not feared it.

      The Leier were down there, and the branox were heading toward them.

      And Imogen would have to do something.

      If she didn’t intercept the branox, they might swarm over the Leier before they were ready. Imogen didn’t even know if they could be ready. It depended on how many soldiers they had and their level of training. She had to believe there would be at least one notched fighter, perhaps more. If so, then maybe she didn’t need to do anything.

      Or perhaps the help she felt she needed was already here.

      But if she waited…

      Waiting meant the branox might have an opportunity to attack.

      She scrambled over the rock and descended until she reached a small ravine. Imogen crawled as quickly as she could, darting along the rock and coming to a path that guided her forward.

      She used that to navigate, but as she did, she hesitated just a moment.

      She wasn’t sure if she would once again be able to find the place where the patterns simply were—what her people called the unity. But if she fought the branox, she might need it. It might be the only way to defeat them.

      The last time had nearly been too much for her.

      Flowing through the mountains was difficult. In order for her to find the sacred patterns, she needed that flow. That was one lesson that had stayed with her. And she couldn’t be sloppy.

      She continued to follow the trail until she found the branox. They scrambled forward, a hazy gray energy that moved toward her. Imogen braced herself, briefly using a moment of meditation to get her mind in the right space so that she could confront them.

      She tried to focus, to find the unity. It didn’t come to her.

      This time, she didn’t need it. While there were branox before her, there were not nearly as many. She carved through them, leaving their bodies behind.

      She couldn’t see her people or hear anything. Imogen feared her people dead and dying because she could do nothing. More branox started to clamber down the rock as if they were coming toward her. She stayed in place, focused for another moment, then darted forward again.

      She flowed like a stream through the mountains, then twisted, the wind whipping at her. A torrent carried her, turning her from one side to another, then to the next. Each time she turned, she could feel the branox around her. And it was that pressure from the branox around her that alerted her to some aspect of something more: the power of the creatures, and the fear of sorcery here.

      She faltered for a moment. Benji and his Porapeth magic could call to the branox. Lilah and her sorcery could as well. What would draw the branox to her people?

      At one point, Imogen paused on a rocky ledge, looking down. Something had attracted the branox here, which meant sorcery or another kind of magic.

      She moved carefully and slowly. As she carved through branox that appeared in front of her, she maintained her focus. Another blurring movement caught her attention upslope. Imogen rushed forward and stabbed the creature.

      She spun, twisting in Petals on the Wind, and then the branox converged. She had to be careful on the rocky ledge, where she was more unbalanced.

      She flowed using the traditional patterns at first, then quickly realized that was a mistake. She shifted, switching to the sacred patterns.

      And then her mind went blank as she found the unity.

      Imogen didn’t even move, just her blade. It was almost as if she could transition from her traditional patterns to the sacred patterns in a heartbeat. Petals on the Wind. Axe Falling. Lightning Strikes in a Storm. Occasionally, she mixed in traditional patterns, using the precision to help her move from one position to the next.

      The branox swarmed her by the dozens. She couldn’t see any of them until they fell. Could using the sacred patterns be calling them to her? If so, that would be useful. She wouldn’t need to wait for others with magic. She could be the magic.

      She stayed focused in the unity, her blade a blur.

      There has to be sorcery here. That thought intruded, nearly disrupting her connection to the unity. But then it was gone in an instant.

      The branox around her were down.

      She continued to dance, jumping from one rock to the next, carving through the branox. Her steps were light, as if touched by power, though not any kind of power she had ever felt before.

      In a flash of movement, a figure appeared along the rocks, scrambling past her. For a moment, Imogen thought it was one of the Leier and wondered if perhaps they might have sorcerers among them now. Too much would’ve changed for the Leier to have suddenly embraced sorcery.

      It couldn’t be one of her people, which meant that it was Koral.

      The power that came from the Koral shaman was significant. She simply held her hands out and flicked her wrists, causing power to bloom. Then she disappeared behind the rocks.

      Imogen glanced around at the dozens of fallen branox, all of them dead among the rocks. They’d been chasing the shaman, but where were the other Koral?

      A soft chuckle caught her attention as Benji crawled toward her. He tapped on the rock, and the ground trembled and swallowed the dead branox.

      “I saw a Koral shaman,” she said as he caught up to her. “I don’t know where she went, or if the branox got to—”

      There was a blur of movement, and Imogen flowed instinctively. Branox converged on her once more, but she wasn’t alone. She could feel the use of magic. There was a distinct sense to it when it was used near her, and this was a considerable energy.

      Imogen carved through the creatures around her until none remained.

      But she wasn’t fast enough.

      The shaman lay unmoving in the distance. The branox had her surrounded, one with its horrible mouth on her arm, feeding and using the shaman magic.

      “I never knew they had such power,” Imogen said softly.

      Benji watched her for a long moment. “Perhaps if nothing else, this journey will teach you something about what you’ve long feared.”

      “I didn’t realize that the journey was supposed to teach me anything.”

      “Why go on a journey if you don’t learn?”

      “I’m doing this because of the danger the branox pose.”

      “That’s what you tell yourself,” he said.

      “That’s the truth.”

      “Again, the one you tell yourself.”

      “What other truth is there?”

      “There’s the question of how your people have feared sorcery, and now I think you’re starting to see another question.” He chuckled as if he were laughing at some great joke only he knew, but in this case, Imogen couldn’t help but feel as if he was right. Perhaps there was more, certainly more than she had ever known. More than her people ever acknowledged.

      She shook her head, looking into the distance where the Koral shaman lay.

      “I have questions for Lilah,” Imogen said.

      Benji cocked his head. “What kinds of questions are those?”

      “The ones that make me wonder if perhaps she is not Leier.”

      He barked out a laugh. “Really? Now you want to question this poor girl?”

      The Leier had never had sorcery, had they? The Koral were the ones with a kind of magic.

      Imogen ignored those thoughts for now. She had to hurry. The branox were still moving, and she suspected she knew where they were headed.

      “Can you tell where they are going?”

      “I am trying,” he said.

      “You still can’t see anything?”

      “It’s not as easy as that, Imogen Inaratha. It is a matter of trying to see the web of possibilities in front of me. Lately it has become opaque where it had been translucent before. It’s like looking through a deep pool of water and trying to find something swimming at the murky bottom. I still don’t know exactly what’s causing it, though I hope we can discover the key soon enough.”
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      They made their way carefully along the narrow stone path. Lilah stayed behind Benji, who trailed Imogen, none of them speaking. Imogen tried to focus, wanting to meditate, to find some clarity.

      More than that, she wanted to find the unity again.

      “How much farther do we have to go?” Lilah asked.

      Benji had stopped teaching her, yet as Imogen looked back, she noticed Lilah moving her hands like she was tracing a pattern and trying to work out the magic on her own.

      “The Leier are up ahead,” Imogen said. “I saw them.” And she had scared away the branox, or at least destroyed what she could. She didn’t know how long they would be gone or whether they would return, but for now she felt as if they had a chance.

      Benji worked through patterns on the ground, then stood and tilted his head in a strange fashion as he sniffed the air. Every so often, he would swirl his hands, almost like he intended to trace a pattern in the air itself, but he never spoke of what he detected. Perhaps it was nothing. If he couldn’t see, then Imogen had to hope that the stone and the wind spoke to him.

      If he could navigate so quickly over the rocks, that had to be because of his Porapeth magic, but he also had to know something. He looked as though he had been here before. Benji had secrets she was determined to find out.

      “We don’t have to go much farther.” He paused, resting one hand on a rock, and he traced his fingers in a soft pattern.

      Lilah also continued to work through her patterns. Imogen didn’t know if there was a danger in it, but as they neared the Leier homeland, she worried about Lilah drawing attention to herself.

      “I would caution you against using sorcery here,” Imogen said.

      “I…”

      She smiled tightly. “I’m not saying it to upset you. I’m saying it to protect you. We’re nearing other Leier. If they detect sorcery…”

      Benji watched her as she spoke. Imogen waited for an outburst, some sort of swear or any of his typical type of banter, but he said nothing. Instead, he made a motion toward the ground before tilting his head back and breathing in deeply, looking like he was trying to consume some part of their surroundings.

      He continued onward but quickly paused. He touched the rock again, and this time he caressed it softly, tracing his fingers in a pattern.

      He glanced back at Imogen. “We must be careful here,” he murmured.

      “Branox?” Lilah asked.

      Benji shook his head. “Not branox, but—”

      A shadowy figure crept along the rock. The person moved slowly and carefully but not unnaturally, and certainly not with any magical power. Their shape was clear, and she knew what she needed to do.

      Imogen stepped forward and unsheathed her blade, holding it before her.

      It was both a greeting and a warning.

      The other Leier unsheathed their sword and stepped out of the shadows. He was a Third of the Blade, not as high-ranked as she was, which meant he would defer to her—but only if he recognized her weapon.

      “I am Imogen Inaratha, First of the Blade,” she said, bowing slightly.

      He flicked his gaze past her, to Benji and then to Lilah, before finally settling back on her. He bowed more deeply than she did, the point of his blade bending with him. “I am Rargen Bangel, Third of the Blade.”

      “There’s a Leier camp nearby,” she said.

      He frowned, nodding. “There is.”

      “We saw the Koral as we were making our way through here.”

      “Where are those bastards?”

      “Dead,” she said.

      “Good.”

      Imogen swallowed the first thought that came to her. She had seen what had happened to the Koral, and she couldn’t begin to imagine how they had suffered.

      The Leier soldier knew none of that.

      “May we pass?” she asked. It was a traditional request, one made for Rargen’s honor but not one she expected him to deny.

      He hesitated for a moment. “Of course, Imogen Inaratha. You have my blessing.” He remained bowed.

      Imogen nodded to Benji and Lilah, motioning for them to come forward. She wanted to get to the rest of the Leier, but she needed to proceed with caution now.

      They started across the rocks, and Imogen glanced over to Rargen for just a moment, but he didn’t pay any attention to her. She reached a small trail, and she realized that this was where Rargen had been patrolling. She made her way along it toward the Leier. The others said nothing.

      “There will be other scouts,” she said, glancing over to Benji.

      “I can feel them,” he said. “The stone likes to talk.”

      “And what does the stone tell you?”

      “That the scouts have camped just ahead of us. We don’t have much farther to go.”

      The army had been moving, but perhaps she shouldn’t be surprised that they had camped for the evening. With the scouts watching their surroundings, that meant they had to be getting close.

      They followed a narrow path until they reached a jagged drop-off, where the ground formed a shallow depression of a valley. Within the valley was a flattened section of land, rare in this part of the mountains. The army must’ve known such a thing was here, as an enormous, sprawling camp had been set up, filling the entire area. Tents were arranged in neat lines, topped with colorful flags that billowed and signaled the direction of the wind. Each flag’s design also proclaimed which family the tent belonged to.

      Imogen stared at the Leier camp for a long time. She hadn’t seen one like this in ages.

      Maybe this was a mistake. She didn’t belong here, and hadn’t belonged here in quite some time. She was still just as much of an outcast as she had been. She was still unbonded.

      Benji shoved her forward and grunted. “You don’t need to stand there.”

      “It has been a long time since I have come before my people.”

      “It doesn’t get any easier by waiting.”

      “I know.”

      “Then get moving,” he said, giving her another push in the back.

      Imogen began to descend the small rocky valley. She hadn’t gone far when she encountered another scout. This one bore the blade of the Seconds, which was not as ornate as the sword that had been gifted to her when she had reached the level of First. She was surprised to see a Second on patrol.

      “Greetings,” she said. “I am Imogen Inaratha, First of the Blade.” She bowed with her weapon unsheathed.

      He eyed her for a moment, then flicked his gaze to Benji and Lilah before looking back at her. It was the same thing the other scout had done.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he said. He was a Second of the Blade, not a First, and should not have spoken to her in such a way.

      “I would like to pass.” She said it more forcefully and without any of the flowery language that would’ve been expected were she to give him the opportunity to refuse. At this point, Imogen didn’t want to give him that chance.

      “I was given strict instructions to not let anyone pass,” he said.

      “Who provided those instructions?”

      He glowered at her and glanced at her sword as if he didn’t know whether to believe that she was a First the Blade, but he didn’t move. A Second should have deferred to her.

      He glared at her again. “General Derashen leads us.”

      Imogen frowned, glancing to the tents.

      “You know him?” Benji whispered. His voice barely carried, almost as if it were a whisper in the breeze itself.

      She nodded once. “I know him.”

      “Is that good?”

      Imogen took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “I do not know.”

      It had been too long. The only times she had spent with General Derashen had been when she had encountered him at the sacred temple. He might not even remember her. She had been a different person then—irritated at her failures, struggling to understand the sacred patterns, and believing that she was still owed something because of her skill.

      She eyed the Second. “I would like to pass.”

      “And I would like to take that blade from you.”

      Imogen tensed. “Is that a challenge?”

      She could be challenged, but it had been so long that she had forgotten about it.

      Challenging somebody of a higher rank put a person in danger. Imogen certainly couldn’t kill him, not without drawing the ire of those of a similar rank as her, but she also couldn’t let a challenge go unanswered. There was tradition to it, and the tradition meant she needed to respond.

      “It is not,” he said, though the tone of his voice suggested he was disappointed that it wasn’t.

      She smiled to herself. Was he really that eager to challenge somebody of a higher rank? A Second could confront a First, but typically in an organized and formal setting, not out in a camp, and not while on patrol. The fact that it seemed like he was willing to challenge her now left her thinking that more was taking place than she was aware of. Perhaps she had been gone from her people for too long.

      “That’s probably a good idea,” a voice said from nearby.

      Imogen spun.

      General Derashen ascended the rock, looking much like he had when she’d seen him all those years ago. He had silver hair, a powerful build, and pale-gray eyes. The sword at his side was marked with nine notches. Though he was a First of the Blade, he had progressed even beyond that. He was only a few notches below the sacred blade master. Given what Imogen knew of General Derashen, she doubted he had any interest in progressing to that point.

      She bowed, leaving her sword unsheathed.

      “Imogen Inaratha. I would not have expected to see you here.”

      “I heard about the Koral,” she said, deciding to use that as her reason for returning, rather than the truth. At least for now. Eventually, they would have to be made aware, but she needed to know where she stood within the Leier.

      He frowned, cocking his head to the side. He flicked his gaze to Benji, dismissing him quickly, and then looked at Lilah. “Interesting company you keep.”

      “It is—”

      Faster than she could react, he darted up the stone and grabbed Lilah, pressing a belt knife against her throat. “Did you bring us a prisoner?”

      “She is not with them,” Imogen insisted.

      “She bears the marker of the Koral shamans,” he said. “Did you know this?”

      He tugged on the necklace that Lilah now wore around her throat.

      Imogen looked over to her. At least she had an answer to that question.

      Benji watched them, and a nervous energy filled the air. The Second of the Blade who stood nearby also stared, almost as if expecting there to be more of a fight. Imogen didn’t think she would be able to disarm General Derashen. She might’ve progressed with her sacred patterns, but this was somebody who had nine notches above First. He was a true blade master.

      She was not.

      “We found her on the plains,” Imogen said, choosing her words carefully. “She had been captured. Sorcerers, I suspect.” She shot Lilah a look that warned her to stay silent.

      “We will put her with the rest and then sort out what must be done,” General Derashen said.

      Imogen considered how to react but decided not to argue. There wasn’t anything she would be able to say anyway, and certainly nothing that would convince him otherwise.

      He motioned for the Second of the Blade to join him, and he grabbed Lilah.

      Imogen locked eyes with the girl and nodded, then turned to Benji. “Go with her,” she said. “Make sure she is safe.”

      General Derashen sneered. “You’re telling me how to keep my prisoner?”

      Imogen held his gaze, refusing to lower her eyes. She knew better than to stare back, but at the same time, she also didn’t feel as if she could let him take Lilah away without objection. If she did so, she diminished herself in his eyes. But more than that, she needed to push back so Lilah could have the protection she needed.

      “This is my prisoner,” she said. “And I will ensure that she is offered the safety I guaranteed her.”

      He tilted his head to the side, then let out a long laugh. “It is good to see you, Imogen Inaratha. Come. Join me at my camp.”
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      This high up in the mountains, and this late in the evening, the heat radiating from the fire was welcomed. As the night had begun to fall, the chill had started to settle around Imogen, making her all too aware of how underdressed she was.

      She had not had a chance to see whether Benji or Lilah were safe since they had been taken away, but she had faith that General Derashen’s honor would ensure their safety. At least, based on the honor he had always displayed before.

      Imogen was not alone at the fire. Derashen had permitted her to join him, but there were others who sat with her as well. She found her gaze drifting to the wrappings around the hilts of their swords, and she noted that there were three others that were First of the Blade. Two of them had a single notch on their scabbards, and there was one who had five notches. She stared at his weapon. There was something familiar about it, though she couldn’t quite place it.

      General Derashen carried a large hunk of meat, and he dropped down on a boulder next to her. “Tell me, Imogen Inaratha. You have not been seen in your homeland for years.”

      She kept her face as serene as she could while trying to come up with the right words. She had to be careful with what she revealed. “I was on my bond quest,” she said, speaking carefully.

      “Your bond quest called you from the homeland?”

      She held his gaze. “Yes.”

      “And?”

      Imogen hesitated. This was the part she had feared when she’d returned. She did not know what to say to anyone about her bond quest, or about what it had taken for her to complete it. She didn’t know how to answer if anyone questioned why she didn’t return the moment her quest was finished, especially General Derashen—somebody she had looked up to from the moment she had first seen him at the temple. Somebody she had recognized as skilled, having the ability with the blade that she had always wanted.

      “I tasked myself with destroying the hyadan,” she finally said.

      He watched her for a long moment, then nodded. “A worthy bond quest. Difficult, but worthy.”

      She took a deep breath. “Yes.”

      “And it has brought you here?”

      “It has brought me here.”

      “It is to our advantage—at least if you would stay for a while, Imogen Inaratha.”

      He wanted her to stay? She tried to hide her surprise. He didn’t know about her failure at the temple. He didn’t know how she’d been sent away on her bond quest rather than choosing it for herself.

      “There is something you must know,” she said. “I encountered something on my journey here.”

      “The hyadan?” one of the other Firsts of the Blade asked from across the fire, eyes gleaming in the light. He had dark hair and a thin mustache curled at the corners of his mouth.

      Imogen shook her head. “Not the hyadan,” she said. “Well, not this time.” She added the last part hurriedly, wanting to ensure they believed she was still undertaking her bond quest. At least for now. She could share with the general that she had completed her quest, but she would do so on her own, not in front of others.

      General Derashen grunted. “The Koral,” he said, then took a bite of his meat and tossed the bone into the flames. “They have proven troublesome. We started to see movement from the Koral. Our scouts had heard that they were sending their shamans.”

      “Why send their shamans to our lands?” Imogen asked.

      “Only the gods know,” he said, his voice dropping to an annoyed mutter. “When it comes to them, who can say with any certainty? Perhaps they finally decided to attack. All these years, they have brushed up against our borders but never crossed them.” He shook his head, irritation in his eyes.

      Why had the Koral come now?

      “They wouldn’t be able to oppose you in the mountains,” she said.

      “We would not have thought so, but they have gained some new tricks,” one of the other Firsts said.

      Imogen looked over to her. The woman was a little older than Imogen, with shoulder-length black hair. Her eyes were narrowly set, but there was a flickering nervousness to them as she continually glanced around her.

      Imogen smiled. Had that been her at one point?

      The others around the fire were focused solely on the general. Everyone other than the master with the five notches on his blade. He watched Imogen instead. His angular jaw and strong features seemed familiar to her.

      Imogen tore her attention away from the sword master. She didn’t need to get drawn into the politics of the Leier again. She was not here for that purpose. She had come to destroy the branox and stop the queen; to uncover what Timo was doing, whether he was forcing these creatures in this direction or simply following them; and to stop him from his pursuit of the kind of power he should not possess. Then she could move on. She could go after Timo, and she could finish all of this.

      “What tricks?” she asked.

      General Derashen waved his hand. “They have learned the tricks of the sorcerers. We think they’ve been studying with them. So when you brought your prisoner, or your prisoner came with you,” he said, smiling tightly, “we realized you must have found one of their trainees.”

      Could that have been it? Lilah had certainly been keeping something from her, and it was difficult for Imogen to know what it was. Secrets, of course, but what kind of secrets?

      “It would take time for the sorcerers to train them,” she said.

      “We think they’ve been doing so for years,” another First replied.

      Imogen looked over to the man who’d spoken. He was slightly younger than her, and he rested his elbows on his knees as he stared across the fire. That he was able to share a fire with General Derashen suggested that he had already proven himself at his age. Which meant that he had skill she should respect.

      “What do you think they are after?” Imogen asked.

      “We don’t know the reason they’re here.”

      “I might.”

      General Derashen frowned at her. “You might? What have you seen?”

      “Strange creatures,” she began, choosing her words even more carefully than before. She figured the Leier would need to deal with the branox, and she wanted to ensure they understood what they were getting into. “Ones that almost move faster than the eye can see. That feed on magic.”

      Several of the others around the fire laughed, and Imogen shot them a look. As they were similar rank, they fell silent—all but the one with five notches.

      “You would come here and claim you’ve been fighting magical creatures?” Derashen asked.

      Imogen hesitated. She wasn’t sure if the branox were magical themselves, but she believed they must be. They fed on magic, which hinted that perhaps they had their own kind of power. Something allowed them to move as quickly as they did, and also created the crackling energy in the air around them.

      “These creatures feed on magic,” she said.

      One of the Firsts clapped his hands together. “Then we have nothing to fear.”

      Imogen looked over to him, remembering the Koral she had seen. “You don’t, but the Koral you have captured here might.”

      She had been trying to figure out why the branox were coming here. If the Koral shamans were training with sorcerers and increasing their skill, it would explain why the branox had been drawn here. The Koral had more talent than they had before.

      “Then we slaughter them,” one of the others said.

      Imogen couldn’t see who had spoken. He sat across the massive fire, the flames and shadows making it difficult for her to make out much of anything. At first, she thought he meant they should slaughter the branox, but she realized that wasn’t it—he was talking about the Koral.

      “You would slaughter a captured enemy?” She glanced over to the general, frowning. That went against tradition. That went against honor.

      General Derashen had a look of uncertainty in his eyes.

      Would he try to kill the Koral?

      It occurred to Imogen that she didn’t know her people any longer. Too much had changed. She had changed. So had her appreciation and understanding of magic. And maybe there was a time when she would not have argued against the general, even in something as dishonorable as slaughtering one’s captured enemies, but now she could not hold her tongue.

      The general looked over to her. Imogen held her breath as she waited for his response.

      “We cannot slaughter them,” he said. “They are our captives. If we kill them, we will dishonor ourselves.”

      She exhaled. Not only for the captives, but also for Lilah.

      “We don’t even know if these creatures are real,” the man across from her said.

      She eyed him for a moment. His voice struck her as familiar, though she couldn’t quite place why.

      Imogen needed to provide proof of the branox, but Benji had ensured that any remains were removed. At the time, she thought his actions made sense, to avoid drawing more to them. But without that proof, she had no way to convince the Leier of the creatures’ existence.

      “I can show you,” she said.

      “In the morning,” General Derashen said. “You can bring us to these creatures. If they are attracted to magic as you say, then we can use the Koral for bait. That will not dishonor us. We will use the shamans to bring those creatures here.”

      Imogen didn’t know whether to be relieved that the Leier were willing to deal with the branox, or distressed that they were going to use the Koral as bait. Either way, she didn’t have to do this on her own any longer.

      The general stood, and Imogen followed him away from the fire, until there was no one around. He watched her, a question burning in his dark gaze.

      “It’s not just about destroying these creatures,” she explained. “They have a queen that commands them. We have to kill the queen, and then we can destroy the rest.”

      He stared at her for a long moment. Behind her, she heard the murmur of voices around the crackling fire.

      “How do you know so much about them?” he asked.

      Imogen should have expected that question, and she should’ve been prepared for it, but it still caught her flat-footed. “One who’s traveling with me has some experience with them.”

      “Can you trust someone who knows so much about these creatures?”

      Imogen thought about telling General Derashen that Benji was a Porapeth. Her people viewed the Porapeth with respect—at least they had. Would he feel the same now? She could even tell him that Benji knew Master Liu and was trusted by him. But it might not make a difference. When she’d last seen Master Liu, she had been a different person.

      She needed to be careful. More careful than she had been, and more than she’d thought she needed to be before coming here. And that meant she couldn’t tell him everything. Perhaps there was a way to work around it.

      “I give my word that he’s trustworthy,” she finally said.

      General Derashen eyed her. “I see.”

      “Do you?” Benji wouldn’t tolerate imprisonment, even if it helped them catch the branox queen. She needed the general to permit him to remain free—and then Benji could share what he was on his terms.

      He smiled tightly. “You have been away from our lands for a long time. It is good that you have returned, Imogen Inaratha, but I am responsible for ensuring the safety of our people. We will determine if these creatures exist.” For the first time, Imogen realized that there was a question in his mind about whether or not these creatures were real. He had made it sound like he believed her, like he was willing to go and fight the branox, but perhaps he hadn’t been truthful.

      She nodded. “Thank you.”

      “That is not all,” he said. “While we do this, you will serve under my command.”

      “I’m afraid I am on my bond quest.”

      “You told me about your bond quest,” he said, his voice low.

      A chill worked up her spine. She looked up and held his gaze, everything within her still and calm. “Yes, I told you about it,” she said carefully.

      “You spoke of the hyadan.”

      Imogen nodded.

      “Reports from the outer lands are that the hyadan have been destroyed.”

      Her breath hitched. “Yes. They have been destroyed.”

      “Which means your bond quest is complete.”

      She nodded again.

      “So you are unbonded.”

      “It does mean that. For now,” she said.

      “You intend to take another quest?”

      Imogen held his gaze. She could lie, but General Derashen struck her as someone who would know if she did. “I’m not certain.”

      He flashed a strained smile. “Then you will serve under my command.”

      Imogen felt tempted to argue with him. She wasn’t sure that she could follow his orders, certainly not with what she needed to do. She felt as if she needed to understand the branox, but she also wasn’t sure that she was going to be able to hunt the queen on her own. Having the Leier with her might provide a rare opportunity.

      “For now,” she said.

      The general watched her for a moment, a look in his eyes suggesting that he debated his answer. Instead he nodded, then turned and strode away.

      It was within his rights to demand that she take on another bond quest, but doing so meant that either she would throw herself at an even more impossible mission, or she would serve. In this case, it seemed that General Derashen had already decided—she would serve.

      She’d considered truly taking on another bond quest, but her time in Yoran and away from her people had left her wondering if she even wanted to take on another. Did such things even matter—especially as she’d come to see magic so differently than her people, to the point where she used it with the sacred patterns?

      She returned to the fire and thought about taking a seat, but she didn’t want to. She wanted to keep moving, to find Benji. She decided to wander and search for him.

      She made her way carefully, sweeping around the camp, looking at the arrangements. Each tent represented one of the families, and often clusters of tents represented villages. Had she stayed with the Leier and in her position, Imogen likely would’ve been in one of these camps, and possibly even leading it. For a while, she had believed that having the opportunity to serve the Leier, to work with the general, was all she really wanted, but now she wasn’t sure that she could.

      Especially not with what she had seen of the Koral.

      Now she was an outsider, which was a strange way to feel after having grown up here. She had wanted nothing more than to serve her people, and she’d trained with the belief that she was going to be a pivotal part of the Leier defense, but after being away for the time that she had, Imogen no longer knew how she felt. All she knew was that she had changed.

      The sound of nearby murmurs filled the air around her, and they mixed with the steady, rhythmic clatter of wooden reeds smacking together as Leier sparred with one another. Perhaps somebody had issued a challenge.

      There was a certain comfort in those sounds, which reminded her of the training she had gone through when she was younger, and it was almost enough to make her feel like she was back home. Surprisingly, the sound of the reeds reminded her more of her training in the sacred temple than anything else, since Master Liu had refused to allow anyone to spar with their blades.

      She pushed those thoughts away as she reached the prison section near the edge of the camp. There were no tents or shelters around, nothing to block the gusts of wind that tore through this part of the mountain. The people didn’t even have a fire for warmth.

      Several dozen Leier stood guard, all of them ranked Second of the Blade or higher. Not that they needed to be here. The prisoners had no weapons. Though there might be some shamans with a connection to sorcery, they wouldn’t have been able to do much anyway. Even the weakest Second had enough knowledge and skill to disrupt a sorcery pattern, and they would be able to make sure that any shaman magic would fail.

      She approached carefully, resting her hand on the hilt of her blade. Imogen studied everything in front of her, taking deep, slow, and steady breaths as she did, feeling a strange presence in the air. It tingled along her skin.

      She paused for a moment, focusing herself. She needed to understand.

      Imogen used Tree Stands in the Forest. There weren’t many in the Leier camp who would recognize what she was doing, nor would they understand how she was doing it. But it also gave her the opportunity to try testing for something more.

      And she did detect something more.

      It was familiar, and it took a moment to realize why.

      “Benji,” she said.

      He appeared out of the darkness as little more than a shadow. The ground trembled lightly beneath him, enough for her to know she was feeling his movement.

      “I was expecting you to visit before now,” he said.

      “I’m trying to understand what’s going on here.”

      “Lilah is now captured, when she was under our protection.”

      “She’s still under our protection,” she said.

      “Does that look like protection?” he asked, jabbing his thumb toward the gathered Koral.

      Imogen stared at them, and though she couldn’t feel any sense of sorcery, she wondered if there was some she couldn’t detect. None of the men or women or even the children who were gathered there were shivering, despite the gusting wind.

      She smiled to herself. So much for the Leier believing they understood the magic of sorcery well enough to defend against it. While they might be able to do so, they didn’t have any way of recognizing it when it wasn’t used against them.

      “I think they’re fine,” Imogen said. “At least for now. Besides, being here might give Lilah a chance to learn more. From what I’ve overheard, the shamans have learned from the Society. That means they have more training than I ever realized.”

      But it also meant that her people had more reason to fear them. The Koral had more magic like sorcerers.

      “Or it might give her the chance to die,” Benji said.

      “We will keep her safe.”

      “Are you sure you can do anything to keep her safe?”

      Imogen took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and shook her head. There was a time when she would’ve said yes. A time when she would have known the extent of her abilities, along with the extent of what her people might attempt. Now she no longer did. Seeing General Derashen and the others here left her thinking that perhaps she didn’t know them as well as she believed she once did.

      “All I know is that I have done what I can to convince them to go after the branox.”

      “You told him.”

      “I thought it was best. If the things are attracted to magic, and if the soldiers are as skilled as me or even more skilled, it shouldn’t be difficult to cut down the creatures.”

      Benji regarded her for a moment, then let out a laugh. “Is that what you think?”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Do you really believe the others are as skilled as you?”

      She shrugged. “I’m only a First of the Blade.”

      “Only.”

      “There are others in this camp of that rank or higher.”

      “Higher in the traditional patterns, but not in what matters.”

      She frowned at him. “And what matters? Do you think it’s only the sacred patterns?”

      “Yes,” he said. “The sacred patterns are the only reason you’re still alive.”

      She opened her mouth to object, but then she wondered if that was true. During her training in the sacred temple, she had seen how everyone revered Master Liu. Having fought him, she understood why.

      And there was the simple matter that gaining the mastery found within a sacred temple and having a master instructor vouch for your skill were the only ways to acquire a notch on your blade. Either that, or defeating one of those sword masters in battle. No one tested themselves against a notched soldier, though. Challenging someone to raise your rank to First of the Blade was one thing, but testing for a notched ranking was not done lightly. Not only did failure mean humiliation, but it far more likely led to injury or even death. It was why so few had notched blades.

      “What would you have me do?” she asked him.

      “Protect Lilah, the way you promised.”

      “I haven’t abandoned my promise.”

      He grunted. “It looks like you have, but maybe… Well, maybe it doesn’t matter. At this point, all that matters is that we keep moving. And maybe it’s fine that you have involved the Leier in all of this. Who cares if a couple hundred of your people are slaughtered by the branox?”

      “They won’t be slaughtered by the branox,” she said.

      “You’ve seen the creatures.”

      She laughed softly and shook her head. “I remember.”

      “Then you should know that your people won’t be able to withstand an attack. Not well.”

      “You could help.”

      Benji nodded slowly, and there was a knowing look in his eyes. “Until we find the queen, nothing else matters.”

      “And if we don’t?”

      “Whatever they intend—”

      “You mean Timo.”

      Benji regarded her for a long moment, his gaze lingering. “I cannot see. I have tried. I know you want answers, that you deserve them, but I cannot see.”

      “It is him,” she said softly.

      He nodded. “Perhaps. But none of this matters, other than defeating the branox queen and preventing a misuse of her power.”

      There was a seriousness to his expression, one that she couldn’t quite interpret. He crouched down and traced his hands across the stone. She could almost feel something. Almost. Was he being more cautious than he normally was because they were in a place surrounded by the Leier, or was he simply being cautious for the sake of it? When he stood, he waved his hands, tracing them through the wind before nodding to himself.

      Benji turned away, and he stared into the campsite where Lilah and the Koral were gathered. He crossed his arms over his chest and tapped his foot in a steady pattern, and with it came a rumble from the ground.

      Imogen listened, but she couldn’t hear more than the tremble of the earth. Would any of the gathered Leier even be aware of how he used his Porapeth magic? She doubted it. The Leier weren’t trained to recognize a Porapeth.

      As she looked around the camp, listening to the sound of voices and trying to decide where she would go, she realized that she didn’t have a place. General Derashen might’ve invited her to stay, or perhaps even commanded her to, but she was no longer a Leier soldier.

      She was drawn instead to Benji. Even to Lilah.

      What did that say about her?

      Imogen tried not to answer the question, but the answer came nonetheless: she was every bit the outsider she felt.
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      They traveled for the better part of the day, climbing along a narrow path that was wide enough for two soldiers to march side by side. The trail wound through the mountains, ascending peaks before descending into smaller valleys. The Leier moved at a brisk pace, shuffling the Koral along with them.

      There were no signs of the branox, which Imogen thought was for the best—until she noticed that General Derashen and his second-in-command, a man she still hadn’t identified, were watching her. At first, it was subtle, with little more than a glance in her direction, but then the general would lean over to whisper to his second-in-command.

      Imogen didn’t need to have Benji’s ability to communicate with the wind to know what they were talking about. They were doubting her claims that there were creatures with power here. That they didn’t see signs of the branox meant they weren’t real.

      Had she been that arrogant before she’d left the Leier? Thinking back to that time, it was easy enough to see her own arrogance, to feel it. She had believed herself to be infallible and unstoppable. Her time in the temple had changed those notions from a belief of invulnerability to one of almost fear. One where she felt like she could not be the person she had wanted to be.

      Imogen shook those thoughts away. They didn’t serve her now.

      She marched up the mountain with the other Firsts, staying focused on the sacred patterns and moving in a different way than those walking alongside her. There was no point in ignoring the sacred patterns, especially if their group was ambushed by the branox. She couldn’t see Benji, but she could feel him. Every so often, the ground trembled behind her, suggesting that he was only a few dozen paces away, but then it faded.

      They reached another plateau late in the day. General Derashen had them quickly set up the camp, forming the rows of tents and the prison section much like it had been arranged before, and even the massive campfire where he would sit in the evening. It seemed as though the general had known that there was another place they could camp in the mountains.

      Imogen found Benji later in the day. He sat on the side of the road they had followed, the narrow path leading through the mountains. He perched on a large boulder, yet none looked in his direction despite how out of place he appeared. It had to be his Porapeth abilities that made others ignore him. Either that, or they simply recognized what he was and didn’t pay any attention to him.

      He looked harmless, like little more than an old man, with his balding head, sharp nose, and wrinkled brow. He rapped his knuckles on the rock, tipping his head to the side as if listening for something only he could hear.

      “Do you detect anything?” she asked.

      “They are moving ahead of us,” he whispered. “I can feel them enough to know that much. Go ahead and scout on your own.”

      Imogen glanced up to the rocky ledge sloping up and away from the plateau that they camped on. She could make out two of the scouts patrolling. They were both high-ranking, at least Second of the Blade. They would be able to handle sorcery, but not the branox.

      “He doesn’t believe me,” she said, shaking her head. “He’s telling them to patrol, but he’s not sending anybody with real potential.”

      “They’re going after Koral. What do you want to do?”

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly as she swept her gaze around. “I don’t know.”

      Benji grunted. “The branox are still out there. When your people come across them, it will be a slaughter.”

      Imogen shook her head. “Not a slaughter. There are many skilled sword users here.” Not only that, but with the general and his nine notches, along with the second-in-command, she suspected that they would be able to withstand the branox attack far better than Benji believed.

      “You may wish to think that, but the skill may not be enough. Not for what is to come.”

      “And what is that?”

      Benji tapped his knuckles on the stone again. “They are moving.”

      “You can feel them?”

      “When the stone wants to talk about it, which is not always. The stone recognizes the danger.”

      “It does?”

      He frowned at her. “You think I misspeak?”

      “It’s not that. I just think that…”

      She wasn’t sure what to say. She wasn’t sure how to tell Benji that she didn’t know the full extent of his abilities, but he certainly couldn’t know that her people would be unprotected against the creatures.

      “The Koral might draw the branox. We can use them, then—”

      Imogen cut herself off as the bearded master swordsman approached. Benji disappeared, heading over to the prison camp, leaving Imogen alone.

      The man studied her and Imogen bowed, though she realized as she did that she didn’t bow as deeply as she should have, especially given his rank. He was a master swordsman, and as far above her in rank as she was above a Fifth of the Blade. Even more, probably. His five notches would be enough to distinguish him. Even if Imogen had stayed in the Leier homelands, she might never have progressed high enough to acquire five notches.

      “General Derashen wants you to join him again.”

      Imogen nodded. “I will.”

      “He is most displeased we haven’t seen any evidence of these creatures you claim exist.” His brow furrowed and his nose wrinkled as he flicked his gaze over to the gathered Koral. “They have not been effective bait, perhaps.”

      Imogen sighed. “They were never meant to be bait,” she said under her breath.

      His eyes narrowed, and he watched her with suspicion. It was strange to have a Leier look at her with that expression, especially because there had been a time when she’d been one of the most prized fighters among her people.

      But now…

      “You would protect them?” he asked.

      “They have done nothing to you,” she blurted. She wished she hadn’t, and she knew better, but she couldn’t shake the irritation she felt at the attitudes of her people. And this man, at least, wasn’t General Derashen.

      “You haven’t changed at all, have you, Imogen Inaratha?”

      She frowned. “Do I know you?”

      He snorted, and he rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. Imogen’s gaze drifted down to it, and she noted the notches. She had never known anyone other than General Derashen with so many notches on their blade. She had seen several within the sacred temple with a single one, but with more than that…

      She studied the man, wondering if she might be able to recognize him through the beard, but she did not.

      “Of course you don’t. Do you?” He glowered at her. “You’ve been gone long enough that you’ve forgotten those you slighted. Perhaps there were too many.”

      Imogen’s heart hammered with the familiar tension that bubbled up within her—a call to battle, a warning that she needed to be prepared for the possibility of a fight. If he wanted to challenge her, she doubted she would be able to win. Not against somebody with five notches on his blade.

      “When did I slight you?” Imogen asked carefully.

      His eyes tightened, and she thought for a moment that she recognized them, but that moment was gone.

      “You probably don’t even remember all those you dishonored at the sacred temple.”

      He was there. Who was he, though?

      “You trained with Master Liu,” she said. She had to pick her words with caution, to find a way to avoid angering him.

      He shook his head. “Trained. Mastered five of the sacred patterns.”

      She nodded. “You should be proud.”

      “I don’t need for you to tell me what I should be.”

      “I didn’t mean any offense,” she said.

      “You never have.”

      “All I meant was that—”

      “You don’t need to tell me what you meant,” he said. “Because none of it matters.”

      Imogen frowned at him. She still didn’t know who he was, but he knew her.

      “I don’t intend any offense,” she said again.

      “You never would, would you?” He turned and walked away.

      Imogen stood speechless. She obviously had wronged him in the past, and with her frustration and her arrogance at that time, there were probably many people she had slighted without knowing it. Which meant she owed him an apology.

      But she wasn’t sure how she could provide it to him.

      She made her way through the camp. There were several tents and small cook fires set up, along with the much larger central campfire. The smells of smoke, people, and Leier food drifted to her. All of it felt familiar, but it also felt strange. It was no longer comforting the way it once would have been.

      She found General Derashen at the campfire and took a seat next to him. “You wanted me to join you again, I was told.”

      “I did,” he said. He glanced across the fire at the five-notched master swordsman Imogen had angered, then turned his attention back to her. “We have seen no evidence of creatures. Our scouts tell us that the Koral are camped only a few days from here.”

      “Is that where we’re going?”

      “Tell me about this girl you have with you.”

      “She has done nothing.”

      “She is with them,” he said.

      The captive Koral were not a threat, but perhaps General Derashen intended to use them in ways Imogen had not accounted for. She had thought him an honorable man, and this prospect made her think less of him, especially if he intended to use the Koral in some way. Prisoners were supposed to have a measure of respect given to them. Even Koral prisoners.

      “She was not with the Koral when we came across her,” she said.

      “How did you meet her?”

      Imogen shrugged. “In a tavern.”

      He arched a brow. “And what were you doing in a tavern?”

      “Eating.”

      He chuckled. “You do not need to fear me.”

      Despite the hesitation she’d felt when interacting with his second-in-command, Imogen met General Derashen’s eyes and kept her gaze locked on him. She would not look away. She wasn’t afraid. Others wouldn’t dare look at him this way, but she’d changed more than she realized.

      “It seems you’re trying to intimidate me,” she said.

      “You are unbonded,” he said loudly enough for the others to hear.

      Imogen took a deep breath. He intended for those around them to know that she was unbonded, wanted them to realize that she did not deserve the same treatment.

      She certainly was a different person now.

      “I am unbonded,” she agreed.

      “And yet now you are here. Tell me why.”

      “Because I am chasing these creatures.”

      “With the strange man who’s watching over one of the Koral.”

      “Yes.”

      “And rumors out of the west speak of magic. They speak of the Leier who are involved with magic.”

      She snorted but quickly composed herself, then nodded. “Yes.”

      “You aren’t going to deny it?”

      “What’s there to deny? You have already come to your own conclusions.” She looked around at the other Firsts of the Blade and the master swordsman, and all of them were watching her. All of them were still bonded, unlike her, which made them more honorable to their people.

      “We are seeking to understand,” the general said.

      Something Master Liu had said came back to her. “If you are seeking to understand, then you wouldn’t have already cast judgment.”

      General Derashen frowned at her. “We are going to reach the Koral, and then we will return to the plains. Once we do, you will be dealt with.”

      “That is what you intend for me?”

      “That is what is intended for you, Imogen Inaratha, unbonded.” He glowered at her. “This is my decree.”

      His dismissal meant that Imogen could leave. She didn’t owe him anything, other than commitment if she wanted to still serve her people. Having been away from the homeland for as long as she had, it wouldn’t be the worst thing for her to depart again, to go and find her own path. Perhaps to discover a new bond quest.

      But it would mean abandoning these people—some of them her people—to the branox. She might’ve been dismissed by General Derashen, but she was not going to leave these people to that danger. He and the others might not believe what she told him, but it didn’t matter. She didn’t care. She had to stop the branox and prevent Timo from using the queen for whatever purpose he had in mind.

      She had stepped away from the others when Benji appeared out of the darkness.

      “Don’t,” she warned as he came toward her with a frown on his face.

      “Don’t what?” he snapped.

      “Don’t harass me. I’m not in the mood for it.”

      He chuckled softly. “What do I care what you are in the mood for?”

      “I suppose you don’t care at all, do you?”

      “Oh, I care, Imogen Inaratha, a great deal. Why else would I still be here?”

      She didn’t know. At this point, she had no idea what he intended or why he was even bothering to stay with them, other than to fight the branox.

      “They are going to move north,” she said. “And when they encounter the branox, we can help them destroy the creatures. It will be over eventually.”

      “It will,” he said softly. “But I have a feeling you don’t want that.”

      She shrugged. “What does it matter what I want?”

      “You believed that you would be able to return here, regain your place, and that would be all.”

      Imogen reached into her pocket and touched the enchantment that she carried on her, the one that connected her to her most recent past. So far, she had avoided using it, even though the temptation had been there.

      “I knew it wouldn’t be the same,” she said. “I just don’t know that I was prepared to be an outcast among my people.”

      “You have always been one.” He turned away, heading into the night.

      Imogen sat at the edge of the camp, resting her head against a rock. She drifted in and out of sleep, dreams of her time at the sacred temple coming back to her, times when she was still a part of the Leier.

      In those dreams, she saw herself once again with Master Liu. He had his staff in hand, standing motionless in the garden. She remembered this moment, realizing that this was a memory rather than a vision or some imagined scene. She had faced him like this several times. He had demonstrated Tree Stands in the Forest three times for her. Once had been when he’d first agreed to show her the sacred patterns, a second time when she’d struggled and defaulted back to the traditional patterns, and a third time when he had begun to push her away.

      Each time, Imogen had been convinced that he was simply faster than her, but now she knew the truth.

      What would happen if she went to him now? What would he do with her understanding of Tree Stands in the Forest, along with other sacred patterns? She hadn’t mastered all of them, but she’d started to feel like she could. The possibility remained within her. All she had to do was find it.

      When she awakened, the camp was already starting to break for the day. She got to her feet and helped several families fold their tents before setting off on the march up the mountainside. They had not gone far when she heard a shout up ahead.

      Not only a shout, but there was a sizzling energy that streaked across her skin.

      Magic.

      Imogen moved through the army, ignoring the looks of the Firsts and Seconds. She didn’t fit in, but she didn’t care. She needed answers.

      She craned her neck to see where the magic was coming from. A dozen Leier darted off and headed up the mountainside. As soon as they did, stone began to move.

      “Enchantments!” she yelled as she scrambled up the rock.

      She ignored the shouts behind her, the commands that were designed to keep the Leier in order. She was not a Leier soldier serving under General Derashen. He had made that incredibly clear to her.

      She climbed up the rock and reached the first of the enchantments, a massive creature made of stone. She had faced something like this before when they had dealt with the Sul’toral, and she knew that a blast of power would be needed to defeat it, perhaps more than what the Leier would be capable of.

      The creature swiped at her. She dropped, rolling to the side, and she nearly crashed into one of the fallen Leier scouts who’d been up here. His head was caved in, blood staining the rock nearby. She scrambled backward in horror.

      Imogen focused inward for a moment. She readied herself the way she did with every battle, preparing her mind and her body as she started to see the fight play out in her head.

      She started slowly, bringing her hands in Petals on the Wind, and energy began to build. As the stone golem swiped at her, she brought her blade down, carving through one outstretched arm. She twisted, jerking her sword around again, whipping it up before slicing it back down once more. Each time she wrenched her sword, she could feel stone creaking beneath it.

      What she needed was power. Real power.

      She spun, bringing the blade up, then stabbed toward the center of the stone golem. The blade struck its chest, and the sudden thrust—Lightning Strikes in a Storm—shattered the stone. The golem crashed to the ground.

      Imogen dropped to her feet and swept her sword in a quick arc. There were at least three other stone golems around her. She darted toward the next, and she found several Firsts of the Blade attempting to fight. They struggled against this kind of enchantment. They might have trained to fight sorcery, but Imogen had actually fought magic much like this. There was a vast difference between the two.

      In a moment of hesitation, she wondered why these enchantments would be here. There should be no reason to attack this place. The Koral didn’t have this kind of enchantment, at least not that she knew.

      It was the kind of power that a Toral would use.

      Or a Sul’toral.

      Could they be pursuing another one? Or was this only Timo?

      Imogen readied herself. When she’d fought stone golems like this before, she hadn’t had the same understanding of her sacred patterns, but she had also not needed it.

      She was prepared either way.

      She flew forward, but her blade smacked off the stone, unable to crack it. Though she flowed through a series of her traditional patterns as quickly as she ever had, with her blade movements precise and perfect, she realized immediately that it wasn’t going to be enough.

      She used Stream through the Mountain, which was the easiest way to weave between the Firsts standing nearby. She drifted between the stone golem’s legs and brought her blade around, moving into Petals on the Wind. Then she swept to her left, then to her right, before carving the blade up and jabbing in Lightning Strikes in a Storm.

      The stone exploded, shattering around her. Imogen held herself in place for a moment—Tree Stands in the Forest—and the stone bounced off her protection.

      She scrambled down and met another stone golem. Five Leier lay littered around the creature. As she approached, she noticed that two of them were Firsts of the Blade and three of them were Seconds. So many had fallen to these creatures.

      She brought her sword around, but she knew she wasn’t going to be able to get to this golem in time.

      Somebody cried out—the bearded swordsman. He was trying to use the sacred pattern Waterfall down the Stream. The technique was precise, but there was no flow.

      The golem swept a stone arm toward him. Imogen pushed energy through herself using Tree Stands in the Forest, then switched quickly to Petals on the Wind, and the combination allowed her to blast upward. She carved her blade through the stone golem’s arm, cleaving it off.

      She rolled and hurriedly flowed back into Stream through the Trees, and used it to jab her weapon into the center of the golem. It shattered, sending stone raining down around her, and Imogen protected herself with Tree Stands in the Forest once again.

      She paused and looked around. There were no other golems moving.

      The bearded swordsman looked up at her.

      “You can thank me,” she said.

      “Thank you?” He got to his feet, and he dusted himself off as he glowered at her. “I will not thank someone like you. You have betrayed everything we stand for. You have embraced sorcery.”

      She frowned, glancing down to the remains of the fallen creature before looking back to him. “I embraced nothing. I used a sacred pattern, and if you trained with me at the sacred temple, then you recognize what I used.”

      “There was nothing sacred about that pattern.”

      The sudden surge of anger within her was surprising, but she didn’t hold it back. “And I could tell you that your Waterfall down the Stream was precise,” she snapped, “but the flow was inaccurate and your technique sloppy.”

      These same words had once been said to her. More than once, in fact.

      He stormed toward her, sword raised. The smart move would be to back away, to defer to him—he outranked her by a considerable amount. But she did not back down, much like she had not backed down from General Derashen.

      Even more surprisingly, she didn’t fear him, which she would’ve expected to. Under other circumstances, maybe she would have, but after seeing him fight and seeing the way the stone golem had nearly crushed his head, she doubted she had any reason to fear his skill. Not anymore. What did rank matter?

      “Lower your blade,” General Derashen said, striding forward. “We have lost enough life today.”

      His second-in-command sheathed his blade in a moment and stormed back to the line of Leier marching up the mountainside. Imogen stood before General Derashen.

      “An interesting technique there,” he said.

      “It’s not sorcery.”

      The general chuckled. “Of course not. I’ve trained with enough sword masters in the sacred temples to know what would constitute a successful sacred pattern. And that was a successful sacred pattern.”

      “Yes.”

      “You understand what you have done?”

      “Other than defeating the sentries set along this path?”

      That had to be part of their purpose, one reason they were situated here, though Imogen didn’t know why that would be. If they were searching for the Koral, then it didn’t make much sense for them to be here because there was no way of guaranteeing that the Leier would’ve moved through this place.

      “That is one thing,” General Derashen said, glancing around. “We have encountered them before, though perhaps not ones quite so powerful. They have been difficult to defeat. We have not lost so much life in the past. It is why our Firsts and Seconds march near the head of the caravan. We must ensure we’re prepared if we encounter them.”

      “I understand.”

      “But that is not my point,” he said, looking back to her. “No. It is that you may have made yourself an enemy.”

      She glanced toward the master swordsman in the distance and sighed. “I must have made an enemy of him long ago,” she said softly, wishing that she remembered who he was.

      “He is skilled.”

      “His skill did not help him with those enchantments.”

      General Derashen smiled. “No. It did not.”

      He spun around and left her alone. What more had he intended? He had gone from angry to this? She struggled to understand his reaction.

      It was more than just him reacting to the attack—he had been making a point that she was unbonded. There had to be some purpose behind that. Somebody like General Derashen would not have announced that to others without an underlying purpose, to embarrass her, or because of another reason.

      She headed back to the caravan and made a point of taking up a position near the rear, close to the prisoners. She didn’t care how it appeared. Benji joined her, appearing out of nowhere.

      “These people did not do that,” he said.

      “I know.”

      “But it is significant magic.”

      It fit with what she had been thinking. “Toral,” she said softly.

      Benji looked over to her, nodding once. He didn’t need to say anything more. Her brother may have wanted the power of the Sul’toral, but he already had the power of the Toral.

      “How many were there?” She had reacted without counting them first, but she knew she’d brought down three herself.

      “Five,” Benji said. “That general carved down two of them. He is quite skilled.”

      “He is the greatest swordsman in the Leier lands.”

      “Is he?”

      She arched a brow at him, nodding.

      “Anyway, animating five of those creatures at one time is a considerable feat of magic. And if there are no sorcerers around”—something in the way he said it suggested that there were not—“then we must be careful.”

      “I don’t understand what Timo hopes to accomplish in doing this,” she said, keeping her voice low, controlled. She didn’t want anyone else to hear that she was talking about her brother, even if they wouldn’t necessarily know who she was referring to. She couldn’t deny the unease that continued to creep into her. Unease that came from worrying about what Timo might do next and how he might be involved in all of this.

      Imogen tried not to let that worry fill her, but it did.

      “There’s only one reason he might want to do this,” Benji said.

      “He’s slowing us,” she said, starting to understand.

      “That would be my fear.”

      “Then he thinks to get to the queen first.”

      He nodded. “As you suspected.”

      “But it means the queen’s appeared somewhere,” she said.

      “Somewhere.” Benji touched his hand to the stone, his eyes going distant for a long moment. “But somewhere I cannot quite determine.”

      “Then I need to go ahead and scout.”

      “I fear you must. Worse, I fear you are the only one capable.”
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      Two more days passed, and several more stone enchantments had attacked. Each time, Imogen had felt the power through the crackling energy in the air, and she’d been able to alert the others. Since realizing she was the only one who was aware of them, she’d scouted ahead, following the narrow path through the mountains, but she had hesitated to go too far. The enchantments deterred her, mostly because she didn’t know if the Leier would be able to withstand the attack.

      They had descended the mountain, seeing no further signs of the Koral, but Imogen started to wonder if they would. And if they did, how would the Leier react?

      Dangerously, she was certain of it.

      She had not been able to check on Lilah. Benji had visited her several times, and each time Imogen had asked, he’d told her he was ensuring her safety. Imogen had no idea what that meant when it came to Benji. Was he trying to teach her? It might be beneficial for Lilah to learn from him, especially because Imogen suspected that his Porapeth magic would not be detected by the others in the camp, though they would probably detect Lilah’s use of magic. Imogen feared antagonizing them. They had to be careful, and she didn’t get the sense from Benji that he was necessarily trying to be.

      Still, if he were able to teach Lilah, and even some of the others Koral, they might be able to defend themselves against the branox more effectively. At this point, that was all Imogen cared about.

      Imogen sat at the outskirts of the camp, the way she had each night, never bothering to go back to the general’s campsite. She didn’t want any recognition within the Leier, not anymore. She wanted to find the branox, destroy the queen, and be done with all of this. It troubled her that they seemed no closer to accomplishing this than before.

      “Have you ever thought of testing yourself?”

      She glanced up to see General Derashen standing above her, his body casting a looming shadow over her. “There is no point in doing that,” she replied.

      “You have no interest in leading?”

      She looked away, staring off into the darkness. “Who would I lead?”

      He chuckled, and he turned his gaze to the men and women gathered around. “Why, Imogen Inaratha, you could lead as you were trained to do.”

      She got to her feet, and she bowed her head to him. “There is no point in attempting to lead. As you made abundantly clear, I am unbonded.”

      Which meant she should return to the army. Finishing a bond quest meant returning to the Leier. Joining your blade to those of the people. Except that Imogen found that more difficult than she would have expected.

      “Do you understand why I made that point?” he said.

      “Because you wanted to prove to the others that what I told you about these creatures is foolish. I can tell you it’s not. I have seen them myself, and they’re violent and deadly. They will—”

      The general held up his hand, cutting her off. “I don’t care about these creatures. Well, that’s not true. If they are as awful as you describe, and if they truly are what you tell me they are, then they may very well be worth us destroying.”

      “They are worth destroying,” Imogen said.

      “If they feed on magic, I don’t know.”

      “My bond quest took me on a journey to hunt other creatures that feed on magic. Our people have long believed that the hyadan were worthy of destruction, and now you question whether these creatures—ones that share many similar characteristics—are worth destroying, just because they might feed on your enemy?”

      “Mine? Not yours?” General Derashen asked, his voice careful.

      Imogen squeezed her eyes shut. “In my journey beyond our homeland, I have come to see magic differently.” There was no point in denying it, not to him. She didn’t think it mattered anyway. “I have come to see magic as dependent on the magical user.”

      “Maybe you have found wisdom.”

      She snorted. “That is not what others would claim.”

      “Others struggle finding their own wisdom,” he said. “But I have come to see that we must judge a person by their actions.” He nodded to her, then glanced behind him. Imogen followed the direction of his gaze, which led to the prison. “We hold the Koral because we know they are dangerous, but we also must recognize that the danger they possess is perhaps different than what we know.”

      “I have seen no evidence of magic from any of them.”

      It wasn’t entirely true, but she wasn’t about to reveal to him that she thought the Koral were using magic to keep themselves safe. They might be using more magic than what was needed to keep themselves warm, but she refused to share that with General Derashen.

      “No magic,” he said, “but perhaps there will be. If these creatures you claim are out there—”

      Imogen leaned toward him. “They are.”

      “If they’re out there,” he went on, “then we will stop them.” He frowned, regarding her for a long moment.

      There had been no sign of the branox so far. Benji hadn’t detected anything either. The only things that suggested they were still heading in the right direction were the stone golems, and even those were more traditional magic than anything else.

      He sighed. “Have you considered your possibilities?”

      “What possibilities?”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “You could test yourself.”

      “I have no interest.”

      “You have already demonstrated yourself.” He swept his gaze around the camp. “Others have begun to talk. They speak of the First of the Blade with skill that far exceeds her station.”

      “They have seen me fighting rock and magic, nothing else.”

      “You think it’s what you have fought that makes a difference?”

      Imogen looked over to him. She didn’t want this. This was not why she had come. She had come because she wanted to deal with the branox. Returning to the Leier was only one part of it, but certainly not what she intended.

      “I don’t think it matters,” she said. “I fight when I need to, I do what has to be done, and I have learned what’s been necessary to accomplish my goals.”

      He smiled at her. “Of course you have. You took your bond quest.” Something in the way he said it suggested more.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I only mean that you took a bond quest. You completed it.”

      “So now I’m unbonded.”

      “Unbonded does not mean you cannot help the people. In fact, one would argue that it means you are prepared in a way that very few are. What do you choose?”

      She didn’t have an answer.

      General Derashen turned and walked away. He didn’t seem to want one, either.

      Imogen tucked her knees up, and she stared out into the night. She could hear voices around her, a steady murmuring. It had been a while since she’d been around anybody other than Benji and Timo, and recently Lilah, so the sound of all these voices around her was strange, and somewhat irritating. Even when she had been in Yoran, she had not wanted to be around too many people. She had preferred the silence and solitude that she had been able to find, which, surprisingly enough, had been far easier than she would’ve expected.

      She got to her feet, needing to find Benji. She had to know where the branox were moving to, and to prepare for them. Eventually, they would encounter them again.

      Imogen made a steady circuit of the camp and neared the prison section.

      Somebody came racing up behind her. She turned, already bracing to react, but saw that it was only one of the Firsts, the man with the thin mustache. She’d seen his skill and talent, but his movements were not quite precise enough.

      He bowed and Imogen returned it, meeting him at the same level, and he bowed even deeper.

      She frowned. “What do you need?”

      “Imogen Inaratha, I wondered if I might have an opportunity to test myself with you.”

      A challenge? She was the same level as he was. What point would there be in challenging her?

      “I think you’ve made a mistake,” she said. “I am a First of the Blade like you.”

      He shook his head. “I only want to learn and do not seek a challenge. I would like to see these patterns you use, which are unique. I saw the power they possess when you took on the stone enchantments. All I seek is to learn.”

      Imogen shrugged. “I suppose.”

      It wouldn’t be the first time she had sparred since leaving the Leier lands. When she had been in Yoran, she had worked with Gavin Lorren and helped him learn, though he was far more capable than most who lived outside the Leier lands. He had mastered the traditional patterns with only a few demonstrations. Imogen had known he had a mind for the different fighting styles, but seeing somebody master patterns as quickly as he had still impressed her. And he had been the reason she’d come to believe that there was something more within those patterns, and something within the sacred ones as well.

      “I will fetch the practice reeds,” he said.

      Imogen pursed her lips and nodded. At the level of First of the Blade, practice was not done with staves, it was done with steel. She found it odd that he would choose to use the practice staves, as if he were some new recruit who was first learning the blade.

      She waited until he was gone, then turned her attention to the prison section. There were several dozen Koral within it, but they didn’t look like they were prisoners. All of them appeared as though they were willing to be there—as if they had chosen this. She discovered something about them as she paced around. Not only were they seemingly content where they were, but there was something odd about their appearance. This was something she’d noted when she had encountered the soldiers, but it became even clearer now that the Koral were gathered together, surrounded by Leier soldiers.

      They looked like Leier.

      Imogen had never fought the Koral, had never passed through their homeland. She knew what she had been taught about them, but then, she knew what she had been taught about magic as well, and that had been wrong.

      She approached the perimeter of the Koral encampment, lost in these thoughts.

      “Are you checking to make sure she’s still alive?”

      The voice that came out of the darkness forced her to spin, and she frowned as she faced the master swordsman.

      “Yes,” Imogen said.

      “They are our prisoners.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “If you attempt to rescue any of them, we will treat you as a traitor. Which we should anyway.”

      Imogen shook her head. “What have I done to upset you? I have attempted nothing more than to try to help, and in the time I’ve been here, all I’ve gotten from you is anger. I don’t know you, though you obviously remember me.”

      “You don’t remember because you have chosen not to.”

      “I seem to remember saving you. Now, if that bothers you then so be it, but that is your shame, not mine.”

      He bristled slightly at the mention of shame. This was not the way she expected a master swordsman to behave. Certainly not somebody with five notches in their blade.

      “You have dishonored me for the last time,” he said.

      “How exactly have I dishonored you?”

      He stared. “Your inability to remember is even more of a dishonor.”

      She scoffed and turned away. Imogen spotted Lilah’s familiar face in the middle of the prison section, which told her that the girl was well, and that was all she cared about at this point. She didn’t want anything to happen to the Koral, and increasingly, she suspected that as long as General Derashen remained in command, nothing would happen.

      This man, though? If the general fell, he would be next in line. He obviously had a different view of the Koral.

      “You do me a disservice by not challenging me,” he said.

      She turned back and eyed him. “What point would there be in that?”

      “Point?” he asked, frowning. “The point is for you to follow Leier traditions.”

      She ran her finger along the hilt of her sword. “I am merely a First of the Blade. You have five notches.”

      “Nearly six.”

      Imogen grunted. “Nearly six notches, and I would never think myself capable of challenging one such as you. I know I would be handily defeated.”

      “You would have the opportunity to test yourself.”

      “And you would have the opportunity to punish me,” she said.

      Which was probably exactly what he wanted. He, for whatever reason, wanted her to challenge him so that he could do something to her. It was an odd thing, but even odder was that he would use a desire for advancement to find some recompense for perceived slights.

      Imogen had no interest in fighting him, even if she suspected she could defeat him. There was little doubt in her mind that she had progressed in her skill. Having seen the Leier in battle, she knew she exceeded the rank of First of the Blade. She had seen this man fight as well. He didn’t have the knowledge of the same sacred patterns she did. Perhaps he had knowledge of other sacred patterns, despite the notches on his blade, but if he did, he should’ve used them.

      “It is not punishment,” he said. “It is education. And if you choose not to learn, then perhaps I should find the one here you care about and show them.”

      He walked forward into the prison section.

      “What are you going to do?” she called.

      “I am going to prove to you that they are little more than dogs.”

      “And what would General Derashen say about that?”

      He paused a moment. “General Derashen? He recognizes that that’s what the Koral are.”

      Imogen could feel energy beginning to build—magic. There was power within the prisoner area. If somebody decided to demonstrate their skill, it would practically guarantee that this master swordsman would react.

      And that person would be cut down.

      But for what reason? Because of his anger? That didn’t seem like a reason for someone to be killed.

      He stopped in front of an older Koral man who had the graying hair of a Leier elder, along with a tapered beard. His eyes were soft, though, where those of so many of the Leier elders were hard. As Imogen followed the master swordsman into the prison section, she could feel the energy coming off the old man. He was using magic, but Imogen could already tell that the power the man possessed was not nearly enough to defend himself against even a First of the Blade.

      “You would dare use your power here, shaman?” the master swordsman spat.

      The Koral man held his hands up with a resigned look on his face. In a blur of movement, the master swordsman unsheathed his blade and surged forward.

      Imogen reacted without thinking. She unsheathed her weapon and flowed using Stream through the Trees, catching the aggressor’s blade. He spun toward her, his anger radiating from him.

      She sneered. “You wanted a challenge?”

      He glowered at her. “You will regret this.”

      He darted back, his control over the traditional patterns incredible. She had trained in the traditional patterns and focused on them, but as he danced toward her, she recognized his precision and his strength.

      Imogen wasn’t going to be able to overpower him. She wasn’t faster than him either. She barely deflected each move he made. But she also recognized that she did not need to do more. She blocked, twisting her sword and spinning one way, then the next. Each time she turned her blade, she could feel him trying to overpower her.

      “You still don’t remember, do you?” he asked.

      He brought his weapon around, sweeping it toward one of the Koral who got close. Imogen roared and surged forward, Petals on the Wind turning into Lightning Strikes in a Storm, catching his blade and forcing it up.

      When she switched into the sacred patterns, she felt something different. She’d never confronted another Leier with the sacred patterns, she’d always used the traditional ones. The only time she’d used the sacred patterns had been against magic or against creatures, or when sparring with someone who possessed magic of their own.

      In this case, there was a different need. She was overpowered and would not be able to defeat him through the traditional patterns.

      But that was not her only ability now.

      She blocked, then twisted her sword up, putting herself in front of the Koral.

      “There you go proving where your allegiances lie,” the swordsman said. “I have tried telling General Derashen that you have too often demonstrated your willingness to sacrifice your own people.”

      What had she done to wrong him that he made comments like that? She had not sacrificed their people. She had done nothing other than try to help them.

      He darted forward, lightning fast, not only with speed but with precision. The connection that he had and the way he moved were too quick, and the patterns he used were far more advanced than what she had learned.

      But he didn’t even try to use the sacred patterns.

      He’d mastered five of them, given his notches, but Master Liu had shown Imogen thirteen. She wasn’t a master of any of them, at least not that she had been told, but perhaps she didn’t need to be. She was a master of at least a few.

      And what she had seen from this man told her that while he might have the notches signifying mastery, he did not have the knowledge and understanding of the sacred patterns that she did.

      She had seen him fight, had seen him face the stone golems. He might have speed and power, but he did not understand the sacred patterns.

      Perhaps General Derashen had been right. Perhaps she needed to test herself.

      That wasn’t the reason she had come here. She never would have put herself against somebody with five notches, but maybe she needed to grow.

      More than that, she needed to prove it to herself. She needed to demonstrate that she was more than what she had been before.

      Imogen had been a First of the Blade, but now she was something else.

      Someone else.

      She turned and flowed, ignoring the traditional patterns altogether. His face flickered with a moment of confusion as she began to switch to Petals on the Wind. He twisted, driving his blade down. She caught it with hers and flowed again, moving into her next pattern, Stream through the Trees. And then she slowed, pausing for a moment when he brought his sword toward her, and she switched to Tree Stands in the Forest.

      Imogen brought her weapon up and blocked his.

      “What are you doing?” he snapped.

      She ignored him and used one of the sacred techniques he claimed he knew, Waterfall down the Stream. Imogen swung her blade, and he managed to parry, but he stumbled. She flowed back into Petals on the Wind and raised her sword, sweeping it toward his head. As she did, she pushed out with an open palm to catch him in the chest.

      The combination of the pattern and her palm sent him staggering back.

      She darted forward with Lightning Strikes in a Storm, then struck with her blade. She stopped a hair’s breadth from his chest.

      Everything had happened faster than she could have imagined possible against someone with his skill.

      “Do you yield?” she said.

      He swept his blade up, and she reacted by carving hers in the Axe Falling technique.

      His blade shattered. He stared at the broken fragments of the weapon in his hand.

      “Do you yield?” she repeated.

      He took a step back, still holding the remains of his sword. Then he spun and stormed away.

      Imogen breathed out slowly.

      “I would have that blade,” a voice said out of the darkness.

      She turned to see General Derashen approaching. He had something in hand that she didn’t recognize—a long, slender metal object.

      “I didn’t have a choice but to challenge him. He was going to slaughter the Koral.”

      The general looked past her, and he nodded. “I know.”

      “You approve of this?”

      He scoffed. “I do not approve, but I needed you to find reason to prove yourself.”

      “You needed what?”

      He ignored her and held out his hand. “I would have that blade.”

      Imogen handed him her sword, too stunned to say anything. The general used the master notch to scrawl along the blade, each one pressing into the metal. He made five notches with steady hands, then added a sixth.

      General Derashen looked up at her. “I suspect that you would be able to defeat a much higher-level opponent, but as we don’t have one here other than me, I cannot make another notch. If you are willing to return to the homeland, then you can prove yourself there. Otherwise, you can challenge me.”

      Imogen was too startled to say anything as he handed the blade back to her. She traced her finger along the hilt, then felt the notches now scored into the flat of the blade, and swallowed.

      “I don’t think I could challenge you.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I counted six sacred patterns that you have mastered. Perhaps that is enough.”

      She looked at the sword. There was a time when she thought that mastery of the sacred patterns was what gained rank, but she had learned it was not all tied to that. There was a difference between the mastery of the sacred patterns that granted a notch, and true mastery of them. Imogen started to question how many people actually had true mastery.

      “All of this was for my benefit?” she asked.

      He snorted. “I have heard the rumors. I knew you were unbonded before you even returned. I knew you had demonstrated skill beyond a First of the Blade. And then when I saw how you handled yourself against those stone golems, I knew that you needed to prove your rank.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you will be needed, Imogen Inaratha. The Leier need you.”

      It was a comment that once would have elicited excitement. The Leier needed her. For so long, that was what she’d wanted, to serve the people. It was how she had believed she would spend her days. Now she no longer knew if that was what she needed to do.

      “First we defeat these creatures.”

      “Only if we find them,” he said.

      He turned and walked away, leaving her speechless. Suddenly, she was the second-highest-ranking person in the camp. And it seemed that General Derashen had anticipated all of this. More than that, he had planned for this.

      She glanced toward the gathered Koral before leaving. At least she was able to offer her protection to them.

      Now she needed to find the branox , stop their queen, and uncover who was responsible for releasing them. If it was Timo, then it meant she was going to have to face her brother. If it was someone else…

      Imogen would have to be ready either way.

      The First of the Blade who had wanted to practice with her ran up while carrying wooden reeds. His eyes widened as he stared at her blade. “It’s true.”

      She suppressed a surge of irritation that word would spread quickly. How much of that was General Derashen’s doing?

      “I will still work with you,” she said.

      He bowed deeply. “Thank you.”

      As she bowed back, she did not do so quite as deep as she had before.

      Now she outranked him.
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      The temple was quieter today than it usually was. Imogen paused in front of one of the sculptures as she often did, her gaze lingering on the stone tiger. Over the two years she had been at the temple, she had grown increasingly confident that there was more to the sculptures. She had observed Master Liu crouching down and studying them, almost seeming to whisper to them from time to time. She couldn’t tell what he was saying when he did, or if the tigers ever spoke back to him.

      The stone was warm, the way it often felt to her, and the incredible detail of the sculpture looked as though the sculptor had been sitting next to a sleeping tiger while working on the design. Every tiger situated here had a slightly different appearance, and she marveled at this one like she did each time she was here.

      Imogen ran her fingers along the fur as if it were real. She could practically imagine herself petting this tiger, feeling the energy from within it. But then she stood and shook her head at her own foolishness.

      So much of what she did within the sacred temple was foolish. Any attempt to try to learn the sacred patterns had failed her. She used the exact technique Master Liu demonstrated, and he claimed she was wrong. Imogen had mastery of the precision of the patterns, and she knew she did them correctly, but Master Liu always said otherwise.

      “I find them relaxing.”

      She spun, then bowed politely to Master Liu, who had his hands tucked into the sleeves of his robe. “They are impressive,” she said.

      He stepped forward, his gaze lingering on the nearest tiger, then glanced up at her. “Have you discovered anything from him?”

      “This is a him?” she asked, and immediately regretted it. Doing so felt like she was challenging Master Liu.

      He gave a small smile, suggesting there was no shame in what she had said. “Of course this is. Can you not hear him?”

      She tipped her head to the side, politely attempting to listen, though knowing that she would hear nothing. “I don’t hear anything.”

      He shrugged. “Then perhaps you aren’t listening well enough.”

      What exactly was she supposed to hear?

      “I try,” she said, wanting to placate him in any way possible.

      He glanced over briefly. “You still struggle. Many who come to one of the sacred temples find that it is not what they expect. Most think they are already sword masters, and they believe that if they learn a pattern or two, they will be granted a notch on their blade and sent away to serve the people.”

      It was almost as if he knew her thoughts.

      “And there are some who come with more confidence in their abilities. They believe they can master all of the sacred patterns.” He smiled tightly. “They find that what they have learned does not necessarily apply the same way they thought it would.”

      Now she knew he was talking to her. She had been confident, cocky, and arrogant—but for good reason.

      Still, her failings seemed impossible. How could she not have demonstrated even a single sacred pattern in her time here? Imogen knew the patterns, had seen the way Master Liu had done them. She understood the moves, counted the steps, imitated the position of his hands on the blade and how his feet slid across the stone. She knew all of it. It remained buried in her mind, but it had not been enough.

      He tipped his head, regarding her for a long moment. “What have you learned, Disciple Imogen?”

      She turned to him, bowing again. He had shifted from a casual conversation about stone tigers to a more formal one, and she wasn’t prepared for that sudden transition. She should have been, though. If there was one thing she’d learned in her time in the temple, it was that Master Liu could change the topic of conversation quickly and would often do so in jarring ways.

      “I have learned that I have much to learn,” she said.

      He frowned at her. “A simple answer, but not incorrect. What do you think you have learned about the sacred patterns?”

      She watched him for a long time, trying to come up with the right answer. The problem for her was that she didn’t have one. She had tried. She had done everything he had asked.

      Still he pushed her. Still he told her she was sloppy.

      The criticism stung.

      “I’ve learned that I don’t have the knowledge or experience to fully understand the sacred patterns.”

      Master Liu smiled at her, and she couldn’t tell if he was mocking her or if he was truly offering a genuine smile. At this point, and given who he was, she no longer knew.

      “There is wisdom in a comment like that,” he said.

      “I have been searching for wisdom,” she said, bowing her head quickly. “But it is difficult to find. I have wanted nothing more than to be a master sword fighter so I can serve the Leier my entire life.”

      He regarded her, his hands clasped together, and he tipped his head forward ever so slightly. “Do you believe that learning the sacred patterns will allow you to serve your people?”

      She pursed her lips and blinked, then leaned away. “Would it not?”

      “There is much you can do to serve your people. You do not need to come to one of the sacred temples to be given that opportunity, do you?”

      She shook her head. “I…”

      Maybe she did not. And perhaps that was his point. He was offering her an opportunity to leave. Wasn’t that what she wanted? An opportunity to return home—not dishonorably the way others had returned from the sacred temple, but to do so with honor.

      “I will never become a true master without learning what I must here,” she replied.

      Master Liu flicked his gaze down the hallway, and she looked up to see Jorend making his way toward them, his eyes narrowed more than usual. “What do you think of Disciple Jorend?” Master Liu asked.

      She regarded him for a moment. “I have sparred with him.”

      Truth be told, Imogen had sparred with most of the disciples in the sacred temple. Outside the temple, that was how they progressed. By forcing themselves to better each other against someone of greater skill, they could move forward.

      In a place like the sacred temple, everyone was at least a First of the Blade. Some even had their first notch, though they had been here for years. A notch was rare, signifying a greater level of talent than anyone in her village.

      And it meant mastery of a single sacred pattern.

      She began to question whether she would ever receive a notch. She would leave the temple a failure.

      “You’ve sparred with him,” Master Liu said. “But you’ve sparred with most here, if I am correct.”

      Imogen nodded slowly. “I have.”

      “And what have you learned?”

      “I am at least everyone’s equal.”

      It was not boasting. Imogen had pushed herself, testing herself against everybody—including those with a notch. They might be a higher rank, but all were given the same opportunities here. And Imogen had taken the opportunity to test herself, to push herself. She might be defeated, but it was always a close contest, which gave her confidence in her skill.

      “Everyone?” he asked.

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then shook her head. “Not everyone,” she said, nodding to him. “I am not your equal.”

      “My entire life, I have studied to understand the sacred patterns.”

      “Must one stay here in order to study them and understand them?”

      He smiled and shrugged. “There is a benefit to remaining at the temple. Time here gives you an opportunity to focus your mind on how you are connected to your people and how the patterns are connected to your people. That is the purpose.”

      She didn’t know what to say, so she held off on saying anything.

      “I can tell from your expression that this was not what you were hoping to hear.”

      “I don’t feel as if I could, or should, stay here indefinitely,” she said.

      “And what would you prefer, Disciple Imogen?”

      “As I have said, I would prefer to serve my people.”

      “And in what way would you do that?”

      Imogen recognized the challenge within his question. It was the same question she had started to ask herself.

      Before coming to the sacred temple, she had never asked that of herself. She thought she knew. But now…

      Now she no longer did. Now she questioned whether she could.

      And as Master Liu looked at her, she realized he knew the truth. He wanted to know what she had considered her bond quest. Once a person reached the status of First of the Blade, they were given the opportunity to take a bond quest. Not all chose to, but those who did were considered sacred warriors, regardless of whether they knew the sacred patterns. It was believed that taking a bond quest would bring you closer to the sacred power that connected the world, and would help you understand the sacred patterns in ways you would not otherwise.

      Imogen had given considerable thought to whether she would pursue a bond quest, but she had not come up with an answer as to what she would do or how she would serve—only that she was not sure if she should take one. She wanted to be the most skilled sword master, but she also wanted to serve her people.

      “I’m not sure,” she finally said.

      Master Liu watched her, almost as if he knew the direction of her thoughts. Given what she’d seen from him and the way he often regarded her, she couldn’t help but feel as though he did.

      “My own journey has held me here,” he said. “It has been one of trial and tribulation, but it has been rewarding.”

      She blinked. “This is your bond quest?”

      He smiled tightly, and Imogen wished she could take the words back. Typically, you did not ask about another’s bond quest. It was something the person was free to share, but to ask was considered uncouth.

      “This was my bond quest,” he said, tipping his head in a slight bow. “And it has kept me here. I have taken it upon myself to study the sacred patterns. Unfortunately, my quest means I will likely never finish. How can one finish when there are always more sacred patterns to uncover?”

      “I didn’t realize more are being discovered.”

      “We know of thirteen of them,” he said. “They are each incredibly difficult to demonstrate, and each is increasingly difficult to master.”

      She didn’t argue. She had trained for two years, but she had not learned anything more than when she had first come here.

      Though she had been shown all of the sacred patterns, she had not yet proven a true mastery of any. She had worked on it, though, and felt as if she should have those answers. It was as if the understanding was within her, she just had to find it. The only problem was that she didn’t know what it was going to take and whether there was anything more that she might be able to uncover.

      She’d immediately memorized the steps to the patterns. That was easy. It was something she had trained her mind to do from her earliest days, was how she had advanced as quickly as she had. Imogen could see a pattern, count the steps and the rhythm within it, and memorize them. Once memorized, it was a simple matter of replicating the pattern, convincing her body how to move through it.

      But the sacred patterns were different.

      Master Liu changed them each time, subtly, but enough that she started to question the simplicity that he claimed was found within the patterns. They weren’t simple at all. They were complex, and far more so than she had ever imagined. The complexity came not only from how he modified them but from how she felt the patterns work against her.

      Despite that, she recognized the similarities. They weren’t different—they were altered. And she couldn’t figure out how he altered them, nor could she figure out what it would take for her to master them.

      At this point, she no longer believed it was possible for her to do so.

      She looked at Master Liu.

      He smiled at her, and then he looked down the hallway. “Perhaps you should keep working. There are others, such as Disciple Jorend, who would provide you with the opportunity to learn even more.”

      She nodded. She didn’t want to work with Disciple Jorend, but if Master Liu told her to, then she was going to have to.

      This was his indirect way of trying to help her, though Imogen didn’t think she needed any help. What she needed was to continue to practice. She had memorized the patterns and was doing everything she believed she was supposed to, but she had not found anything useful within them.

      “Thank you for your instruction,” she said, bowing to Master Liu.

      He smiled. “There are many paths to serving the Leier. It need not be the path you thought. It need not be the journey you thought you were going to take. Perhaps your path is one you cannot yet see.”

      “How can anyone know their path before it stretches in front of them?”

      Master Liu tipped his head to the side, and he frowned at her. “It is because you ask this question that I realize you have much to learn about the sacred patterns. Eventually, it will reveal itself to you. Keep studying, Disciple Imogen.”

      He strode off, and she turned her attention back to the stone tiger. She tilted her head to the side, wondering if she might be able to hear anything from it the way Master Liu claimed.

      She stood alone in the hall for a long while until Jorend appeared by her side. He looked over to her, frowning, but he seemed less irritable with her this time. Had Master Liu spoken to him?

      “Disciple Imogen,” he said with a nod. “Does this sculpture intrigue you?”

      She sighed, wishing she didn’t have the issues with Jorend that she did. “I have been told to study the sculpture, to listen to it.”

      He glanced behind her, toward where Master Liu had disappeared. “He asked you to do that?”

      “He said I needed to try to learn something,” she said, but she no longer knew what she was supposed to be learning. She had no idea what Master Liu was trying to teach her.

      “We all must learn something.” He drew himself up, and he tipped his head to her. “I myself have gained mastery of Tree Stands in the Forest.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Mastery of it?”

      “It is a step, a foundation, and everything else builds on it.”

      “I don’t think anything can build on a tree standing in the forest,” she said.

      Jorend scoffed at her. “Because you haven’t been trying to understand the sacred patterns. If you would devote yourself to your studies…”

      She shook her head. “You don’t have to say that when none of the masters are around.”

      “That is not why I am saying it,” he said, glowering.

      “No?” She looked around. “It looks like you’re hoping that one of the master instructors will overhear you so you can impress them.” She knew it was her frustration talking, but she couldn’t help it.

      “You are too concerned about your sword.”

      “That’s the reason we are here.”

      “My reason is to better serve the Leier.”

      “That’s mine as well,” Imogen said. “And I will serve them by continuing to grow and develop with the blade.”

      “You don’t even have a notch.”

      “I don’t need a notch to defeat you,” she said through clenched teeth.

      It was a challenge, and she didn’t even know if he was willing to accept it. Given that she was the challenger, he had every right to deny her, but she also wondered if he might use it as an opportunity to punish her.

      He studied her. “All you want is to prove yourself better than everyone else.”

      “Yes,” she said. “Isn’t that why we study?”

      “Why would that be the reason?”

      “Because that’s what they train us to do.”

      He took a step back and watched her, saying nothing.

      “You are going to deny me my opportunity?” Imogen said.

      “I deny you nothing.”

      She smiled tightly. “Then spar with me, if you aren’t afraid.”

      She knew she shouldn’t push. If a disciple didn’t want to spar, then they didn’t have to. That was one distinction about the sacred temples, and she knew it.

      But he had something she did not, something she wanted more than anything.

      He had proof of progression. A notch.

      He was not only a First of the Blade, but he had demonstrated mastery over one of the sacred patterns. It gave him a rank she had not achieved. Perhaps one she never would.

      She waited, hoping he would spar with her. If she could challenge him and defeat him, maybe that would convince Master Liu that she was worthy. Maybe then she could earn a notch.

      Her hand was ready—all she needed to do was grab a wooden reed. She much preferred the blade, but they were not permitted to spar with their real weapons within the sacred temple. Supposedly, drawing the blood of your fellow disciples was considered sacrilege while trying to master the sacred patterns, so she had not even held her blade in combat in a considerable time. Far too long, if it were up to her.

      As she regarded Jorend, she waited for his confirmation.

      He glanced over to the stone tiger, then at her, tipping his head politely. “I will decline your offer of a challenge, Disciple Imogen. There is no point in accepting it. We are here to learn and to better ourselves, not risk such violence.”

      “There is no risk,” she said.

      He pressed his lips together into a tight frown, and he shook his head. “Again, I will decline your invitation for a sparring session. I would much rather focus my time on the sacred patterns and my mastery of them. That is how I will serve the Leier.” He started to turn, but he hesitated and turned back to her. “I encourage you to find your own way of serving the Leier. Perhaps if you spent as much time dedicated to the sacred patterns as you have fighting with everybody in the temple, you might be able to uncover the truth of your purpose here.”

      With that, he spun and walked away.

      She looked down at the stone tiger. Was Jorend afraid? She didn’t think so, but at the same time, it was almost as if he didn’t want to fight. Had she been too eager?

      Imogen lingered for a moment, and when she finally left, she thought she saw Master Liu watching. But when she turned to check, there was no sign of him.

      She had come to the temple thinking she could learn the sacred patterns and that doing so would help make her a more skilled fighter, but her time here had only distracted her. Now she no longer knew if this was where she needed to be. How much longer was she willing to stay here without learning what she wanted to know?

      The Leier needed her. The fact that the general had passed through the temple suggested that they did, and the offer he’d made her still stood. She was tempted to make that her bond quest. It would be acceptable, honorable. She would leave the temple, choose a path for herself, and serve the Leier.

      She suspected General Derashen would take her in. And at least with him, she wouldn’t be told not to spar.

      Imogen stepped inside her room and closed the door. It felt confining in a way that it had from the moment she’d come here. The space was sparse, with nothing more than a bed and a table, though she needed nothing more than that.

      Still, she felt as if she deserved more, but maybe that was just her own arrogance. That was what Master Liu would tell her, at least.

      She started to question if perhaps he was right.
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      The air had changed and grew colder the longer they traveled. Imogen had started to feel the wind and was not dressed for it, but she hadn’t expected to travel with the Leier quite as long as this.

      She stood atop a rocky outcrop and looked down the mountain. Snow dotted the landscape, and an occasional scrub still grew, but not many. Her stomach rumbled, and she pulled out her meager supply of dried meat and took a bite.

      A booming laugh came from behind her, and she turned to see General Derashen standing with one hand resting near the hilt of his sword. He swept his gaze around the same way she did.

      “Does something here amuse you?” she asked.

      “Only you, Imogen. Here you are, standing and looking around the vista, and you seem as though you are lost.”

      She shrugged and turned back to the campsite. They had found another flat section of the mountainside where they were able to camp, and Imogen started to question how many more of them they would be able to uncover. Probably enough to keep their camp moving steadily north, but they might reach a point where they would have to go through a pass, which they would not be able to do easily.

      Eventually, they would reach the Koral lands, and Imogen worried about what might happen when they did. She still remained concerned about the swordsman she’d defeated the night before, though now that she had notches on her blade, she didn’t feel quite the same worry she had.

      “I’m not lost,” she said. “I’m recognizing that there is still more of this journey left to go.”

      “Perhaps not as much as you believe.”

      She turned to him. “Was your intention to reach the Koral lands?”

      “The intention was to ensure that any Koral incursion was deflected. That is my responsibility. Then we discovered something else.” The general glanced behind him, toward the captive Koral. “Sorcery. Far more than we had ever seen from them before. The only way they could have that kind of sorcery is if they made an agreement with the Society.”

      “There might be some other answer,” she said, though it was mostly to herself. She continued looking around her but saw nothing else, and no sign of Timo. Even so, she still worried that he was out there somewhere. And when she encountered him, what would happen? What would she do to her brother?

      What could she do?

      If he was responsible for those stone golem attackers, then she would have to go through them, but then what?

      “You believe it’s all because of these creatures?” General Derashen said, interrupting her thoughts.

      “The Koral haven’t attacked our people for generations,” she said. There was always the threat, but it had never happened in her lifetime, nor that of her parents or grandparents. “Which suggests there was another reason.”

      If the branox were moving, it could be for their own safety. But how far would the branox have pressed into their lands? Benji had made it sound as if the travel was new, but could they have been there longer?

      The general joined her on the rocky outcrop and peered around. “You have not been in our lands for many years, Imogen.”

      She nodded. “I have not.”

      “And you have not seen the way the Koral have chosen to attack.”

      Imogen wondered if that was true or whether it was simply an exaggeration. “It’s not as if I have ignored the world around me.”

      He chuckled, then nodded behind him. “If the rumors I’ve heard have any truth to them, you have, in fact, been quite useful in what you have done.”

      “What rumors have spread?”

      “Those that speak of a powerful, skilled fighter with black hair and a distinctive blade.” His gaze drifted to her sheathed sword. “They speak of the First, and of the knowledge she taught.”

      Imogen tensed, worried what he might say. She should not have taught the patterns to others.

      “They speak of sorcery defeated,” he continued. “They speak of powers that should not have been. And they speak of Imogen.” He looked over to her. “You mentioned you began to see sorcery differently.”

      She bowed. “I have met sorcerers who are not like we’ve been taught to believe,” she said, choosing her words carefully. The general was somebody who had trained his entire life to fight against sorcery, but also against the Koral. He had served the Leier in ways she could scarcely imagine.

      “As have I,” he said.

      She hesitated. “You have?”

      He gave a small smile. “When I was younger, I wanted much the same as you, I suspect. I had a fire in my belly, and I went to the first of the sacred temples thinking I could advance quickly with my blade.”

      She returned his smile, realizing just how close it was to how she had felt. “But you did progress.”

      “Only when I began to realize something. I was given the opportunity to see something beyond. The Leier have had peace for my entire life. It is what I have fought for. I have not instigated any war with the outsiders,” he said firmly. “I have wanted only to maintain the peace. There have been some chiefs who have wanted more than that, and who have longed for fighting, thinking the old ways were an avenue to prestige and honor, but I have seen differently.”

      The general took a deep breath, and he closed his eyes. There was something about his posture that struck her as familiar.

      Tree Stands in the Forest.

      He was using one of the sacred patterns, and not only that, she could feel the energy coming from it. He was a master of the sacred patterns—not just with mastery over the technique but a true master. This was what she had wanted to become all those years ago, what she had wanted when she’d finally left the sacred temple.

      “When I first faced my sacred temple master, I realized how little I knew.” His voice was soft, barely more than a whisper. “I used everything in my experience and everything in my power to defeat him, but he was too skilled. He didn’t even have to do anything to defeat me.” He opened his eyes and turned ever so slightly, disrupting the pattern just enough that the protections offered by Tree Stands in the Forest were lifted, at least so she could feel the barrier ease from him. “I thought I was skilled. I imagine you felt the same.”

      She nodded. “I did.”

      “We are not so dissimilar, Imogen. Perhaps the way we have gotten to this point has not been the same, but our desires for our people are.” He flowed, shifting his hands and moving in a faint pattern—that of Petals on the Wind. The second pattern.

      She smiled to herself, knowing that he was trying to show her something. Did he want her to know that he was a master of the sacred patterns? Or maybe he was meditating, the same way she often meditated to begin her day.

      Facing the branox would require anyone with true mastery, and General Derashen had demonstrated that he had it. He had gone to three of the sacred temples, more than anyone in centuries. He would have incredible knowledge and skill, and the ability to defeat the branox.

      She watched him, noticing the steadiness to his movements.

      “I have been working and trying to learn more and more about my own technique,” he said with a smile. “I am sure that it is similar to you. I demanded that the masters teach me, and I think I impressed them with my ferocity and my devotion to my studies, but I never learned to master any of the sacred patterns at the first temple I visited.”

      “You didn’t?”

      Everyone knew that General Derashen had spent time in three of the five temples. They knew that he was one of the most accomplished swordsmen in recent memory. Even without having thirteen notches on his blade like Master Liu and the other masters of the sacred temples, the general was still widely regarded as one of the most skilled fighters in the Leier homeland.

      “I didn’t learn until I was at the second temple. I spent two years in the first and two years in the second. The patterns they all teach are similar. Perhaps not the same, but similar enough, though the names are different.” He shook his head, and he looked over to Imogen. “But it wasn’t until I reached Master Liu in the last temple that I started to see something else. He told me I was sloppy.”

      Imogen smiled. “I might’ve heard that a time or two.”

      “And he told me I was too rigid. That I was too focused on precision.”

      She nodded. “I might’ve heard that as well.”

      “And how did you feel about it?”

      “I was trained with the traditional patterns, trained to hold on to that precision, to try to understand it, use it, and master it. I trained to become as skilled as I could be.”

      “Indeed,” he said. “The precision was key, wasn’t it?”

      “At the time, I thought it was.”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “At the time. And at the time, I believed all I needed was to be the most precise, the fastest, the strongest swordsman.”

      He unsheathed his sword and moved in a blur toward her. Imogen reacted, though not in the way she once would have. She focused instead on Tree Stands in the Forest, pushing the power down from her body and creating a barrier around her.

      General Derashen nodded. “You see? Speed and strength and precision do nothing when faced with a sacred pattern.”

      “A sacred pattern can be defeated. Any magic can be,” she said, her voice dipping as she admitted the truth of the patterns.

      “It can.” He looked behind him to the campsite. “We have trained our people to defeat sorcery. We have trained them to be precise because precision is key to disrupting the patterns that sorcerers make. We have taught them to become as skilled as they can so they can master the power of the patterns and become everything we believe necessary to succeed when faced with a superior opponent.”

      “Sorcerers aren’t necessarily a superior opponent,” she said.

      He shook his head. “That is not the opponent I refer to.”

      She watched him, regarding him for a long moment. “When did you learn that?”

      “I told you I had trained for two years in each of the previous temples—four years altogether, then another year when I went to work with Master Liu. Even that was not enough.” He watched her, and he smiled tightly. “He sent me on a bond quest.”

      Imogen tensed. That Master Liu had sent her on her bond quest was something she had not shared with anybody before. It was too strange, almost unbelievable, that it had been chosen for her. The Leier were supposed to choose their own.

      “He only does it with those he views as having the most potential,” the general said.

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

      “Because you cannot reach what you must if you are bonded. It is only the unbonded who can find the truth.” He smiled, sheathing his sword, and he spread his hands on either side of him. “Or so Master Liu told me.”

      She frowned, thinking back to something Master Liu had said to her all those years ago. “He said his bond quest was to study the sacred patterns.”

      “Perhaps it was.”

      “You don’t believe that?”

      “I believe Master Liu has his own reasons for what he does and what he says. I am not always going to be able to understand it, but I also believe I must do my best to understand, in order to reach that knowledge.” He shrugged. “At the same time, I also questioned whether I could master all thirteen sacred patterns unless I committed myself to that bond quest.”

      “You think the only way he gained the knowledge he did was because of his bond quest?”

      He held her gaze. “Our people don’t fear magic, Imogen Inaratha. We train to withstand it, to prevent it from damaging the world, and we train to use our patterns to protect our people. If I feared magic, I would not be able to confront it.”

      She took a deep breath, and she swept her gaze around. “You intend to push into the Koral lands.”

      “No. I thought you were listening.”

      “But the branox will force their way there.”

      “Perhaps,” he said. “But if we move beyond the borders, then we are the ones inciting war. I cannot have that.”

      “Even if the branox attack and destroy the Koral?”

      “Even then.” He nodded to her and turned back to his people. “We will release the Koral back into their lands.”

      “You will?”

      “Did you think I would do otherwise?”

      Imogen had no idea. General Derashen was not who she’d thought he was, which left her both impressed and disappointed. When she first started traveling with the army, she had begun to think that he would be less than she had once believed, and she was thankful that he was not. But her experience in the world had changed her perspective on many things, including those she should idolize.

      Would she feel the same about Master Liu if she returned to his sacred temple? General Derashen wanted nothing more than to protect the homeland. He had no problem capturing the Koral, but he had no interest in understanding why they had suddenly moved. She didn’t think he was afraid, but she wasn’t sure what to call him.

      “But these creatures—”

      “I have only your word of these creatures. And if they attack people with magic, then our people are in no danger.”

      She thought she understood why he would release the people back into the Koral lands—it was his way of trying to draw the branox away. Whether or not he believed in their existence or that they were any sort of threat didn’t matter at this point. All that mattered to him was that he was doing what he thought necessary to protect the Leier.

      “Doing this doesn’t stop them,” Imogen said.

      “My job isn’t to stop them.”

      “What is it, then?”

      He looked over to her and frowned. “My role, and my entire purpose, is to protect our people. I cannot do that if I am dead.” He inhaled deeply and stood as if trying to use Tree Stands in the Forest. “Now, once we release the Koral, we will retreat from the border and make our way back to the homeland. You are free to accompany us. As I’ve said, you would be welcomed. And now that you have your notches, you could test yourself again.”

      She glanced over to him. She didn’t want to tell him that the notches on her sword didn’t matter anymore. At one point, they would’ve been all she cared about. Having them was a way of proving not only to herself but to others that she deserved the honor and respect of the Leier. But now she did not care. Notches did not make her a sword master. Notches didn’t demonstrate her skill.

      Defeating the branox was all she cared about, and maybe that meant she didn’t belong with the Leier.

      She wanted to find Benji, to ask if this was what he had seen. She didn’t look away from General Derashen, though, and she said nothing about her feelings toward him.

      Imogen nodded in the darkness, and he left her alone. She remained motionless, and after a while, she realized that she had shifted into Tree Stands in the Forest without intending to. Her roots stretched out, and although they were imagined and not real, she felt them nonetheless. She was aware of the Leier, aware of the Koral, aware of the darkness. But she detected no sign of magic or the branox.

      Benji joined her, which she was able to recognize because of Tree Stands in the Forest.

      “He intends to let them go,” she said, not disrupting her pattern.

      “That is what I’ve heard,” Benji replied.

      “I don’t know if he believes me or not about the branox, but he fears that I might be telling the truth, so he intends to use the Koral as bait for the branox to chase.”

      Benji frowned. “Dangerous for them.”

      “Dangerous, and not what I would’ve expected from him.”

      “You expected honor.”

      “He is General Derashen,” she said.

      “And that makes him honorable?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. He knows the sacred patterns.”

      “And does that make him honorable?”

      “Again, I don’t know. That means he would be able to help us fight the branox.” She turned and found the Porapeth crouching down with his hands resting on the stone, looking out into the growing darkness. “We won’t be able to stop them on our own.”

      “Perhaps not,” he said.

      “Even if we go with the Koral when they’re released, I don’t know whether we’ll be able to stop the branox. I had hoped that the Leier would be able to help.”

      “You have done well so far,” Benji said.

      “So far, but once we reach the queen…”

      She didn’t need Benji to tell her it was going to become even more difficult. Perhaps impossible. She would need to find the unity, the place where she truly became one with the patterns—something she had rarely done. Even if she could find it again, would that be enough?

      “We have to defend the Koral,” she said softly.

      “Is that your new quest?”

      She glanced over to him. “Why do you keep trying to convince me to take a quest?”

      “You feel the need to frame things in such a way. All of your kind do.”

      “I’m trying to think of what needs to happen next, and I haven’t really planned much further than that.”

      Benji chuckled. “And that’s another thing.”

      “What would you have me do?”

      “What you have so far.”

      “Which is?”

      “You need to know the truth about the danger in front of us,” he said. The jovial nature to his tone had faded, and he tapped his foot in a steady rhythm. “I cannot see, and the stone does not speak.”

      She couldn’t tell which of those bothered him more.

      “So you want me to go look,” Imogen said.

      “We need to know. I could go with you, but I fear that I must stay here.” His eyes flared with bright silver.

      “I could go and scout, and if I find anything, then…”

      She trailed off, not sure what she would do. Attack the branox on her own?

      Benji tapped on the stone again, and it trembled for a moment. “You should go. I haven’t seen anything for quite some time, and I don’t care for that.”

      She stared into the distance, her mind racing. Perhaps it was time for her to get going.

      Imogen looked over to tell him that, but Benji was already gone. She started to walk away, and she hadn’t gone far when she heard the sound of boots on the stone.

      Imogen crept into the shadows, pushing her back along the rocky path, and waited until the footsteps neared. She stepped forward thinking it might be a scout and that she could use her newfound title to dismiss them.

      She came face-to-face with the master swordsman.

      “What are you doing out here?” she asked. She knew he was second-in-command to General Derashen and that he disliked her, but she still didn’t know his name.

      Though perhaps he wasn’t second to the general now that Imogen had her notches.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing,” he said, flicking his gaze past her. A single boulder teetered on the mountainside, along the path that served as the barrier between the Leier lands and the Koral lands. “Are you sneaking across the border? Does General Derashen know?” It was difficult to see the expression on his face in the moonlight as he watched her, but she imagined a sneer.

      She was tempted to apologize. She obviously had wronged him in the past, and she didn’t care for that, but she wasn’t sure that he would even accept an apology from her.

      “Did you think to sneak away again?”

      Imogen let out a sigh. “I’m not sneaking anywhere. If you are concerned, then you can follow me.”

      He was quiet for a moment. “Follow you?”

      Being near someone who cared little for her was potentially dangerous in such a dark setting, but it might be better for him to come with her rather than to stay behind with the Koral.

      “Follow me,” she said. “I’m searching ahead for any signs of danger.”

      “Of these creatures that you believe are around here.”

      “The creatures are real.”

      “So real that General Derashen does not fear them,” he said.

      “He doesn’t because the creatures prey on those with magic.”

      He frowned. “They do?”

      “Were you not listening when I described them?”

      “I was not.”

      His admission surprised her. He regarded her with a dark intensity, like a deep-seated resentment. If he was going to go with her, she couldn’t have him doing so feeling like this.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what I did to wrong you, but I am sorry. I’m not the person I was when I was at the sacred temple. I was more focused on myself at that time.”

      “At least you acknowledge it.”

      “It is all I can do. I can’t change what I did, I can’t change who I was, but I have changed since then.” She watched him, the moonlight dancing in his eyes, but she couldn’t tell whether he was frowning or simply watching her. “And I didn’t come to challenge you or belittle you. I only came to do what I thought was right.”

      “You’ve always done what you thought was needed, even when it was wrong. Even when it would hurt others, or when it would embarrass them.”

      “I didn’t embarrass anyone in the sacred temple. Only myself.”

      “There are many ways to embarrass someone, Disciple Imogen.”

      As he said it, memories came back to her, mingling with those she’d been recalling lately—memories that she suspected Benji had some hand in instigating. As soon as he said her name, the inflection in it told her all she needed to know.

      “You are Disciple Jorend.”
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      Imogen crept forward, and Jorend trailed after her. He had not said anything to her once she recognized him, so she had decided to set off. She wasn’t going to linger. Not when it felt like she needed answers, and she wasn’t going to get them here. More than that, it was going to grow colder the later they went into the night. Without a fire for warmth, she didn’t want to stay out too long.

      When he caught up to her, he reached for her arm, but she pulled away.

      “You don’t want to say anything more than my name?” he said.

      “I apologized. I’ve told you that I did not intend to wrong you. I don’t know what more I can do.” She watched him, wishing she understood why he was so angry with her, but she couldn’t tell a man not to feel embarrassed. If he felt that way, it was valid.

      “I was at the sacred temple for longer than you. I had studied there for five years. Five years. The same amount of time as General Derashen studied.”

      She shook her head. “Not in a single temple. He spent two years in the first two temples, and one year in the last.”

      He frowned at her. “How do you know?”

      “Because he told me.”

      “He did?”

      She nodded.

      His expression turned troubled. “None of that matters,” he said, waving his hand. “What matters is that I spent five years at the temple, and you were sent away—honorably, I must add—after three.”

      She stopped and turned to him, frowning. “That’s how I embarrassed you?”

      “Should it not have?”

      Imogen had apologized for something she had no control over, but more than that, she’d apologized for something he had misunderstood. Perhaps she owed him an explanation.

      “When I went to the temple, I wanted nothing more than to serve the Leier,” she said. “I believed I was as skilled as anyone who had ever gone to the temple.”

      “With the traditional patterns, you were,” he grumbled.

      “I know. But it wasn’t the traditional patterns I needed to master to progress. It was the sacred patterns. Though I understood the forms, I had a hard time understanding the purpose behind them.”

      “It takes time to understand. None can really understand until they see.”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t even have that opportunity. Master Liu sent me away, and while you might feel he did so honorably”—that was the reason Jorend was upset with her?—“he still sent me away. I had not mastered anything more than I had prior to my arrival at the temple.”

      He regarded her. “But I saw what you did.”

      She sighed. “I did not master any of the sacred patterns in the temple.”

      “So you were sent away honorably, despite failing?”

      “I was shown each of the sacred patterns, all thirteen that Master Liu knew. I had seen them, recognized them, and memorized them. I should have been able to demonstrate each pattern to him. I had them in my mind, every single one. I could talk Master Liu through every step in each one. But still I was sloppy.”

      The term elicited a smile from Jorend. She didn’t want him grinning at her failures, but there was no point in denying it. Imogen had failed, at least at the time. She might not have been able to master the sacred patterns then, but she had seen them.

      “You were sloppy and he sent you away,” he said. “I don’t understand.”

      “I didn’t for a long time. He gave me a bond quest and told me I needed to complete it before I could serve the people.”

      “But you’re unbonded now.”

      She nodded. “I am.”

      “So you are ready to serve the people.”

      “Not if it involves what General Derashen has been willing to do.”

      Imogen looked past Jorend toward the Leier who were still camped in the distance. She could hear the fire crackling and the occasional voice that drifted to her ears.

      “General Derashen serves the people,” Jorend said, his voice calm, though tension lingered in it.

      “He intends to send the Koral back to their lands. He intends to use them against these creatures. I know you don’t believe me, but I can show you.”

      “We’ve seen no sign of any creatures. The only thing we have seen is sorcery.”

      She couldn’t tell him why they had seen sorcery, or why she suspected Timo’s involvement. She didn’t dare.

      They reached the rock that served as the border between the Leier lands and the Koral lands.

      “Come with me,” she said again, not sure he would do so. “I intend to go and check if these creatures are nearby. We haven’t seen any sign of them,” she said quickly, trying to head off his objection, “but I know they are still out there.”

      She ducked underneath the rock and crossed over.

      Jorend sucked in a sharp breath. “You should not have done that.” He didn’t budge and stayed on the Leier side.

      “I’m going to prove to you, the general, and whoever needs to know that these creatures are real. If you want to know the truth, then you will come with me.”

      “You only want me to dishonor myself.”

      “You can tell General Derashen I forced you. That I commanded you.”

      His gaze flicked to her blade sheathed at her waist, debate warring in his eyes, and Imogen knew she had him. Now that she outranked him, she could command him, though she had no intention of forcing him to come with her. It would only embarrass him again, and she didn’t need somebody of his rank feeling that way. She had enough issues as it was.

      She waited for him.

      He didn’t come.

      Imogen squeezed her eyes shut. It didn’t matter that he didn’t follow her or that he didn’t believe her. All that mattered was what she knew. All that mattered was for her to find the branox.

      She started forward, moving quickly along the upward path. The slope angled sharply enough that she had to climb. There’d been a time when she was more accustomed to the thin air, but she was still able to push through it.

      She moved in the sacred patterns as she walked. Not only did they serve as a distraction, but they offered her an opportunity to stay focused and ready for any possible attack. If she were to hear any crackling in the air to suggest the presence of branox, she wanted to be prepared for it.

      A scraping sound caught her attention, and she spun to see Jorend behind her.

      “I am only doing this because you forced me,” he said.

      She nodded. “Of course.”

      They crept forward, following the path. Their breaths were the only sounds around, though he managed to control the volume of his breathing far better than she could. His footsteps were louder than hers, though.

      “I’ve never been in the Koral lands before,” he said. There was almost an eagerness in his voice.

      “Did you want to?”

      “I want to bring honor to our people.”

      “Did you think coming here with your skill would bring honor?”

      “I have trained to defend the Leier.”

      She turned around and eyed him. “That’s not an answer.”

      He said nothing more, and she was happy that he didn’t. She didn’t need for him to tell her why he was eager to enter the Koral lands.

      They followed the path as it twisted, and after a while, the rocks flattened. In the faint moonlight, she noticed buildings jutting out of the ground. As they neared, she realized that this was a Koral settlement.

      She held her hand up, hoping Jorend would follow her commands. She wasn’t part of the army, not formally, but she now had more notches than he did, so honor should keep him from overriding her.

      General Derashen didn’t want to start a war, and neither did Imogen. The problem was that she didn’t have the same feeling from Jorend. He seemed too eager to fight.

      What had the Koral done to him? Perhaps nothing. There were too many Leier who had a hunger for violence.

      She looked over to him. “Maybe you should wait.”

      “Wait for what?”

      “For me to go ahead.”

      “You just want to have the honor of the attack yourself.”

      Clouds shifted, and more moonlight drifted down, allowing her to make out the buildings. They were all darkened, which wasn’t unexpected given the late hour, but what surprised her was that she saw no signs of smoke, activity, or guards.

      She looked over to Jorend. “Does something feel off here?”

      “What feels off to you?” This time, at least his voice had softened a bit.

      “Look at the buildings.”

      He frowned as he studied the settlement. “It’s empty.”

      It seemed to be more than just that it was empty, though Imogen had a hard time understanding whether it was something she saw or something she felt. They hadn’t encountered any further enchantments, nothing to suggest that there were Koral shamans here. That wasn’t to say that there wasn’t some sort of magic present, though.

      With what she’d seen from the Koral, even those who were incompletely trained, she would’ve expected some magical protections around these buildings. Instead, there was nothing. Even if they only had defenses around the buildings, it would be better than the emptiness she detected.

      She started forward, moving carefully. By the time she reached the village, she had her sword unsheathed and was shifting between Petals on the Wind and Stream through the Trees.

      “Do you always move like that?” Jorend asked.

      “I do when I need to protect myself.”

      “Why use the sacred patterns?”

      “Because there’s a flow to them.”

      He shrugged. “That’s what Master Liu said, but I was never able to capture the flow, according to what he told me.”

      “I had to meditate on it.”

      “Meditate?”

      She looked over. “Don’t you meditate?”

      “I focus on what I must do and try to understand what’s necessary for me, but I—”

      She shook her head. Perhaps meditation was something she had taken upon herself, but it wasn’t typical for her people. She knew that her habits were unusual, but even before she had trained with Master Liu in the sacred temple, she had used meditation to help focus her mind. It felt as if it were an essential and critical part of what she did.

      “I have discovered that when I concentrate on the patterns, repeating them in my mind and practicing them, I can understand them better. Especially the sacred ones.” Imogen chose her words deliberately, trying to make sure he understood that she wasn’t doing anything dangerous, as she didn’t need him accusing her of using magic.

      Imogen moved forward slowly and carefully. When she reached the first building, she hesitated. It was made completely of stone and looked as if it had been quarried out of the mountain around them, stacked, and cemented together, with only the door and windows made of wood. Long timber with interwoven branches created the roof.

      Testing the door, she found it unlocked, then pushed it open. As she stepped inside, a faint trace of moonlight illuminated the inside of the home. A fire pit stood in the center, and a table, chairs, and a bed had been shoved to the side. Otherwise, the place was empty.

      She ducked back out and entered the next home, which was much the same. A snow-white fur coat hung behind the door, and Imogen slipped it on. Jorend frowned at her, but she ignored him. She wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity for warmth, especially since it didn’t seem as if whoever had lived in these houses was here anymore.

      “Do you think they just abandoned it?” he asked.

      She frowned, shaking her head. “I don’t know.”

      This place reminded her too much of the villages on the outskirts of the Leier lands. She checked from building to building, and each one was the same, empty without a sign of anyone. By the time they reached the far side of the settlement, she felt a chill that had nothing to do with the cold air.

      Imogen immediately tensed, feeling an unease beginning to work through her. “We need to be ready. I think there are branox nearby.”

      He frowned at her. “Why would they come here? The village is empty. There’s nothing for them.”

      She didn’t have an answer to that. Why would they come? They fed on magic, and neither she nor Jorend had magic.

      A shiver ran through her body, and Imogen moved through the village while maintaining her connection to the sacred patterns. She flowed in Petals on the Wind and shifted to Stream through the Trees, before pausing and looking around.

      Jorend watched her as she moved.

      “I’m staying ready,” she said.

      “You move like Master Liu.” It was a compliment greater than she suspected he intended.

      “We have to be careful.”

      As they reached the edge of the village, she still hadn’t seen anything or heard the crackling of the branox. She had only felt the unease that indicated their presence.

      They moved on, walking for the better part of an hour, neither of them speaking other than to quietly mention the cold. Jorend also asked her about one of the sacred patterns she flowed through.

      Eventually, a gentle valley spread out before them, and within it lay another city. The massive settlement housed large stone buildings, with what appeared to be either a temple or a celebration hall at the center of it. Houses on the outskirts of the city were empty, devoid of any sign of life.

      It was just like the last place.

      Imogen crouched down on the ridgeline, staring for a long moment.

      “Why would they have abandoned a city this size? This is a position of strength,” Jorend said. He frowned, and there was an expression in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. Worry.

      “Because of what I’ve been saying,” Imogen said. “They left because of these creatures.”

      But why? That was what Imogen didn’t understand. She needed those answers.

      She snuck forward but started to feel something creeping along her skin—a tingling sensation.

      She raised her hand, and he looked over to her.

      “What is it?” His voice was a soft whisper.

      “Sorcery.”

      “I feel nothing.”

      “It’s subtle,” she said.

      He frowned again, yet he didn’t push forward. Instead, he closed his eyes and tilted his head to the side, almost as if he were able to detect it in some other way. Maybe he could.

      “There’s a faint current,” he said.

      “Good.”

      Jorend looked over to her. “How were you able to detect it so well?”

      “I have some experience detecting sorcery,” she said. “When you train with those who can use it, you begin to recognize the different aspects of magic. You can start to feel it.”

      She kept her voice quiet and controlled, not wanting it to carry too far from her. She didn’t think there were still branox here, though she didn’t know with any certainty.

      “Did you chase sorcery?” he asked.

      “No. I had a different bond quest.”

      He nodded.

      “Members of the Sorcerers’ Society are much more common elsewhere,” she continued. “They aren’t what we believed, though they are all powerful.”

      Imogen moved forward, and when she did, she realized something: Petals on the Wind, a sacred pattern she had found useful in the forest and the mountains, had another advantage. It allowed her to detect magic used around her, but she didn’t sense anything now.

      She paused, standing motionless in Tree Stands in the Forest. She used the power of the sacred pattern to push herself down and outward, straining beyond herself, and she could feel the roots stretching, giving her the opportunity to detect something else in front of her. She knew there had to be something more.

      But she felt nothing.

      “They didn’t activate any protections,” she said, mostly to herself. “Why not?”

      “Maybe they didn’t know?” Jorend asked. He stood next to her, mimicking the sacred pattern she used.

      She wasn’t sure if the branox had already come through or not. Either way, they couldn’t stay out here much longer. It was getting later, and the cold wind was biting, even with the fur coat. How far would she have to go to find evidence of the branox, though? Perhaps Benji should have come with her.

      She turned and looked over to Jorend. “It’s time for us to—”

      Imogen noticed blurring movement behind them.

      It had to be the branox.

      She darted forward in Petals on the Wind and quickly shifted into Stream through the Trees. As she did, she could feel that there was more than one branox.

      Her blade caught the nearest creature, and it let out the high, awful shriek she had come to know—and hate. And then it was down. Imogen continued to stay vigilant, knowing she had to be prepared for more. But Jorend wouldn’t be ready for them.

      She spun, moving quickly with her blade, feeling the speed with which she needed to move. Using the sacred patterns, she carved down one branox, then another.

      They fell before her, and Imogen was thankful the numbers didn’t overwhelm her the way they nearly had in the forest. When she was finally done and there were no further creatures attacking, she paused.

      She hadn’t reached the unity, though she had started to feel it. If she could find that place again, she wouldn’t have to fear the branox at all. They wouldn’t be a threat to her— not when she reached that clarity of mind.

      Jorend looked at the ground. “I didn’t even see this. I felt… well, something, but I don’t exactly know what it is.” He moved toward the body of a branox and wrinkled his nose as he poked at it with his blade. “You said they would not attack us if we did not have magic.”

      Imogen nodded carefully. “I didn’t think they would.”

      The branox hadn’t targeted her on her own before, though as she had come to learn the truth about her sacred patterns, she had to wonder if the magic that came with using them was from her rather than the patterns themselves. She hadn’t allowed herself to go down that line of thinking too much, worried about where it would take her.

      She pulled on the leg of one of the creatures. Its body was heavy, and its foul blood was smeared across the stone. The skin was thick and cool even this early in death, and it had a faint oily quality to it.

      “What are you doing?” Jorend asked.

      She paused, looking over to him. “We are taking this back to General Derashen. He needs to know what we face.” She wasn’t sure that would accomplish what she hoped, but the general did need to know the truth about these creatures, even if he didn’t want to acknowledge it.

      Imogen worried that Jorend would argue with her, but instead he grabbed the other leg and helped her pull.

      Part of the return hike meant trekking up the mountainside, and dragging the creature at a steep angle was difficult. She didn’t like that they left a trail of its blood behind, but the alternative was to carry it, which she didn’t care for, either.

      “Where did you first find these?” he asked as they walked.

      “There is a forest to the west. We had heard rumors of danger within the trees, but I wasn’t sure what to make of it.”

      “You and the man you traveled with?”

      She almost told him that Benji was a Porapeth but decided against it. She didn’t know how Jorend would respond to such news, and she had seen how Benji reacted when she’d told Lilah what he was.

      “We had been making our way east.”

      “You intended to return even before finding these.”

      “Eventually,” she admitted. “We ended up in the forest, and we found a nest.”

      “How many?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know how many were there at the time, but they were already gone. They had fed and left.”

      “What did they feed on?”

      “Creatures I don’t even know.”

      Benji had mentioned them, but the massive remains she’d found were unlike anything she had ever seen before.

      “You came after these creatures, then,” Jorend said.

      Imogen looked over to him, nodding.

      “Even though you know they can’t harm you.”

      “Not me, but they can harm others.”

      The farther they walked, the stronger the stench became. By the time they reached the border between the lands, they had fallen silent, and she wanted nothing more than to get back. Jorend had a determined step to his gait that had not been there before. Imogen had to hope that this came from what he had seen, though she didn’t know.

      They reached the camp and marched toward the fire, where they dropped the branox body in front of General Derashen.

      Everyone fell silent.

      She glanced over to Jorend, and a troubled look in his eyes was all he offered.

      “This is the creature I told you about,” she announced. “There will be more. And apparently, you don’t need magic for them to hunt you. They came after Jorend and me.” She nodded to the carcass. “Now we must destroy the body, or else it will draw more to us.”

      General Derashen sat silent for a long while. When he finally spoke, he looked at both of them. “You said they weren’t attracted to us before.”

      “They weren’t,” she said.

      “Do you know what changed?”

      Imogen shook her head. “I don’t. We encountered only a few. Several Koral villages, as well as a city, were empty.” She still wondered if they had been slaughtered or if they had escaped. Perhaps some of the Koral with them could provide that answer.

      “And you want us to go after them?”

      “The alternative is leaving these creatures to roam freely.”

      “Roam toward sorcery,” the general said.

      “What happens when they are full?” She looked at the others around the fire. “What happens if they decide that magic isn’t all they want? Or if they reproduce rapidly enough and there are thousands of them? What happens when that horde sweeps through the mountains? To our villages. Our homes.” She peered at everyone circling the fire, forcing each person to meet her gaze. “What then?”

      General Derashen stared at her. “What would you have us do?”

      “Whatever it takes to destroy them,” she said.

      She sank down, overwhelmed by fatigue. Benji stepped out of the shadows toward the branox. He tapped the stone, which caused the ground to tremble and swallow the fallen creature. Benji backed away into the darkness, and Imogen nodded to him. Everyone else around them appeared too startled to do or say anything. From the looks on their faces, they recognized something, even if they didn’t know he was Porapeth.

      She didn’t know if destroying the branox was going to be enough.

      She had to hunt them, and she had to hope that the Leier would hunt them with her.
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      They had been climbing down the mountain for the better part of several days. They’d passed a few more villages, moving through places that were devoid of Koral, though the evidence remaining told Imogen that there had been a time when this place had been far more populated. Each village they encountered left her bothered, though no one else seemed to be troubled.

      The army stood amid a series of empty buildings. Most of them were small stone constructions that looked as if they had existed for generations, long enough that they should not have been abandoned so easily, were it not for the branox. Only a few buildings were larger, but they had nothing more than wooden supports remaining. They had been burned, the charred timber standing like fingers toward the sky, a scar along the mountainside and the only memory of what had recently happened here.

      Imogen found her way back to the Koral prisoners, to an older man who was with them. She didn’t know his name, though he seemed to be one of their leaders.

      “How has Lilah been doing?” Imogen asked without greeting.

      She felt guilty that Lilah had been placed with the Koral, though she doubted she should feel that way. The girl was one of them. The necklace she wore was the marker of the shamans, though perhaps she hadn’t known the truth when she had been sent away with the Society to grow in her connection to magic.

      “She is well. As well as any of us can be,” he said, irritation evident in his face.

      “I’m sorry. I am trying to help. What happened here? Did your people leave, or…?”

      He held her gaze despite his clear exhaustion. The deep, dirty lines in the corners of his eyes crinkled as he watched her. “I don’t know what happened with the others, but it was dangerous for us to stay,” he finally said.

      “How many places are like this?”

      “There are not many villages so high in the mountains.”

      She frowned. “How far could your people have gone?”

      He shook his head. “Our lands are scattered. It would’ve been difficult for them to go anywhere safely.”

      Safely. That was the key.

      Which meant that something had happened.

      If that were the case, then they might already be too late. She had no idea how long the branox would stay here, how long they would feed, or how long it would take until the queen had what she needed. All Imogen knew was that she was probably too late.

      Benji appeared and stood with the rest of the Koral, and he seemed just as troubled as he had before. He rested his hands on the stone, then swept them along it as if trying to find answers, but she could tell from his face that there were no answers to be found.

      Imogen continued looking around while Benji worked. They had seen so many villages and towns like this, places where the Koral had once lived and thrived that now were empty. How many lives had been disrupted? How many had been slaughtered? They hadn’t seen the remains of bodies, which had initially given her hope, but the longer they traveled and found places like this that had obviously been attacked, the more she began to question if there was a more sinister reason for the missing people.

      Benji straightened and looked over to her. “It does not speak.”

      She walked over to him. “I know.”

      “I keep thinking I should be able to find something here.” His eyes darkened for a moment, and Imogen suspected he was trying to see something. “If the queen feeds and moves…”

      “We could lose her. And maybe even lose Timo.”

      That was a lesser concern, though she still believed that her brother had something to do with all of this. She wasn’t sure what, and wondered if she would ever know.

      They continued their steady march, and in the evenings, several came to her to train. Imogen offered her skills to them willingly, working with anyone who wanted to spar. She didn’t expect any to challenge her, and none did. Still, Jorend had taken to working with her. He hadn’t demonstrated anything more than he had the first time, and she didn’t know if it bothered him that he couldn’t defeat her. If it did, he didn’t show any sign of it. A part of her was tempted to challenge General Derashen, though she worried that if she were to win, she would be obligated to something she was not prepared for.

      The days grew long as they traveled through the Koral lands, passing through empty settlements and cities. Throughout their journey, they saw no signs of more branox.

      General Derashen looked over to her from time to time, worry in his eyes. He was well beyond the borders of the Leier lands, well beyond where he should have traveled. Well beyond where he was meant to serve.

      They did encounter several more stone golems, which suggested they were heading in the right direction. The enchantments were meant to slow the army’s progress, and they did so successfully, far more than she would have liked. Each stone golem they encountered required them to stop, fight, regroup, and prepare. She did her best to carve through them as quickly as she could, and Jorend grew increasingly capable against them, but there were few others who were useful.

      On the third day after she had returned with the body of the branox, they stopped near ruins that were different than those of the other towns and villages. The rubble consisted of broken stone, and it looked as if this city had fallen long ago. One section of stone had been built along the mountainside, a curved construct that reminded her of the sacred temple where she had studied, with a peak that had fallen forward.

      Imogen caught a blurring movement as branox streamed out of the pile of debris. She darted out of the marching line and hurriedly flowed into a sacred pattern. As she did, she could feel something pushing against her. The air crackled suddenly, and she reacted by sweeping her blade. She twisted in Petals on the Wind before transitioning to Stream through the Trees, and finally she brought her blade up, carving through one of the creatures.

      Imogen turned, and three more converged.

      But not on her.

      They were rushing toward the caravan—toward the captives.

      Imogen raced forward, staying focused on the sacred patterns. The Koral were bait, or they would be if not for the fact that Imogen had no intention of allowing them to be used that way.

      “I fear it will not be long now,” Benji said. “If they are coming at us this way, then we have to be ready.”

      She looked at the other Leier. “I don’t know if they will be.”

      She carved through the three branox, and Benji used his Porapeth magic to cause the ground to swallow the creatures.

      Imogen looked along the line of soldiers, realizing that General Derashen stood on the opposite side of the gathered Koral with several creatures around him. He positioned himself among the stone ruins and managed to stay standing despite the treacherous footing.

      As Imogen glanced around, she worried that there might be more branox hiding where they couldn’t see them. Had it only been the two of them fighting the branox?

      “We’re going to need more who are capable,” she said.

      Benji raised his eyebrows. “You don’t think more of your people are?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The general strode across the separation between them, watching Benji with lips pressed together. She wondered when he would ask what Benji was, but he didn’t.

      “We have not seen them before now,” General Derashen said.

      “I think we’re getting closer. I told you that they have a queen, and that’s what we have to stop. I don’t know where she will be, but she needs to feed on magic to reproduce.”

      He frowned at her. “How did you see them as quickly as you did?” He seemed both curious and troubled.

      “They have a particular way of moving. Once you’ve seen it a few times, you can recognize it.”

      He stared at her, expressionless. “And you saw it?”

      “I’ve been watching.”

      They got the caravan moving again, though there was a general murmur around them that said the people within the caravan were nervous. It wasn’t just the Koral, who believed themselves to be the target, but the Leier were worried too. They were confident, skilled fighters, but that was against sorcery and involved using the traditional patterns to defeat a known enemy. Imogen had felt the same way when she had started facing magical creatures rather than sorcerers. And these were something else entirely.

      Jorend found her. “I don’t know how many of our people will be willing to fight.”

      She leveled her gaze on him. “They are Leier. They will fight when they have to.”

      “I saw the creatures, but I don’t know if I can do anything against them.”

      “You can. The key is in your sacred patterns. We have to get the rest of them ready.”

      “Get them ready for what?” he asked. “Do you really think they can prepare for this in such a short period of time? Given what we have encountered so far, there is no way they will learn what they need.”

      Imogen couldn’t argue. She had been struggling with the same issue, and she didn’t have a better answer.

      “I don’t know what to say,” she said, “but we need them to be prepared.”

      They continued onward and had not gone far when she spotted another blur. It seemed like the branox emerged from the rock, as if camouflaged by it somehow. She couldn’t help but marvel at how well the branox were able to hide, which made them nearly impossible to stop until it was too late.

      Fighting took place all around her. Somewhere, Imogen could feel the gentle pull of magic through a tightness along her skin, a sensation that had begun to build. She wanted to look to see what the shamans and the rest of the Koral were doing, but she didn’t how many branox were near her.

      The creatures rushed toward her, and Imogen used Tree Stands in the Forest to create a barrier around her, hesitating only a moment before she released it.

      She flowed into Lightning Strikes in a Storm, then spun with Axe Falling before shifting again to Stream through the Trees. The branox pushed against every sacred pattern she used, and Imogen knew that she had to find and maintain perfect concentration. If she didn’t, she would not survive.

      None of them would.

      Her mind went blank. She was the patterns. She was magic.

      That thought pressed through her, almost enough to unseat her concentration. Could that be what Benji had meant when he called himself magic?

      She pushed that question away and returned to the sacred patterns, to the fight, and she felt the pressure building from the onslaught of branox.

      Their army didn’t have the necessary numbers, but she wouldn’t stop. She stayed near the Koral, knowing that the creatures would be drawn there, and carved down a dozen before the attack ended. She found General Derashen and Jorend working together side by side as they cut through the branox. Two of the Firsts had fallen near them, though Imogen couldn’t tell if they were dead or incapacitated.

      When they were done, Benji joined her, frowning deeply. “The attacks are getting more frequent.”

      “We have to be getting closer to the queen.”

      “The nest,” he said. “But…” He pressed his lips together in a tight frown. “It is not as I would’ve expected.”

      “Why?”

      “When we faced them before, I could see more clearly.”

      She chuckled. “I understand. You are going at this blind, but so am I.”

      “I don’t care for it.”

      “What can you do to improve what you can see?” she asked.

      “I’ve been trying for longer than you can know,” he muttered.

      Imogen wished that she understood his Porapeth magic better, though perhaps it didn’t matter. He might be able to use what he could to draw the branox away, or maybe he could talk to the stone or the wind or any other life around them and try to coax it into helping.

      Imogen looked over at him. “Then work with the Koral. Help them learn how to defend themselves. We’ve seen how Lilah has been able to do that.”

      “They know enough,” Benji said, waving his hand.

      “They aren’t sorcerers.” At least, nothing like the Society. If they were, they wouldn’t have remained captive as long as they had. “Teach them whatever patterns you can. See if there’s anything you can offer them.”

      “I might be able to try, but the more they use magic, the more the branox will be attracted to them.”

      “We might need that as well,” she said. “I’ve been worried about the queen. If she has a nest of branox, we can’t rush in there and destroy her. We’re going to have to draw some of them away.”

      He nodded slowly. “You may be right.”

      “General Derashen can fight them, and so can Jorend and some of the others probably. But I need the Koral to offer the Leier as much protection as possible. They may not want to, but I think we will have to find a way for both peoples to work together.”

      Benji smiled. “Not the journey you thought you were going to be making, is it?”

      She leveled her gaze on him. “None of this is.”

      “Perhaps that makes it the right one, then.”

      “Would you stop doing that to me?”

      “Doing what?” He tried to sound innocent, but she couldn’t help but feel as though he had seen more than he acknowledged.

      She shot him a glare. “Just help, or I’ll use you as bait.”

      “You already have,” he said, before skipping away.

      They headed onward, and every so often, Benji would crouch down to touch the stone. It would rumble, as if trying to answer him. He tilted his head back, smelling the air, and then he frowned at her.

      “Something is up here,” he said, nodding toward the distance.

      The mountain curved, and the narrow path they took looked like it had once been better traveled. The trail weaved between massive boulders, forcing them to pick their way carefully through but not giving much glimpse of what was ahead of them. The branox could easily hide anywhere out there.

      Benji pointed. “It is just up ahead.”

      Imogen took a deep breath, let it out, and unsheathed her blade.

      They hadn’t gone far before they reached the first of the branox. There were nearly a dozen, and Benji created a ring around him using something that resembled Tree Stands in the Forest. Imogen darted around, using her techniques to cut the creatures down. Benji’s magic held them at bay, giving her a chance to do what was necessary. The branox fell under her blade and her sacred patterns, and the barrier Benji formed created a circle of fallen creatures around them.

      Once it was done, they moved forward, and Imogen started to wonder if she was making a mistake. She didn’t want to say that to anyone, nor did she want to acknowledge that she might be leading them into danger, but it was how she felt. All of this felt like it was too much.

      Could she have planned something differently?

      She didn’t know if there was time. They had to stop the queen, or the branox would continue to spread. She had weapons she wouldn’t have any other time. She had the Koral, the Leier, Benji. Without them, Imogen didn’t know if she would be able to deflect the pending attack.

      “Am I making a mistake?” she asked Benji.

      “There’s only one way to know,” he said, chuckling.

      “And what way is that?”

      “To keep moving forward.”

      “That’s into Koral lands.”

      That shouldn’t bother Imogen, though she had begun to question what sort of magic their shamans possessed. It must be considerable for the branox to feed on them.

      “It is. Normally, I would be able to see the possibilities, and I could tell you if you were going to get us all killed.” He laughed and clapped his hands. “But this time, I can’t. Maybe that is my path.” He frowned, though it seemed as if he were thinking more to himself than trying to have a discussion.

      He swept his hands along the stone, creating a faint pattern that resembled an oblong figure eight. When he patted the ground, she felt a tremble and reverberation that reminded her of what she felt while using the sacred patterns.

      “I hope it’s only the branox that are keeping you from seeing,” she said. “Otherwise somebody more powerful than you is up there.”

      “You don’t think your brother could be more powerful than me?”

      “He’s not. Yet.” Imogen worried about what would happen if Timo did gain that strength, though.

      “He should not be,” Benji agreed, and he pounded his hand on the stone.

      The stone trembled, and he skipped forward and stopped at a rocky outcropping.

      And then he went still. The transition was unlike anything she had seen from him before. Benji was always animated. Whether it was the way he tapped on the stone, spoke with the wind, or patted trees when they had been in the forest, he was always filled with energy.

      Now he was completely frozen.

      She joined him, looking down. “What is it?”

      A dark valley lay before them, with what looked to be an undulating fog that obscured everything else from sight. A faint breeze played at her cloak, carrying a hint of a foul odor that smelled like rotting flesh up from the valley.

      At first, she thought this was another city, or perhaps the Koral, but she noticed something else: the familiar blurring movement and the crackle in the air.

      “The branox,” she said. “Why down there?”

      “Whatever they are after is below. We need to be ready.”

      “They’re too far away for me to see,” she whispered.

      “I can help.”

      Benji swirled a hand in front of her in a way that reminded her of one of the sacred patterns, and the wind seemed to slow as the air thickened. As it did, everything became clear.

      Branox crawled across the stone, their hideous nature even more obvious now. But that wasn’t what drew her attention.

      At one end of the valley were people.

      Thousands of them, with the branox swarming toward them in their attack.

      “Gods,” she breathed out.

      “That is what the stone was calling me to,” Benji said. “I had not known, but now I can see it. I can feel it. And…”

      He’d been so somber over the last few days from being unable to detect what was down there, and even now, she wondered what he could detect, if anything.

      “Is this their nest?” she asked.

      “It’s enormous,” he whispered. He traced his hand as if touching the wind, then tapped on the rock in a strange rhythm. Finally, he frowned.

      “Is it the nest?”

      He looked over to her. “Yes. They never cared about isolation before, though perhaps this time it’s different. It has been centuries since the world has known the branox.” He glanced behind him at the line of soldiers and Koral making their way forward. His lips pressed in a frown.

      Imogen stared down into the darkness. There were so many branox that it seemed as if they filled the entire valley. She had faced collections of these creatures, but never so many at one time.

      She looked at Benji. “What if you talk to the stone and convince it to swallow them.”

      “The stone will not listen to that command.”

      “If the branox are as dark as you say, and if they were summoned here, then—”

      “The stone will not listen in that way.”

      She wished he could explain it better than that, but she’d come to grips with the fact that he didn’t always know how to, or maybe he didn’t care to explain things completely.

      “Then what?” she asked.

      “This will be on you, Imogen Inaratha. You must find the queen, destroy her, and then the rest of these things will fall more easily. The queen directs them. Stop her so they can no longer reproduce, and then we can cut them down.

      “How would I even know where to find the queen?”

      “You will know,” he said.

      “You can’t see her presence, can you?”

      He shook his head slowly. “No. Unfortunately I cannot, though I know she’s down there. I can feel her. It’s almost as if the stone and the wind want me to feel her, but both fear saying anything.” He inhaled deeply, then let it out as he turned back to her. “It is different than the last time I encountered them.”

      “But you didn’t fight them before.”

      He laughed. “Are you saying that I’m not able to do anything?”

      “I think you’re the one who said you weren’t willing to.”

      He let out another laugh as he nodded. “Perhaps that is true. Perhaps.”

      “We can’t leave the Koral up here unprotected.”

      She wasn’t sure what it was going to take, only that she grew increasingly certain that she had to offer some measure of help.

      “You can’t get to the queen without taking a risk.” Benji held her gaze, the silver solidifying for a moment.

      She knew. The answer was clear, though it was going to be difficult. Dangerous.

      Imogen looked at the Koral and the Leier. Could they work together if it meant stopping these creatures? That was what she had to find out. They could distract the branox and draw some of them away so that Imogen could go after the queen.

      As she stared, she felt tension along her arms. Power. Sorcery.

      She frowned at Benji, but he didn’t seem to notice what she was feeling. Did that mean the Koral were working… or was there something else down below?

      She made her way over to General Derashen. “I’m going to need—”

      The power of the branox started to crackle, interrupting her thought.

      The creatures swarmed, and Imogen ran toward the general, needing to get to him to tell him what she intended.

      Immense power surged around her once again, the kind that suggested she was nothing, no one, and wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop this. She couldn’t help but feel it.

      And as she did, Imogen knew in her heart, in her bones, the reason behind it.

      Timo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Imogen spun toward the sense of magic behind her, and as soon as she did, she knew she was right. A lone, powerful figure made their way down the rock toward the queen.

      His source of power.

      “I guess he doesn’t care about you anymore,” she said to Benji. “But we can’t wait any longer. If he succeeds…”

      “He may have enough power at that point to ascend,” Benji said, his voice soft. He frowned, scratching his chin. “He should not have known.”

      “What are you going on about?”

      “You need to stop him. Stop the queen. But you should know that she will call the creatures to you.”

      Imogen glanced back at General Derashen, Jorend, and the other Leier. They were fighting the branox, and they hadn’t reached the full horde of them. Yet.

      She needed time.

      “You have to draw them here,” she said. “I don’t know if you are willing to, but if you do this, then the others can continue to fight them. Work with the Koral, show them what protections they need to use, and give the Leier a chance.”

      Benji held her gaze with his silver eyes. “You may not survive this, Imogen Inaratha.”

      “Is that something you see?”

      He cocked his head to the side, and his eyes went blank for a moment. “No. But I can see that you might succeed.”

      She wasn’t sure if he was telling the truth or not, and at this point, it no longer mattered. She had a chance. That’s what she needed, and she had to take it.

      Benji smacked one hand on the stone, which trembled in response.

      The air crackled with energy. Whether it was Toral magic, the Koral, Benji, or even the branox, Imogen didn’t know.

      All she knew was what she had to do. Find the queen, and she could follow Timo too.

      She scrambled down the rock, scraping her hand as she hurried down steep inclines, flowing with the sacred patterns as she went. Dark shapes slithered past her, but none noticed her. When she had an opportunity, Imogen cut through them as quickly as she could.

      She reached the flat section of the ground but still hadn’t seen her brother. Where was he?

      The branox swarmed all around her. Too many. Far too many.

      Imogen focused for a moment, gathering herself and finding her center. She had to fight. She used Stream through the Trees, Petals on the Wind, and Axe Falling, one after another as she carved through the branox.

      The fighting itself wasn’t the challenge. The branox fell beneath the power of the sacred patterns as they had since she’d first faced them. It was the numbers.

      There were thousands, and each time she cut one down, two more seemed to replace it. Imogen fought, but there were too many. She stayed with the sacred patterns, though, keeping her mind focused. What was this but another opponent?

      Imogen could not move forward. Each time she killed one, more branox replaced it.

      The sacred patterns might not be fast enough, she realized. What she needed was to find some way to enter the unity, but she couldn’t force herself into it. She had happened upon it naturally, and she didn’t feel as if she could do so again.

      Maybe there was another way.

      Master Liu had given it to her. The key. The secret.

      Tree Stands in the Forest. It was the basis on which all sacred patterns were built, the only one she thought might be effective.

      The branox slammed into the barrier formed by the pattern. She attempted to mix it with Lightning Strikes in a Storm, pushing down to the ground the way she had when facing the Sul’toral.

      A thunderbolt of energy sizzled around her as the nearest branox were thrown back. Imogen darted forward in Petals on the Wind, then retreated as the branox started to converge again. She used the combination of Tree Stands in the Forest and Lightning Strikes in a Storm, and she surged ahead once more.

      Imogen did it over and again, using the sacred patterns to find her way forward.

      The air crackled all around her with the energy of the branox.

      Not just the branox, she realized, but sorcery. Timo.

      An explosion thundered, and she was freed, with no more branox around her. She raced forward, streaking toward where she knew her brother had to be just up ahead.

      His sword was a blur. Timo mixed magic with his blade, flowing through the traditional patterns, pushing back the branox. Was he helping, or was he trying to get to the queen?

      Imogen fought her way toward him. His face was thinner than it had been when she’d seen him last. A scraggly beard covered his face, and his clothing was tattered.

      He had suffered.

      They pushed back the creatures, giving her a moment of reprieve.

      “What are you doing here?” he snapped. “You’re here to interfere again, aren’t you?”

      “Interfere?” She looked to her brother, and she pushed outward in Tree Stands in the Forest. The barrier it formed gave her a moment to talk to him. She needed that time. “What do you mean, interfere?”

      “I lost my last opportunity.”

      “Your opportunity to do what? To be raised to Sul’toral?”

      “Yes.”

      There was a darkness in his voice that hadn’t been there when he was younger. Within it, she could feel bitterness, anger, and rage. All of it felt so different, so wrong, compared to the person he had been.

      “You weren’t going to be able to kill Benji,” she said.

      “Why do you care about a Porapeth?”

      “I care because it was wrong.”

      “Wrong? I have tried to serve the Leier my entire life.”

      “You took off on your own bond quest,” she said.

      “My bond quest,” he scoffed, and he didn’t meet her eyes. “A bond quest that tore me away from my people. A bond quest that kept me from offering the protection they needed.” He turned to her, his face contorted. He was no longer her brother. “Now I will offer the Leier what they could never have done on their own.”

      “What have you done?”

      “Our people have battled with the Koral for generations. I will put an end to it. It was easy enough to force them here. They are impressionable and simpleminded. They see a hint of sorcery and think it is some grand power they want to follow, so they followed me, thinking I could teach them.” He laughed, bitterness dripping from his words. “But they will be something more. They will serve as the feast, and they’ll allow me to find what I want—and what our people need.”

      “None of this is about stopping the Koral. This is about you wanting to become a Sul’toral.”

      He glowered at her. “You don’t understand.”

      “I understand what you’re trying to do. You’re going to kill human beings because you want power. That is the opposite of what our people have trained to do our entire lives.”

      Timo tried to take a step toward her, but she focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, and he couldn’t get to her.

      “She needed to be well fed for me to acquire what I want,” he said. “And once I take the queen, I will become Sul’toral. It will be a simple matter to destroy the rest of the creatures—and anyone else who opposes me.”

      “I stopped Dheleus,” she said.

      It was the first thing that gave Timo pause.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, Imogen. You’re my sister.”

      He stepped forward out of his pose that reminded her of her own, and he strode toward the creatures. With the power of Timo’s sword and his magic, he carved through them, unmindful of them. He moved in a fluid torrent of power, and she would’ve marveled at it were it not so terrifying.

      And here she had always thought her brother rigid in his movements. Finding magic had changed that.

      If only she could save him.

      She darted after him, but branox got in her way. Imogen focused again and used Tree Stands in the Forest.

      She needed to find the unity. If she could, then she could be done with all of this. She had to find some way.

      Her mind went blank. The patterns came to her, allowing her to flow through the branox. She ignored the shouts and screams behind her. She ignored everything around her and saw only the creatures between her and her brother. She had to get through the resistance in front of her.

      She could see Timo in the distance moving like a terrible storm, cutting through the branox. Their shrieks filled the valley, the sounds of their dying echoing around them. The air stunk of their blood and their horrible, foul stench, but Imogen ignored all of that. She had no other choice.

      She stayed within the unity as she moved, but she stopped in her tracks at a sight in the distance. A line of pale-white glowing power emanated from the far end of the valley, opposite where she’d entered.

      She cut through the three nearest branox and stumbled as she tried to look and see what was out there: sorcery strong enough to push back the branox. She could feel the tension that came from enormous power, but she knew it wasn’t Timo.

      Was it the Koral?

      That thought gave her strength. If Benji had done what he agreed to—helping the Koral find the power within them—then perhaps they could succeed.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, focusing on Tree Stands in the Forest. As power and her connection to the pattern built, she could practically see what she had to do.

      Once again, she found the unity. And then she moved, one with the sacred patterns.

      Still, she felt as if she was not fast enough. Imogen didn’t need only the sacred patterns. Within the unity, what did it matter what she used?

      She shifted into the traditional patterns, which were faster and more precise. Imogen moved within those patterns, carving through the creatures. A swath of dead and dying branox lay all around her in her wake, and she raced ahead until she reached the clearing.

      The queen came into view, enormous and terrifying, the air crackling around her. She was surrounded by branox, which were horrible-looking creatures themselves, though they were so enchanted with magic that it made it difficult for Imogen to see them clearly. The queen, however, was something else entirely. Inky hair hung limp around her face, and a row of teats dotted gray skin. Her six arms made her look like a spider, and her strangely shaped head twisted around and revealed massive fangs.

      It took Imogen only a moment to realize what the queen was doing: laying eggs.

      Timo strode forward. Filled with his Toral sorcery and the knowledge of his Leier swordsmanship, he cut through the branox surrounding the queen faster than what should’ve been possible.

      But when he reached the queen, it was not as easy. She fought with a terrible fury, claws and fangs ripping at Timo. He ducked, flowing and gliding in the sacred patterns.

      Imogen’s breath caught. Could his Toral magic have helped him find the truth of the sacred patterns, or had he learned some other way?

      She wished she had time to understand, but she could only watch.

      The queen reared and stabbed down with one leg. Timo shifted and jumped out of the way, sweeping his blade toward the queen’s leg, but she thrust one of her other legs at him. It carved through his shoulder, but he didn’t cry out. He simply switched his sword to his other hand, and he continued fighting. He was moving faster than Imogen thought he’d be able to, his blade practically glowing. That had to be her imagination.

      As she stared, she wasn’t sure if she should help him or stop him. Either way, the queen had to die, but Imogen didn’t know if she would be able to defeat a creature like that. And she didn’t know if she could stop Timo either.

      She walked forward and quickly met invisible resistance. Was that the queen’s doing, or was it Timo?

      She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, then shifted and used Lightning Strikes in a Storm. Power exploded out from her blade, and she slammed into the barrier, crashing through it.

      Imogen tripped, stumbling onto one of the branox eggs that writhed beneath her, and she swept at it with her blade. She ignored the low mewling sound that came from it.

      Then there was another shriek.

      She turned and faced the queen, which stabbed one leg at her. Imogen braced herself and focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, and the queen’s leg bounced off the invisible barrier.

      Timo jabbed his blade, catching the queen in the back, and she shrieked again. She scratched at him, piercing him in one thigh, but Timo barely moved. He brought his sword up, then down, slicing into the queen’s body.

      Her horrible death scream reverberated as her blood sprayed all over Timo.

      Imogen watched in horror as Timo seemed to be absorbing the queen’s blood, and she could see that it was making his own skin start to darken, becoming tinted with a deep maroon as it changed him.

      Imogen fought through the branox surrounding her and caught up to her brother, flowing toward him. He turned toward her almost leisurely and held out his hand. It was a simple movement, yet it seemed to carry with it a hint of the Petals on the Wind technique, and she was pushed back.

      “You cannot stop this now,” he said.

      “Why?” She focused on Tree Stands in the Forest. There were branox all around, but now that the queen was dead, the creatures no longer moved with the same intensity as they had before.

      “You cannot understand.”

      “You won’t become a Sul’toral this way,” she said.

      He raged at her, and he brought his sword down in Axe Falling.

      Imogen braced, but she maintained her barrier enough that his sword didn’t cut through her protection. She breathed out a sigh of relief, but the shock that her brother had attacked her was almost more than she could bear. This was someone who had looked up to her. She had helped him learn his earliest patterns and understand what it would take to be promoted through the lowest ranks of the Leier. She had mentored him, until she had reached too high a level and could no longer do so.

      Now he had a longing for power.

      Only… it wasn’t all that different than what Imogen had once felt.

      “All this does is turn you darker,” she said.

      “I am close. So close I can feel it.” He turned back to the queen’s body and leaned forward as if to drink her blood.

      Imogen cried out. The rock around her started to tremble, and boulders fell from overhead. She glanced behind her and saw Benji crouched, holding his hands out, pressing them against the stone. An energy radiated from him, causing the rock to cascade down. The boulders landed near Timo and the queen, forcing him back.

      He held his hands up as if to try to shield them, but the avalanche was too much. The queen’s body was buried beneath the rubble. He staggered back with rage-filled eyes, and he brought his blade down over and again as he chopped at the stone.

      Benji had slowed Timo from reaching his goal.

      Timo growled at her. “This is your fault. This could have been over. Now I have to return to the crypt and find another.”

      The crypt?

      “There’s another queen?” she whispered.

      “Did you think she was the last?”

      Imogen wanted to ask Benji about that. He had certainly believed that to be the case.

      “You can’t do this,” she said to Timo. “This power is not meant for us. It’s not meant for you.”

      “You have no idea what is meant for me.”

      He brought his blade back. The ground beneath his feet trembled, and he staggered. Imogen hurriedly pushed out, mixing Tree Stands in the Forest with Lightning Strikes in a Storm. She would never have imagined she would need to use the sacred patterns against her brother, but then again, she would never have imagined that Timo would chase magic like this.

      The patterns struck him and threw him back. He scrambled to his feet, but Imogen flowed forward in Stream through the Trees, switched to Tree Stands in the Forest, and blasted again with Lightning Strikes in a Storm.

      The techniques sent Timo flying again, and he crashed against the rock. After a few moments, he staggered to his feet, the air around him crackling—just like it did with the branox.

      He had taken on some of their strange magic.

      Timo took a step toward her, but this time, the boulders that cascaded around him missed and bounced in front of him, separating him from Imogen.

      “This is not over,” he called.

      The air crackled, then fell still.

      Imogen looked around, searching for her brother, but she saw no sign of him. She stayed focused on Tree Stands in the Forest, and her breathing became steady and regular. She needed to be prepared in case Timo appeared out of nowhere. This was the only pattern that would protect her.

      “He’s gone,” Benji said. His eyes were drawn, and something about him seemed off. He examined the fallen rock pile that had crashed down on the branox queen.

      “He was trying to use her,” Imogen said. “Would it have worked?”

      “Taking that kind of power?” He shrugged. “For a sorcerer, I would’ve said no. For a Toral, it would be possible.” He looked over to her. “Toral can learn any kind of magic. The ring they wear grants them a connection to power, and they can draw the magic through themselves to become something else. Something more. In this case, taking magic from a branox queen may have helped him elevate to a Sul’toral, but hopefully we interrupted him before he had that opportunity.”

      Imogen had seen how Timo had already started to change, the way the branox queen’s blood had modified him.

      “He’s not going to stop chasing power,” she said.

      “Perhaps not.”

      “I’m going to have to stop him.”

      Benji snorted. “An understatement if I’ve ever heard one. I thought you knew you were going to have to.”

      “I think… I think I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that.”

      “Even after what he did?”

      Imogen nodded. “Even after everything.”

      “You will have to find a way.”

      He scrambled away and headed up the rock, pressing his hands down on either side of it. The ground rumbled, and Imogen could feel something within the valley starting to change. Whatever he was doing consumed the fallen branox.

      She weaved through, quickly cutting down the few remaining branox that came toward her. They all seemed confused, as if intoxicated. By the time the creatures were felled, the air stunk.

      A faint tremble of the earth began to pick up. She looked at Benji, wondering what he was doing, but it wasn’t him. He was holding one hand to the stone.

      The sensation intensified.

      “Avalanche,” Benji whispered.

      “What happened?”

      He stood, shaking his head. “Your brother.”

      As the avalanche rained stone down onto them, she realized what Timo had done. They were trapped in the valley.

      “Why?” Imogen asked, not expecting an answer.

      “The way out will not be easy,” Benji said.

      She stared at the collapsed stone. They could try to climb up, but it now was almost a sheer rock wall that would be impossible for everyone to scale.

      They would have to go through the valley. Through Koral lands.

      But that was a concern for another time.

      She made her way to the far end of the valley and reached the captured Koral. Lilah was bloodied and looked tired, a pile of stone scattered around her—and the rest of the Koral. She’d used her magic to protect them.

      Not only Lilah, though. The shamans had also formed a ring around the captured Koral, and seemed to have used their form of magic to defend the others. The avalanche had not harmed any of them.

      The Koral had saved their people.

      The Leier stood off to the side, clustered together, though there were fewer than before. She found Jorend standing among them.

      “There you are,” he said, looking over to her. “We need you, Imogen.”

      “I went after the queen. She’s dead.”

      A question lingered in his eyes that she wasn’t prepared to answer. Not yet. That story would likely come out in time, but she wasn’t sure how to process what her brother had done, or why he had chased the power.

      “Then we stopped them,” he said.

      She nodded. “We will destroy what remains.” And she had to hope that Timo was wrong, that there were not others he could free. Because if he was right…

      She didn’t want to think about that. She couldn’t.

      “I will have the Firsts move through the rock and cut them down,” Jorend said. “I taught the sacred patterns to as many of them as I could, as you suggested.”

      Imogen wondered if it was the sacred patterns that let them bring down the branox more easily, or whether it was the death of the branox queen, but she realized it didn’t matter either way.

      “Good.”

      She looked around them and soon realized that someone was missing.

      “Where is General Derashen?” she asked.

      “That’s why we need you,” Jorend said. “He led the charge against these creatures. He fought valiantly, but when the creatures pushed their way forward to the Koral, he drew the vile things down the mountain into the valley himself.” He shook his head. “He saved many Leier through his actions.”

      Her breath caught. “Jorend?”

      “He’s gone, Imogen. That is why we need you.”

      She realized now that the Leier were surrounding a body. That had to be the general.

      “Why do you need me?” she said.

      He flicked his gaze to her blade. “You outrank me.” The way he said it suggested a mixture of irritation and respect. “It is yours to lead.”

      She looked toward the gathered Leier. She thought about what her brother had said—how he had intended to destroy the Koral, how he’d thought that he was coming here to grow, to change, to become more powerful as a Sul’toral. And in all that, he had believed he needed to do it to serve the Leier.

      All he had done was push them closer to destruction.

      She had left her people by going on a bond quest to help them. Having failed to master the sacred patterns during her time at the temple, Imogen had willingly left the Leier homeland, hoping to find answers. Even after she’d stopped the hyadan and destroyed the threat she had been sent to remove from the world, she had not known what else she needed to do. She had stayed in Yoran, thinking that was where she was best suited, until Timo had come.

      He had revealed a new purpose for her: a new quest, and perhaps even a new bond.

      Imogen couldn’t help but feel as if others had a hand in guiding her along this way, though. Benji, certainly. The Porapeth had to have seen something, despite his protestations otherwise. But it wasn’t just Benji who’d had a hand in guiding her, she suspected. Master Liu had mentored her from the moment she had gone to the sacred temple, encouraging her to find her purpose even when she wasn’t sure what that was going to be. When she had failed with the sacred patterns, or thought she could not understand them, he had offered a different encouragement, and a different path.

      It had led her here.

      It had led her back to her people.

      For so long, Imogen hadn’t known where she belonged with the Leier. She had felt comfortable once she left them, even if she had been disconnected from them. Now that she’d returned, she started to question if perhaps she had a different purpose. A different quest.

      This was to be her bond. There was no use fighting it. She was needed, and Imogen never turned away when she was needed.

      She sighed. “We will camp here for the night. Have the scouts ensure it’s safe. Look for any evidence of the branox, and send the Koral leaders to me.”

      Jorend bowed deeply to her, then left. When he was gone, Benji strode over to her.

      “General Derashen died,” she said.

      “The stone told me.”

      “I lead the Leier army now.”

      It was a strange thing for her to acknowledge, though perhaps it should not be. There was no doubt she had the highest rank, even if it had not been tested by anyone other than General Derashen. And could he have truly tested her? It was possible that her understanding of the sacred patterns exceeded his. Despite having studied at as many sacred temples as he had, he still had not known as much about the sacred patterns as Imogen did, even if it had taken her until she’d left the Leier homeland and found herself outside of it for her to come to that understanding. For her to come to know her purpose.

      She would be the general. She would lead. And she would stop fighting that purpose.

      But perhaps her purpose could be greater than what even General Derashen had done.

      She looked over to the gathered Koral. It wouldn’t just be the Leier army—she would have to find some way to bridge their peoples. They were more alike than they were different, and it was time for them to understand, to stop fearing each other. They could be a sword and a shield. Together, they could do more.

      “Interesting,” Benji said, tilting his head to the side. “I saw growth, only I wasn’t sure what it was.” He held her gaze with his silver eyes. “Your brother has progressed and grows stronger, but perhaps you have as well, Imogen Inaratha.”

      She knew she would need to. To confront her brother and his growing strength, she would need to have power to match.

      And maybe she didn’t have to have the same kind.

      “What will you do?” Benji asked.

      As she looked at the Koral and the Leier, she knew the answer, though the task would be difficult. “For now, I must lead.”
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        * * *

      

      The First of the Blade continues with: Unlocked.
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      Magic is a part of the world. Now the First of the Blade must master it.

      Having saved her people from the danger of the branox, Imogen must find a way to lead them home. The way back is treacherous and there’s an ever-present threat of more dark creatures attacking.

      When hunted by a new threat, the sacred patterns are not enough. Imogen must find a way to bring her people together while staying on the path the Porapeth have seen for her, but even that might not lead her to safety.

      The First of the Blade must be more than a sacred sword master. If she can’t unlock potential hidden deep inside her, all her people will fall.
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        * * *

      

      Want to read more in this world? Imogen is a secondary character in The Chain Breaker series. Start with The Risen Shard.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Unseen. 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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