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  Part I: Kutaisa


  The Enchanted Blade


   


  The candles were lit and the tables had already been served when the clatter of hooves announced the late arrival of a traveler. Tamuna paused in her work behind the counter to peer out the tavern window, but the sky had already faded, blending the leaves with the shadows.


  “Better put another spit on the fire,” said Aunt Sopiko as she came back from serving tables. “When that’s done, see to the room upstairs.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Tamuna. 


  She ran to the kitchen, hoping to finish her chores in time to catch a glimpse of the unexpected guest. The harvest season had just ended, and the villagers had already put away their corn and grain for the winter. Occasionally, a cowherder would come down from the high pastures, but never after sundown. No, it had to be a traveler bound for the faraway lands over the mountain pass.


  Tamuna had always had a love of faraway lands and peoples. Her aunt’s tavern was one of the last places for room and board before the mighty Kevona Mountains, and consequently, it attracted many interesting travelers. But this late in the season, it was rare for anyone to come down from the pass.


  Of course, that only piqued Tamuna’s curiosity even more.


  As she stoked the cooking fire, the door to the yard swung open, and Nika the stable boy came in carrying a bucket of water from the well. His curly brown hair spilled out beneath his gray woolen skullcap, and his boots were covered in mud.


  “Hi, Tamuna,” he said, setting the bucket on the table. “Thought you might need this.”


  “Thanks,” she said, smiling in gratitude. “Any news from the village?”


  “Old Giorgi’s cow gave birth to a beautiful little calf. He’ll probably sell her in the spring—the calf, of course, not the cow.”


  “Of course.”


  “Anyway, she’s a gorgeous animal. I really wish I could save up and buy her. Do you think your aunt could… well…”


  Tamuna drew a labored breath. She knew what Nika was asking, but her aunt was far too miserly to ever agree to such a request. If Tamuna asked her to raise Nika’s pay by even a few meager coppers, she’d probably be whipped for it. But Nika couldn’t save very much either, since his family took almost everything he earned. 


  “I’ll do what I can,” she said softly. Then, putting a hand on his arm, “Maybe we can save up enough together.”


  His face brightened. “You really think so?”


  “Sure. And with all the eggs the chickens are laying, maybe Sopiko will let us sell some at the market in Kutaisa.”


  “Oh, Tamuna!”


  Nika threw his arms around her, enthusiastically kissing her on the cheek. He still smelled like dirty hay and horse manure, though, so she squealed and pushed him away.


  “By the seven rivers, Nika, haven’t you had a chance to wash up yet? You smell like you’ve been bathing with the pigs!”


  “Sorry,” he said sheepishly.


  “Well, what are you still here for? Go and wash up already!”


  She shooed him out of the kitchen, but just as he turned to leave, she suddenly remembered the traveler. 


  “Wait—did you see anyone come in?”


  He frowned. “What?”


  “The traveler who just rode in. Did you catch a glimpse of him? When I’m—”


  “Oh, my stars!” said Nika, his eyes widening like saucers. “I wasn’t in the stable when— Sorry, gotta run!” Without another word, he dashed out the door and disappeared into the deepening twilight.


  Tamuna put her hands on her hips and sighed. Nika was a good boy and without a doubt her most loyal friend, but he had a way of missing what was right before his face. As she glanced down at all the mud he’d tracked in, she couldn’t help but shake her head.


  The door to the main room swung open, and Aunt Sopiko came in with a stern look on her face. “What was that?” she asked. “Have you been idling time with the stable boy?”


  “No, ma’am,” Tamuna said quickly. “That is, I—”


  “Well, no more distractions. Our guest wants to take his dinner upstairs, so go up and fix the room, double quick. No dallying!”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Tamuna said dutifully. She hurried out of the kitchen, her cheeks reddening at her aunt’s rebuke. She would have to work harder to make sure that Sopiko wasn’t disappointed in her.


  From the hallway closet, she pulled out a thick woolen blanket and linen bed sheets. A half-burned candle waited on the ledge by the base of the stairway. The old wooden stairs creaked all the way to the top, and the flickering light made shadows dance along the walls. She paused for a moment to light the lamp at the head of the stairway, then opened the door to the private room and set the candle on a ledge near the doorway. Outside, the cool autumn wind blew hard against the window, whistling through the gaps in the panes and making the wooden walls groan and creak.


  I’ll have to light a fire before I leave, she thought to herself as she made the bed. The chill air made her shiver, so she worked quickly, wishing that she’d brought a shawl. Fortunately, it didn’t take her long. She’d readied the private room more than a hundred times and knew exactly what needed to be done. Soon, she was engrossed her work—so much so, in fact, that when she looked up to start the fire, she was surprised to find the guest standing in the doorway.


  “Oh!” she said, taking a quick step back. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t know you were coming. If you want, I’ll—”


  “That’s all right,” said the man, setting down a heavy rucksack in the corner. He was old, with silver-gray hair and a well-trimmed beard. Even so, he stood very tall, with a broad chest and muscular arms and shoulders. His brow was deeply furrowed, his jawline sharp, yet his eyes exuded a thoughtful kindness that put Tamuna at ease almost immediately.


  “Here,” she said as he unclasped his heavy woolen cloak. “Let me help you with that.” He turned and let her pull it off his shoulders, revealing a simple white tunic underneath. A gold embroidered cross took up most of the back of the garment, but other than that, his clothing bore no ornamentation.


  “Are you a monk?” she asked, her curiosity getting the best of her.


  “I am,” said the man. He knelt over the rucksack and pulled out a sword, sheathed in a dull black scabbard. With great care, bordering on reverence, he laid it on the wooden table.


  Something about the sword drew Tamuna’s gaze. The hilt was made of steel and ornamented with what appeared to be silver, though the dim light made it difficult to tell. The handle was long and straight, designed for two hands, with a dark, tightly wrapped leather cord for the grip. A large emerald sat in the center of the pommel, shimmering faintly in the light of the fire.


  She felt drawn toward the sword somehow. Tamuna blinked and shook her mind clear, turning to the traveler who had stooped down to start the fire. She was about to offer help, but his stance told her that he would rather be left to himself.


  “Let us know if you need anything,” she said on her way out. The man grunted his assent, and she shut the door quietly behind her, sneaking one last glance at the sword.


  Back in the kitchen, Sopiko was cutting bread and stacking it on a tray. A chicken sizzled over the fire, while a pot of beans bubbled by the edge. Tamuna opened the cabinet and pulled out a small plate of cheese, cutting off generous slices onto the tray.


  “Did the traveler say where he’s from?” she asked.


  Sopiko shook her head. “No, he didn’t say a word about that. Just asked the price of a room and where he should leave his horse.”


  “Did you see the markings on his tunic? I don’t think he’s from around here. Maybe—”


  “Best not to pry, Tamuna,” said her aunt. She finished with the bread and turned her attention to the roasting chicken.


  Tamuna bit her lip as she finished preparing the food. She could tell from Sopiko’s tone that any further questions would not be tolerated. Her aunt wasn’t a harsh woman, but she could be stern, especially when it came to the tavern. Tamuna sometimes wondered if her mother had been like that: stern and domineering. She had no memory of her mother, and Sopiko had never mentioned her.


  As she finished with the cheese and spooned the beans into a clay bowl, Tamuna’s mind drifted back to the sword. She didn’t know why, but something about it seemed to call her. No matter how she tried, she couldn’t put it out of her mind.


  “Here,” said her aunt, loading the roasted chicken on the tray. “Take this to our guest upstairs, but don’t linger too long.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “I’m serious, Tamuna. I know how you like to stay and chat every time we have a guest, but this time,” she made a cutting motion across her neck with her hand. “Understand?”


  “Yes, Aunt Sopiko. I won’t disturb him.”


  “Good. Now see to your work.”


  He must be a very important man for her to say that, Tamuna thought as she climbed the stairs. Usually, her aunt had no qualms about her chatting with the guests. From them, she’d learned all sorts of fascinating things about the world beyond her village: of vast rocky deserts to the south, with ancient ruins buried beneath the shifting sands; and of warrior kingdoms on the grassy plains beyond the western sea. But lately, it was the Northlands that everyone seemed to be talking about. Some guests spoke of armies marching steadily toward the Kevonas, while others spoke of the rise of a new empire across the plains. Perhaps their new guest was an envoy, or an advisor to a king—or perhaps he was the leader of a band of warrior monks, preparing to take part in a holy war.


  All these thoughts raced through her mind as she walked down the hallway and knocked on the door to the private room. 


  “Sir,” she called, holding the tray against her hip. “I have your dinner, sir. May I come in?”


  No answer.


  She waited for a moment, then knocked again. “Uh, sir, are you there?”


  Again, no answer.


  He’s probably just gone to the outhouse. The tray weighed heavily on her arms, so she nudged the door open with her toe and stepped in.


  Sure enough, the room was empty. A fire blazed in the fireplace, while the man’s cloak and rucksack lay exactly as he’d left them. She carefully set down the tray of hot food, noticing the sword that still lay on the other side of the table.


  Something about the sight of it rooted her to the spot. She knew that she should return to the kitchen, but all she could do was stare, mesmerized by the sight. The blazing light of the fire made the emerald on the pommel glisten and shimmer.


  I should go, she told herself, lifting her dress as if to tiptoe out of the room. Instead, her feet seemed to move of their own accord, taking her closer to the sword. One of the floorboards creaked, making her glance anxiously behind her, but the hallway was empty. She and the sword were alone.


  Her instincts screamed at her to leave before her aunt noticed that she was missing, but something else told her not to be afraid: that she was on the right path, and that this was her destiny. She felt as if she stood on the edge of a tall cliff, with a perilous drop before her and nothing but wilderness behind. Or perhaps it was more like a crossroads, where the path she chose now would determine the rest of her life. She hesitated, an inexplicable fear threatening to overwhelm her, but her own insatiable curiosity soon overcame it.


  She felt a slight tremor, like the churning of the air immediately around a fire. It made her stop and pull back, uncertain. 


  What if the sword is magic? she wondered. What if it’s cursed? She couldn’t stop herself, though. Taking a deep breath, she touched the cold metal of the hilt.


  A tremendous shock surged through her, from the top of her head to her outermost toes. She gasped for breath as her legs gave out beneath her. It felt as if every muscle in her body had turned to water and she was melting all over the floor. She swooned, and her last conscious thought was that Sopiko was going to skin her alive.


   


  * * * * *


   


  At first, Tamuna felt as if she were falling through an abyss. Darkness surrounded her, so thick she could almost taste it. 


  Before she could panic, her fall slowed until she was floating in midair. Her feet touched water, and a deep sense of peace swept over her, the peace one only feels in a dream. As the darkness cleared, she found herself swimming in a clear pool fed by a mountain spring. Rugged cliffs rose behind her, while a small stone chapel stood a short distance from the shore. An eagle cried out in the cloudless blue sky, momentarily breaking the solitary silence of the wilderness.


  Where am I? Tamuna wondered. How did I come to this place? If this was a dream, it felt more real than any she’d ever experienced. The water was cool and refreshing, with a bed of fine gravel under her feet. There was no danger of drowning, though the pool was deep enough that she had to swim instead of walk. She was naked, but that didn’t bother her. It would be silly to swim in her clothes, of course.


  She reached the edge of the pool and climbed onto a large rock. Snow-capped peaks lined the horizon in every direction, while virgin forests stretched out in the valleys below. The view was so stunning, it completely took her breath away. She’d heard of places like this, where the cattle herders took their cows in the summer and the hunters roamed in the winter. However, when she scanned the mountains on the horizon, none of them were familiar. 


  “Hello?” she shouted. “Can anyone hear me?” The echo came back a few seconds later, but only the wind answered her.


  She shivered and rubbed her arms with her hands. The breeze was uncomfortably cool on her bare, wet skin, but fortunately the sun was rapidly drying her. She sat down on the rock and began to wring out her hair.


  She noticed a small footpath nearby, leading to the stone chapel. A set of woolen clothes lay neatly folded at the head of the path, clearly meant for her. As soon as she was dry enough to dress herself, she climbed down from the rock and slipped the clothes over her body. They were thick and warm, perfectly suited for the mountains. The embroidery was red and gold on black, in the style of the Khevsurans, with a recurring cross-and-circle motif. She took a few moments to admire her reflection in the lake before setting off down the path. 


  Like most mountain churches, this one was built in the shape of a cross, with tall, narrow windows and intricate patterns carved onto the exterior. The stones were crumbling, and a long crack ran down the wall through the highest window. From the outside, it seemed empty.


  I’m alone, she thought silently. And yet somehow, she knew that wasn’t true. Ever since the darkness had lifted, she’d felt a presence nearby, waiting for her. It felt as if she were part of a story that she was living through instead of merely hearing about.


  When she reached the front doors, they swung open of their own accord, revealing a vaulted chapel that was dark and empty. Aging marble tiles covered the floor, while the walls and pillars were hewn from rough-cut stone. A ray of light shone down from the cupola, illuminating the apse at the center.


  And there, embedded in a slab of pure white marble, stood the sword.


  Her breath caught in her throat. Once again, she felt the call of destiny compelling her forward. She covered her head with one of the shawls by the entrance and quietly stepped inside. 


  “Hello?” she said aloud. Though her voice was barely louder than a whisper, it carried throughout the sanctuary. 


  Tamuna, a voice spoke in her mind. She froze, her blood turning to ice. Was someone behind her? She glanced over her shoulder, but saw only shadows. Perhaps the wind was playing tricks with—


  Tamuna, the voice spoke again, this time as clear as if she had heard it with her ears. She spun around, but again, she was alone.


  As she turned back to the apse, the air immediately in front of her began to ripple like a mirage on a hot day. The sword seemed to morph and change, until she saw two images before her: the sword in the slab of marble, exactly as before, and a tall young man with golden hair and a carefully trimmed beard, wearing a silver coat of mail and the tunic of a warrior.


  “Wh-who are you?” she asked, taking a step back. Something about his gaze held her, telling her there was no need to be afraid.


  “Tamuna Leladze,” he said softly, looking at her with the barest hint of a smile. “Over a thousand years have passed since mortal eyes have seen this place, now in ruins in the world of men. Many have desired to wield me, but I have refused them all. I am Imeris, the twelfth and final sword, and this is my sanctuary.”


  Tamuna frowned. “The twelfth sword?”


  “Yes,” said the young man. His image faded until he was almost invisible, so that Tamuna found herself staring at the hilt of the sword in the marble slab. It called out to her the way it had in the tavern, and she realized that the man and the sword were one and the same.


  “How did you know my name?”


  “I know a lot about you, Tamuna,” said Imeris, coming back into view. “Our minds made contact the moment you laid eyes on me. I know how your heart longs for adventure, how you dream of faraway lands. And yet, your unshakeable loyalty to the few close and lasting friends in your life keeps you rooted to your home.”


  “You can read my mind, then?”


  “Only because you are too innocent to know how to shut me out. What I read in your mind, others can easily read in your countenance.”


  Tamuna gazed into Imeris’s eyes and felt as if she were staring into a mirror back through centuries of time. And yet, he looked like a man only a few years older than her.


  “Why have you brought me here?” she asked.


  “Do you see the inscription written on the floor beneath your feet?”


  Tamuna looked down and saw an inscription, written in old, faded letters in the marble floor. She squinted and tried to make them out, but the writing was too ancient for her to read.


  “What is it?” 


  “It is an ancient prophecy, pronounced on the day when I was forged.”


  “What does it say?”


  “It says: This sword IMERIS, though last to be forged, certainly shall not be the least. For in the days when the Order is broken and darkness sweeps across the face of the land, it shall await the one who will wield it in truth and wisdom to free the world of men.” He paused, looking her in the eye. “You are the one of whom the prophecy speaks, Tamuna. You are the one whom I have chosen.”


  A crack of thunder sounded in the distance, sending chills down Tamuna’s spine. For a brief moment, a cloud overshadowed the sun, throwing the chapel into shadow. Imeris looked up and frowned.


  “There isn’t much time,” he said. “The enemy is nearly here. They will seek to destroy us.”


  “D-destroy us?” said Tamuna, her knees going weak. “There must be some mistake. I can’t possibly be the one you’re looking for. I’m just a tavern girl!”


  Imeris looked at her long and hard, making her flinch. “There is no mistake, Tamuna. I recognized you the moment your mind reached out to my own.”


  Her cheeks paled. “But…”


  “Of course, you must take me up of your own free will if you take me up at all. If you so choose, you may leave this place by returning to the pool. Once you are submerged, you will return to your home.”


  Tamuna nodded in relief. So there is a way out, she thought to herself. This doesn’t have to be my destiny. But even though the realization eased her somewhat, she couldn’t shake the feeling that to do so would be a mistake.


  “What about the prophecy?” she asked. “If I reject you, will you find someone else?”


  Imeris shrugged sadly and looked off into the distance. “Perhaps,” he said as he faded from her view. “Perhaps not.”


  She hesitated a moment, alone now with just the sword. Once again, she felt it calling out to her, though this time, her thoughts were much clearer. You must take me up of your own free will, Imeris’s words came back to her. Another crack of thunder sounded in the distance, breaking the silence that had fallen with his departure. 


  I can’t do this, she told herself. This isn’t for me—I shouldn’t get involved.


  As she walked back outside, her feet felt strangely heavy. A part of her longed to run back to the church and draw the sword out of the marble, just for the chance to experience an adventure. But of course, that wouldn’t be right. She couldn’t just leave Sopiko like that, after all that her aunt had done for her.


  She reached the water’s edge, but hesitated before climbing in. A cool wind whistled over her skin, making the reeds dance and tossing back her long black hair. The surface of the water rippled, while a mass of giant thunderheads towered in the sky. She shivered, and not just from the cold. Lightning flashed in the valley, and a shadow darker than any she’d ever seen raced across the forests toward the mountaintops. There was a presence in that shadow, something primal and dangerous that made chills shoot down her spine.


  Thunder rolled across the land, giving her pause. What if Imeris was right? What if she was the one from the prophecy? And if she was, what would happen if she didn’t follow through? 


  The thunderheads towered high above her now, blocking the sun, and a stiff wind blasted the lake and flattened the golden-brown grass. Something evil was in that storm. Her heart raced, and she knew that she had to turn back.


  She ran to the mountain church as fast as her feet would take her. Her breath came in short bursts, and her heart pounded furiously in her chest. She sprinted through the open doorway.


  “Imeris!” she shouted, gasping for breath. “Imeris, where are you?”


  The sword called out to her, just as it had in the tavern. This time, she didn’t hesitate. As the sunlight turned to darkness, she gripped the handle and pulled with as much strength as she could muster. Thunder cracked directly overhead, and the sword came free of the marble slab with a metallic hum.


  And then she was falling again through the abyss, tumbling as if a crack in the earth had swallowed her.


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Imeris!”


  Tamuna reached out into the darkness and found her arms tangled in something thick and woolly. Her eyes snapped open, but a wave of disorientation and nausea made it difficult to tell which way was up and which was down. Before she could take stock of her surroundings, though, hands held her down and a warm, wet towel was draped over her forehead.


  “What… where…” she stammered, then blinked and looked up at the people standing above her. Almost immediately, she recognized Aunt Sopiko, her habitually stern expression softened by deep concern. The sight of a familiar face calmed Tamuna considerably.


  “Tamuna!” said Sopiko. “You’re awake now, I see. Are you all right?”


  “I think so,” said Tamuna. She tried to sit up, but her arms were weak and she soon collapsed back against the pillow.


  “There now—give her something to drink,” came a voice from off to her right. A sheepskin flask was pressed to her lips, and a spurt of deliciously cool water dribbled into her mouth. She swallowed, coughed, and reached up to take hold of the flask herself. As she drank, her strength slowly returned.


  Where am I? she wondered. It didn’t take long to recognize that she was back in the tavern, lying on her aunt’s bed in the master bedroom. A crowd of strangers had gathered around her, many of them dressed in the same gold-embroidered tunic that the traveler had been wearing. The sun was already shining through the western window, indicating that it was almost evening.


  She coughed and put the flask aside. “How long has it been since—”


  “Almost a full day,” said her aunt. “And we’ve been so worried, we closed the tavern to tend to you.” She held out a spoonful of porridge and all but forced it down Tamuna’s throat. “No more questions—now you must eat.”


  Tamuna almost choked on the first spoonful, but soon forced it down. Her aunt had mixed some raisins in, which meant she was more concerned than angry. Still, Tamuna couldn’t help but chide herself. A full day—that was a lot of lost business. With the sun already setting, there was no chance they’d be up and open again in time for the evening. The bar would be empty tonight, and it was her fault.


  But if that was true, who were all these strangers?


  She scanned the room between spoonfuls of porridge until her eyes finally fell on the silver-haired traveler. He stood by the door, his arms folded and a look of deep solemnity across his face. Her eyes strayed to the wall behind his back and the dull green emerald that sat just above his left shoulder. With a start, she recognized the corded hilt of the sword Imeris, with the emerald set squarely in the pommel. For a fleeting instance, she saw the face of the young man from the vision.


  “Imeris?” she said, reaching out with her hand. Instantly, the room fell silent.


  “What was that?” her aunt asked. “Never mind. Don’t overexert yourself.”


  “Hold on,” said the old traveler, stepping forward. He looked Tamuna straight in the eye as he unstrapped the scabbard and held it up before her.


  “Are you speaking of this?”


  She hesitated, glancing quickly at each of the faces in the crowd. They stared at her intently, waiting for her to answer.


  “I don’t know, exactly,” she stammered. “It was—I mean, there were mountains, and a lake, and a small stone church—”


  “The sanctuary,” someone whispered. A series of barely suppressed gasps rippled around the room, followed by the low rumble of hushed conversations.


  “Did you see this sword?” asked the man, holding it up to her with both hands.


  “Yes,” she answered. “It wasn’t in the scabbard, though, it was in a marble slab. There was a man, too, but he was actually the sword… It’s hard to explain.”


  The rumble of excitement grew louder. Sopiko rose from her stool and set the bowl of porridge on a nearby table, wringing her hands as she returned.


  “Can you stand?” asked the man.


  “That’s enough,” said Sopiko. “My niece has had a very eventful day, and if you don’t mind, I’ll thank you all to…”


  Stand, Tamuna.


  The voice inside her head made her start. She recognized it at once as the young man who had spoken to her in the church. It seemed to be coming from the sword Imeris, though how she knew that, she didn’t know.


  Don’t be afraid, Tamuna. Stand up.


  This time, she pulled back the blanket and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She felt a little dizzy as she rose to her feet, but soon found her strength.


  “Very good,” said the silver-haired traveler. He turned his attention away from Aunt Sopiko, who glared at Tamuna as if she’d betrayed her. 


  I’m sorry, Tamuna wanted to say, but there was no good way to apologize in front of all these people.


  “Now, this next part is very important,” the man continued, putting a hand on Tamuna’s shoulder. “When you went into the church and saw the sword, did you draw it out from the marble, or did you leave without touching it?”


  “I left it, at first,” Tamuna began. “But then, there was a storm, and I—”


  “A storm?” someone blurted. “What sort of storm?”


  “Hold on,” said the silver-haired man, his eyes never leaving Tamuna’s. “Did you draw the sword, or didn’t you?”


  Tamuna swallowed again, shooting a nervous glance at her aunt. I’m sorry for all this, she wanted desperately to tell her. Please, forgive me.


  “Well?”


  “Y-yes,” she stammered. “Yes, I did.”


  The man’s eyes narrowed, and he withdrew his hand from her shoulder. For a moment, she wondered if he thought she was lying, but then he held the sword out to her, hilt first. Once again, the room fell silent.


  “If what you say is true, then prove it by drawing the sword.”


  She hesitated, unsure what to do. Her aunt shook her head, but once again she felt as if some unseen hand was pushing her forward, down the path of destiny.


  Don’t be afraid, Tamuna, came Imeris’s voice. You made your choice, and you made it wisely. These men are here to help you, I promise.


  Taking a deep breath, she wrapped her fingers around the ancient hilt. To her surprise, the sword practically leaped into her hands. She stumbled backward, the blade ringing in the stunned silence, and for a very brief moment she lost her balance. The tip swung down and hit the wooden floor with a thud.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, horrified at herself. “I didn’t mean to—”


  Before she could finish, the silver-haired traveler went down on one knee and bowed. Words failed her, and it was all she could do to keep from dropping the sword entirely.


  “All my life, I’ve longed for this moment,” the traveler said reverently. “For almost a thousand years, we have kept the sword Imeris hidden from the eyes of the world, searching for the one who would fulfill the ancient prophecy, and now, our search has finally come to an end.”


  He looked up, and his eyes shimmered with tears. Tamuna didn’t know what to say. All around them, the silence gave way to a torrent of hurried and excited words, like the patter of rain from the breaking of a storm.


  He’s right, said Imeris. You are the sword bearer.


  “I don’t—”


  Hold on.


  For an instant, she saw a man on a black horse, galloping full strength at the head of an evil storm. In his hand, he held a sword that shimmered like lightning, a red-speckled black stone embedded in the hilt. She shuddered in fright, but the image fled as quickly as it had come to her.


  We’re in danger, said Imeris. The others have seen your face and know our location.


  “But—”


  There isn’t time to explain. We need to go now!


  Tamuna’s stomach fell, and her heart began to race. The memory of the darkening shadows came back to her, and she knew, intuitively, that Imeris was right.




  Unexpected Goodbyes


   


  “Hey! Where do you think you’re going?”


  Nika stopped at the farmhouse gate and sheepishly turned to face his father. “To the tavern,” he muttered, hoping that was an acceptable response.


  “Why, boy? The tavern’s closed.”


  “Sopiko said she still needs me.” And Tamuna’s been sick all day.


  His father jabbed the pitchfork into the ground and swore. “That damn woman had better be paying you for this. Have you had your supper yet?”


  “No, sir, I—”


  “Good. Eat it there.” He turned to the yard, where Nika’s two older brothers had paused in their work. “Giga! Lasha! What are you doing standing around? Get back to stacking those cornstalks!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Remember: Who doesn’t work, doesn’t eat!”


  Nika took that as his cue to leave. He slipped out the gate and pulled it shut before dashing across the dusty lane and into the fallow field on the other side. The tall grass brushed against his legs, ticking his skin through the holes in his pants, but he kept running until he was well out of sight. Only then did he slow down enough to catch his breath.


  Tamuna was so sick that Sopiko had closed the tavern—which she never, ever did. When he’d arrived in the morning, the door had been locked. Only after knocking for several minutes had Sopiko finally opened it.


  “Come back later,” Sopiko had told him when he’d come around back. “Tamuna’s taken ill, and we’ve closed down the tavern until she’s better.”


  “She’s ill?” Nika had asked, his stomach falling. “What do you mean? Is she going to be all right? What happened?”


  “We don’t know. We found her passed out on the floor in the private room, and she hasn’t woken up since. Come back this evening; we may need you then.”


  Nika had wanted to ask more, but Sopiko had pressed a few coppers into his hand and sent him on his way home. His father had thrown the meager coin angrily against the wall, and probably would have beaten him, except that his mother had intervened. He was a harsh man, and Nika wasn’t his favorite. Sometimes, Nika wondered if his father cared about him at all.


  Thoughts like these always made his heart heavy. But the cool autumn breeze and the splash of gold across the evening sky soon lightened his spirits. A rooster crowed somewhere in the distance, and the sound of cows mooing in the thicket made him smile. Old Giorgi’s cow had just had a calf a few days ago, and he’d been there to witness the birth. It was amazing how the little ones could walk almost from the moment they left the womb.


  Sometimes, when he wasn’t busy, he liked to sit in the shade of a tree and watch the mother hens roam the yard with their broods. While the little chicks pecked and played, the mother hen stood watch, chasing away anyone who dared come too close. And in the evening, while the other chickens flew into the trees to roost, the mother hen would stay on the ground and gather all her chicks under her wings, protecting them throughout the night.


  Of course, there was always a straggler who didn’t get to the food as fast, or couldn’t keep up with the rest. Whenever he could, Nika would take the straggler aside and hand-feed it to make sure it grew up strong. Sometimes, it was enough to make a difference.


  The footpath turned into the wide lane that led from the village to the western mountains. He passed a few cows and a small clutch of geese, who moved to the other side of the dirt road as he walked past. 


  In a lot of ways, his friend Tamuna was a straggler. Just as the mother hens knew the difference between their chicks and the ones that didn’t truly belong to them, Sopiko clearly knew that Tamuna wasn’t her true daughter. It showed in her stern demeanor and overly-critical eye. Of course, Tamuna never saw it that way. When she needed someone to talk to, though, he always tried to be there for her. He often stayed in the stables late into the night just to talk with her, after all her chores were done. 


  When he arrived at the tavern, a strange commotion was happening inside. Nika frowned as he opened the gate and walked over to the stables. To his surprise, he found them almost completely full, not with the short, gray-haired Kartlis so common in the Kevonas, but with mighty Arbuli warhorses. They whinnied and stomped their hooves as he entered, clearly not used to being confined.


  “There, there,” he said, picking up his brush. “It’s all right.” He glanced over his shoulder at the house. The commotion showed no sign of subsiding.


  Tamuna is in there, he told himself as he returned the brush to its hook on the wall. I have to make sure she’s all right.


  He had barely stepped out in the yard when the back door burst open and three young men hurried out. They wore rough-spun traveling cloaks, but underneath, they sported the same white tunics as the silver-haired traveler. They talked excitedly amongst themselves, and would have walked right past him if he hadn’t stepped in their way.


  “Hey, what’s going on in there?”


  “The sword has been drawn!” said the tallest one. 


  Nika frowned. “Sword? What sword?”


  “Imeris, the sword that’s laid silent for—”


  “Eh, forget about it,” said the one with scruffy black hair and a bent nose. “He’s just the stable boy. He wouldn’t understand.”


  “Tamuna,” Nika asked. “Is she all right?”


  “You mean the tavern wench?” said the last one, a boy about Nika’s age. The others went on to the stable to ready their horses.


  “That’s right,” said Nika. “When I came this morning, she was lying sick in the—”


  “She wasn’t sick; she was just sleeping. Imeris put her into a trance.”


  “Imeris? Who’s that?”


  But the young man was already headed for the stable, as if he’d said all that could possibly be said. He glanced over his shoulder and shrugged, but didn’t bother to explain.


  Something big is going on in there, Nika thought. And Tamuna is caught in the middle of it. His heart hammered as he broke into a run for the back door.


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Tamuna Leladze,” said the silver-haired man. “I’m sure this must all be a bit overwhelming for you, so please forgive us for our enthusiasm. Has Imeris explained to you who we are?”


  “No,” said Tamuna, glancing tentatively around the room. She turned back to the silver-haired man and realized that he was waiting for her to sheath the sword. Her cheeks reddened.


  “Then allow me,” said the man, holding the scabbard out to her. She gingerly guided the sword in, being careful not to drop it as before. When it was fully sheathed, he nodded and handed it to her. 


  “My name is Ian Ivanar. I am a warrior monk of the Order of the Golden Cross. Many centuries ago, the enchanted sword Imeris was entrusted to our care. We swore to keep it safe, wandering the world until it chose its final bearer. We were only the custodians, however, and none of us ever wielded the blade. I was the last sword keeper, and carried it for forty years of my life. But now that Imeris has chosen you, I stand with those of the Order as your humble servant.”


  He bowed his head, as did the others in the room. Tamuna bit her lip and swallowed, unsure what to say.


  Tell Master Ivanar that we are in danger, came Imeris’s voice in her mind.


  “I know this must sound crazy,” she said, “but the sword is—well, he’s telling me we’re in danger.”


  “Danger?” said Master Ivanar, frowning. Every eye on the room was fixated on her.


  “I don’t know what it is exactly, but there’s a horseman with a sword that has a red speckled stone in the hilt.”


  “That would be Araste, the bloodstone blade.” A rumble of barely-hushed conversations erupted throughout the room.


  Yes, it’s Araste, Imeris told her. I don’t know how many he has with him, but he’s here in these lands, and he knows where we are. If we don’t leave within the hour, he will kill us.


  “W-we have to go,” Tamuna stammered. 


  “Of course,” said Ivanar, his face grave. “Is the blade near?”


  “Yes. Very near.”


  “How many are with him?”


  Not many, but enough that we can’t risk an open battle.


  “He says he doesn’t know,” said Tamuna. “But we can’t stay and fight. There are too many for that.”


  “Indeed,” said Ivanar. He brought his hand to his chin and looked down in thought. While the others began talking openly among themselves, Aunt Sopiko shook her head angrily and stepped forward.


  “If you’re going to put my niece in danger, then you’d better leave—the whole lot of you! This is a quiet village, and we don’t want trouble.”


  “It’s not us that the enemy is after,” said Ivanar, his voice calm and steady. “It’s the sword bearer he wants.”


  “Then take your sword and be gone!”


  “That’s not how it works.”


  Master Ivanar is right, said Imeris. You and I are bonded now. Araste wants you as much as he wants me.


  “I’m sorry, Aunt Sopiko,” said Tamuna. “It’s my fault, not theirs.”


  “Indeed,” said Ivanar. “Every moment your niece stays here, you and your village are in danger.”


  Aunt Sopiko’s cheeks turned pale, and the fire began to cool in her eyes. She opened her mouth to protest, but could only stutter.


  Master Ivanar looked Tamuna in the eye, putting both hands on her trembling shoulders. “We must go south, to the kingdom of Aramand. You’ll be safer there.”


  “But what if Araste gives chase?” someone asked.


  Ivanar turned to face the room. “We’ll split up to confuse him. I’ll travel to the coast and alert the Aramandi people so that they’ll be ready to receive us. In the meantime, we must do all we can to keep the sword bearer from being discovered.”


  The faces around the room were grim, but several of them nodded in approval. Ivanar searched them until his eyes settled on a tall, blond-haired young man. He nodded, and the young man stepped forward, his expression as hard as flint.


  “Alex, I’m entrusting the girl to you. Take her west over the mountains, until you reach the stronghold at Akalika. Wait for me there.”


  “Yes, Master Ivanar.” 


  Alex bowed curtly and turned to Tamuna. His arms were strong and muscular, his chest broad. He had a sharp chin and high cheekbones, with deep blue eyes. Even though he was clearly a warrior, he couldn’t have been more than a few years older than her.


  You do realize that you may never come back, said Imeris. A war is coming, and this village may not be here when—or if—you return. I wish that you had more time to say goodbye, but that is a luxury neither of us can afford.


  Tamuna swallowed, and her knees went weak. She glanced at Sopiko, whose face was red with rage. Part of her longed to hug her, but she hesitated, worried that her aunt would nag her for being so sentimental. In that brief moment of indecision, Aunt Sopiko turned and stormed out of the room before she could say goodbye.


  “Here,” said Ivanar, fitting a cloak over her shoulders. “It’s a bit large, but it will have to do until we can get you a proper one.” He reached into his rucksack and pulled out what looked like a belt, but wider and with broad leather straps. As Tamuna adjusted the cloak, he put on the belt and fastened the scabbard to it.


  “This may feel a bit cumbersome, but you’ll soon get used to it.”


  Alex bent down and pulled the leather straps tight. When he was done, it felt as if she were carrying a bag of rocks on her hip, but the strap across her chest and shoulder offered enough support to make it comfortable.


  You’ll grow used to it with time, said Imeris. I won’t always be such a burden.


  “No, it’s fine,” she said aloud, blushing as she remembered that only she could hear him. But Alex and Master Ivanar were too busy conferring with each other to hear, and most of the others had already left. She glanced at the door, hoping to catch sight of her aunt, and instead saw Nika. Her eyes widened, and her heart skipped a beat.


  “Nika!” she said, hurrying over to him. “Did you hear what happened? There’s so much to tell you, I—”


  “Mistress Leladze,” said Master Ivanar, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, but we have to go.”


  Nika looked from her to the sword keeper and back again, thoroughly confused. A horrible sinking feeling rose in Tamuna’s stomach, and without thinking she threw her arms around him.


  “I have to go, Nika,” she said. “I don’t know when or if I’ll come back, so… goodbye.”


  “Goodbye?” he said, giving her a stunned look as she drew back. “Where are you going?”


  “I don’t know. Away, far away.”


  “But when will you—”


  “Goodbye!”


  She turned her face to hide her tears and followed the sword keeper out into the yard. A rooster crowed as the sun began its descent behind the mountains, while all around her the monks took to their restless horses. She glanced one last time at Aunt Sopiko’s tavern—the only home she’d ever known—before following Alex onto a chestnut mare. He spurred the horse forward, and she held tightly onto him as they galloped southward.


   


  * * * * *


   


  I don’t know when or if I’ll come back, so… goodbye.


  Tamuna’s words played over and over in Nika’s mind as he watched the last of the horsemen take off into the deepening twilight. Back in the tavern, Sopiko was ranting about something, clearly in a foul mood over losing her niece. But as for himself, Nika didn’t know how he felt. The strangest mix of emotions seized hold of him, and he felt more empty than he’d ever felt in his life.


  Where are you going?


  I don’t know. Away, far away.


  But when will you—


  Goodbye!


  From the look on her face, it had seemed she didn’t want to go. And yet, there was a sense of determination that he hadn’t ever seen in her before. He’d caught enough of Ivanar’s words to know that they were riding south to Aramand, but why, he didn’t know.


  He turned back to the tavern with heavy feet. Things were going to be different now that she was gone. There would be no one to talk to after the chores were done. Sopiko would probably turn the brunt of her fury on him, at least until she found another tavern girl to scold. He would have to work harder, but he doubted that she would pay him any more—which would, of course, lead to problems at home. He shuddered to think of his father’s reaction to it all.


  And what if I never see her again? he wondered. What if something happens to her, and I never find out?


  All at once, his thoughts cleared like a break in an overcast sky. Tamuna was heading southeast on horseback, probably to mislead whoever was chasing them, but there was only one pass over the mountains to Aramand, and it lay to the west. If he hurried, he might be able to reach the turnoff before they did.


  His knapsack was out in the stables, where he’d left it the night before. With Sopiko still in the other room, he ran out to grab it. The twilight dimmed his vision, but he knew the place so well that it only took a moment to find it.


  Are you crazy? he thought as his plan began to take shape. He’d never been beyond the village, much less the snowcapped mountains. If it was just himself, he wouldn’t dream of leaving. But for Tamuna, he would go even further if he had to.


  He ran back inside, this time to the kitchen. If he was going over the mountains, he’d have to bring food, not only for himself, but for Tamuna as well. He grabbed two loaves of bread, a wheel of cheese, and a jar of fig jam. The jar was heavy, but figs were Tamuna’s favorite. He also grabbed an empty waterskin and his cooking pots and pans, which he kept at the tavern so his father wouldn’t sell them for drink. Once those were all packed, he ducked into the room just off the kitchen that served as Tamuna’s bedroom.


  Tamuna didn’t have a lot of personal belongings, but she did have a favorite woolen blanket. He rolled it up and tied off both ends with a piece of rope, allowing him to sling it over his other shoulder. 


  Before he could step back out, though, the sound of footsteps in the kitchen met his ears.


  “Nika!” Sopiko yelled. “Nika, where are you? Damn stable boy, if you’re shirking again I swear I’ll…”


  Her voice trailed off as she walked out into the yard. Nika stood with his face to the half-opened door for several moments, his heart fluttering like a trapped bird. After taking a peek to make sure the kitchen was empty, he ran to the main door. The front yard was empty—now was his chance. 


  He reached the door and fumbled with the bolts. For one brief, heart-stopping moment, it seemed that he wouldn’t be able to open them in time. But then, the bolts gave way, and he was dashing out across the yard and onto the dusty road. 


  As twilight turned to night and the stars began to shine in the cloudless sky, he wondered if he was making the right choice. He thought of his family, his mother and father, and all his many older brothers and sisters. Would they miss him? His mother might, but the others almost certainly would not. It wasn’t like the money from the tavern went towards anything other than wine for his father. With the straggler of the family out of the way, his mother wouldn’t have to stand up to his father so much. In that way, Nika was doing her a favor.


  Besides, he told himself as he quickened his pace, Tamuna needs me.
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