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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.



Flight Through the Forest

 

Tamuna clung tightly to Alex as their horse galloped southward. The pounding hooves beat a wild, desperate rhythm that echoed her own anxiety. The familiar farms and houses of her village passed in a blur, obscured by the deepening twilight. The smell of late-autumn smoke filled her nose, while the wind tossed her hair and forced her to bury her face against Alex’s back. As the farms gave way to fields and the fields to trees and forest, she couldn’t help but feel as if they were leaving the safety of home and venturing into a world of danger.

We would have been in much more danger back there, Imeris told her. Nowhere in the world is safe anymore.

“Was that meant to be comforting?” she muttered.

“Hush!” said Alex.

Tamuna frowned, a bit taken aback. “Excuse me?”

He didn’t grace her with an answer.

They slowed to a trot as they crossed over the old stone bridge about three miles out of the village. Alex led the mare down to the riverbank, letting it drink. The stars were just starting to come out, while the full moon shone low over the eastern horizon.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked, unable to hold back any longer.

“Listen, if you had the least idea of who’s hunting us, you wouldn’t dare to utter a word until we’re over the mountain pass.”

In spite of her growing apprehension—or perhaps because of it—she snorted and rolled her eyes. “Do you really think I’d go that far without speaking to the strange man who’s taking me?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t know much about girls then.”

He peered over his shoulder at her. “What I do know is that if you keep talking, neither of us will be alive when the sun rises.”

He’s right, said Imeris. Better keep quiet, Tamuna—there’ll be time enough later to become better acquainted.

Tamuna bit her lip and swallowed the urge to strike back with a snide retort. 

When the horse was finished drinking, Alex urged it onwards upstream. The small mountain brook had slowed to a quiet trickle, so he rode slow, careful not to splash too loudly. At the same time, with the moon shining brightly overhead, she couldn’t help but feel that they were exposed.

She didn’t have to wait long, though. After following the creek upstream for a few minutes, they passed into the forest. Great, moss-covered oaks stood like a garden of gnarly pillars, their sparse autumn branches casting the ground in shadow. Centuries of managed logging meant that the undergrowth was almost completely clear, so they made good time, riding at a quiet trot. 

Even so, she couldn’t help but feel as if they were being watched from the shadows. She glanced around at the eerily ordered rows of trees and felt as if she had wandered into a fairy-like world of bizarre and uncanny symmetry.

They rode in silence for what felt like hours. From time to time, the wind rustled the branches, making her shiver. A part of her wished she were back in her bed by the kitchen, listening to the coals crack and pop as the cooking fire died. If only she’d never touched the sword…

I hope you don’t really feel that way, said Imeris. Things will get better once we get to Akalika.

“If we get to Akalika,” she whispered, low enough that Alex couldn’t hear. With the darkness of the woods surrounding them, it was hard not to feel that they were running into danger, rather than away from it.

 

* * * * *

 

The night was cold, much colder than Nika had expected. He shivered and rubbed his hands, walking at a brisk pace to keep warm. As he passed the last farmhouse on the outskirts of the village, he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of fear.

He glanced longingly over his shoulder at the corn-stacks and scattered rooftops, spaced out between the pastures and vineyards. Smoke trailed from the nearest chimneys into the moonlit sky, while somewhere in the forest ahead of him, an owl hooted. He paused for a moment at the top of the rise to catch his breath, but ignored the temptation to linger. With Tamuna on horseback, he’d never catch up unless he kept a brisk pace throughout the night.

Still, all this uphill walking made him thirsty. He hadn’t had time to fill the waterskin at the tavern well, so his throat was almost completely dry. Fortunately, just on the other side of the rise, a wooden bridge ran over a small stream. If he was going to get some water before climbing into the mountains, this was the place to do it.

He crossed the bridge and climbed down to the water’s edge. It spilled over some rocks just a short distance from the bridge. Stepping carefully over the rocky bank in the darkness, he made his way upstream and pulled out the waterskin.

That was when he saw them.

Three cloaked horsemen crested the rise and stopped, framed against the moonlit sky. Their mounts were mighty war beasts, the kind that only soldiers rode. Nika crouched against the rocks and kept perfectly still.

The horsemen conferred for several moments. At length, two of them turned and galloped back down the hill. The last one, though, waited for a moment and stopped to sniff the air. He turned, and the moonlight glinted off of an enormous double-edged sword, with a dark, crimson-speckled stone in the hilt.

The horseman turned and looked straight at him. Chills shot down his neck and arms, and not just from the cold. The horse, an enormous black stallion, pawed the ground as if eager to charge. 

In that moment of indecision, the hooting of an owl spurred Nika to action. He grabbed his waterskin and scrambled up the creek, splashing so loudly that it seemed all the world could hear. Convinced that the horseman was nearly upon him, he ran up the nearby bank and ducked beneath a rotting log. Only then did he dare to look back.

The horseman was gone, vanished like an apparition. The only sign of his passing was a small cloud of dust on the opposite side of the bridge. Had he not been looking, Nika would have missed it.

For the briefest moment, the thought entered his mind that he should go back to the village. Then he remembered Tamuna, and it fled just as quickly. He rose from his hiding place and set out at a run, keeping to the shadows just beyond the road.

Tamuna was in danger.

 

* * * * *

 

Just what are we running from, anyway?

Tamuna asked the question silently, hoping that she could speak to Imeris through her thoughts the same way that he spoke to her. She wasn’t disappointed.

It’s a long story, said Imeris. But since we have some time…

An image came into her mind of a castle courtyard lined with knights and monks, all with solemn faces. At the center, men in long, hooded robes stood around a blazing pyre. A knight faced her, dressed in black and red. In his hands, he wielded the bloodstone blade. The knight’s eyes gleamed as he stared straight at her, and a terrible sadistic grin spread across his face. He lunged forward, and Imeris leaped into her hands as the duel began—a duel to the death.

The image was so vivid that Tamuna nearly fell off of the horse. Alex reached back and grabbed her, hissing in annoyance. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment, but fortunately, he didn’t say anything.

What was that? she asked.

My last confrontation with Araste. We were brother-blades, before he turned to evil, and I was the one who stopped him. For hundreds of years, he lay dormant, unable to corrupt the minds of others. But now, he hunts me, seeking revenge.

Corrupted? What do you mean?

The bond between sword and bearer can only be severed by death. Araste used this bond to overpower the mind of his bearer. Now the sword wields the man.

Tamuna shivered. Are you going to do the same to me?

No, Tamuna. It is against all that I stand for to do so. But Araste has turned to evil. If he could, he would enslave all men. That is why he must be stopped.

They came out of the trees into a wide forest meadow, one that rose to a grassy knoll on the far side. A black horse stood at the center of the knoll, its rider cloaked with a hood that covered his face. The moonlight glinted off of the blade of a drawn sword.

Stop doing that, she told Imeris. You’re frightening me.

Tamuna…

The hooded rider turned his head, and Tamuna’s blood turned to ice. He was real.

Before she could scream, Alex spurred the horse and galloped back into the forest. She clung to his back, ducking to avoid the branches that whipped at her arms and face. A shrill cry rent the air behind her. Araste was in pursuit.

“Hold on,” said Alex. The horse leaped across a small gully, and her heart leaped into her mouth. She gasped just as they landed, and the impact nearly knocked her to the ground.

Steady! Imeris shouted. Hold on—whatever you do, hold on!

The cry came again, much closer this time. She tightened her grip around Alex’s waist and held on for dear life. They were racing down a hill now, galloping so fast that the trees passed in a blur. A branch scraped her arm, tearing her sleeve and probably drawing blood.

“Is he gaining on us?” he asked.

“I don’t know!” she cried.

Alex swore and turned to look over his shoulder. A moment later, he swerved, and a blade hummed inches over their heads. The shrill cry came again, so close it was almost in her ear. 

“Imeris!” the horseman shrieked. Tamuna risked a glance, and saw the blade come up again. The hood fell back from the bearer’s face, and she saw the same manic grin from the memory—the same blood-crazed look of someone who was about to murder. 

Just as his arm swung down, Alex pivoted in the saddle, deflecting the sword with his own. The blades rang out in the chill night air, and the horse whinnied and reared, nearly throwing Tamuna off.

Stop him, Tamuna! If we fight back, Araste will slay us!

“Ride!” she shouted. The black-clad horseman came up alongside them, but before he could swing, Alex spurred the horse on and they took off.

“Can you use the sword?” he shouted over his shoulder. 

“I don’t know,” she yelled back.

“You’re the sword bearer. Do something!”

“Me?”

The shrill cry pierced the air, chilling her blood and sending shivers down her spine.

“We can’t outrun him with both of us on the same horse. If you don’t wield the sword, we’re going to die!”

“But—but I don’t know how!”

He swore and turned abruptly, heading straight downhill. As the horse crashed through a patch of thick brush, he grabbed hold of her and threw them both from the saddle. They struck the ground with a hard thump, knocking the wind out of her.

The black horse and rider leaped over them in close pursuit. Alex pressed Tamuna’s face against the dirt and laid perfectly still beside her. The brush was so thick, and the shadows so dark, that Araste didn’t see them. He ran on after their horse, screaming his bloody war cry with blade raised high over his head.

“Shh!” said Alex. He barely moved a muscle, and Tamuna did the same. Her heart thumped so hard in her chest that she felt it would soon explode. She was battered and bruised from the fall, but at least she was alive.

Good thinking, Imeris remarked as the silence of the night returned. But if the ruse doesn’t work, we’ll never outrun him on foot.

As if in answer, Alex rose to his feet and motioned for her to follow him. Her legs felt numb, but she slowly rose to her feet. For a moment, she worried that she’d broken something, but after a few stiff steps she realized that she was fine.

“Stay low,” Alex whispered. “Keep quiet, move fast. Follow me.”

He slipped catlike into the shadows. She took a sharp breath and did her best to follow, expecting at any moment to hear Araste’s terrible war cry behind them.

 

* * * * *

 

They walked through the darkness without speaking a word. A wind came down from off the mountains, rustling the branches overhead and making Tamuna shiver. She pulled her cloak tight and tried to ignore the soreness in her arms and legs.

Here, said Imeris, let me help. 

He gave her a dim memory, one where she was climbing the wall of a castle on a moonless night, then sneaking around the battlements on the other side. The ocean waves beat against the rocks far below, while she kept to the shadows as much as she could.

What is this? she asked. As the memory faded, her senses became more alert, her movements more fluid.

That was a memory from a long, long time ago, said Imeris. My bearer at the time was a master of stealth. Because we are bonded, I can pass those skills on to you, if you are ready to receive them.

Tamuna didn’t know if she was ready or not, but even as Imeris spoke to her, a sureness came to her step that quickened her pace considerably. It was as if her feet had wings, allowing her to fly over the ground without hardy making any noise. In a few short moments, she caught up entirely to Alex, whose stealthy movements now seemed crude and even a bit clumsy. He glanced back and gave her a puzzled look, so she slowed and did her best not to outpace him.

How did you do that? she asked.

There are many skills I can share with you, and much knowledge too, but you must be prepared to receive them.

She frowned. What do you mean, ‘prepared’?

Everything in its own due course, Tamuna. If I shared all of my knowledge with you now, it would overwhelm you. For now, it is enough to share only what we need to escape.

She found out what he meant when, only moments later, she dashed over a log and ran into a small sapling. The impact shook the tree and knocked her onto her back. Alex hissed in annoyance, his hand flying to the hilt of his sword in case their pursuers had heard them. A few crows cawed in a nearby glade, but the silence of the forest soon returned.

“Sorry,” she whispered, blushing from embarrassment. “I—”

“Quiet!” he shot at her. Without another word, he took off into the shadows, barely waiting for her to follow.

It took her a while to get used to her newfound skills, and even then, she hardly felt that she’d mastered them. It was as if she were a newborn baby, floundering wildly in a new and unfamiliar body. With very little effort, she could race soundlessly across the forest, but one misplaced step would send her tumbling.

It will get better with time, Imeris assured her. 

After what felt like hours, the brush gave way to a narrow dirt trail. Alex turned toward the looming mountains, keeping to the forests and the shadows. Tamuna saw the ruts of horse-drawn carts and realized that they’d hit the road to the mountain pass. Her breath caught in her throat, and she swallowed to keep a lump from rising. Not long now, and she’d be farther from the village than she’d ever been.

She thought of the tavern and Aunt Sopiko. A pang of guilt stabbed her as she remembered how she had offended her aunt, making her storm off before she could say goodbye. Sopiko had done so much for her, taking her in and raising her after her father had died. She could never repay that debt.

Don’t be so sure, said Imeris. If the prophecy is true, then you will save not only her, but everyone in your village.

A twig behind them snapped, and footsteps sounded along the road. Alex hastily pulled her behind some brush and motioned to stay still. Keeping low, he drew his sword, taking care not to make a sound. The footsteps drew closer.

Without warning, Alex leaped out, sword in hand. The traveler let out a yelp—one that Tamuna recognized almost immediately.

“Nika!”

Alex already had him flat on his back, the sword tip just below his chin. Tamuna pushed it away and helped Nika up. She was so happy to see him that the moment he was back on his feet, she threw her arms around him.

“Oh, Nika!” she cried, kissing him on both cheeks. “You don’t know how good it is to see you!”

“It’s good to see you too,” he muttered, blushing so deep that she could see it even in the moonlight. “Why are you walking? I thought you were on horseback.”

“We were, but Araste was chasing us, and—”

She remembered all at once where she was, and drew silent. An owl hooted in the distance, making her shiver.

“I know,” Nika whispered. “It isn’t safe out here.”

“Indeed,” said Alex. He sheathed his sword and narrowed his gaze. “How did you find us, boy?”

“Well,” said Nika, “the fastest way to the mountain pass goes by this road, not the way you left. I figured this was the best way to catch up to you. Why? Is something wrong?”

“Certainly,” Alex muttered with a glare. “Our way is so obvious that even a stable boy could follow it.”

Tamuna’s stomach fell as she thought back to the man on the midnight black war horse, wielding the bloodstone blade. It’s all right, Imeris tried to reassure her, I don’t think he knows this country as well as your friend. But even so, she could sense the sword’s uncertainty.

“Come on,” said Alex, turning back to the forest. “Let’s get moving.” He headed off at a brisk pace, indicating that the conversation was over.

“I’m sorry if I caused any problems,” Nika whispered. His footsteps were painfully loud, but Tamuna smiled all the same.

“It’s all right,” she whispered. “Are you going to join us?”

“Of course! You didn’t think I’d let you leave without me, did you?”

“But what about your family?”

He shrugged. “My brothers and sisters can take care of things, and Sopiko can find someone else to keep the stable. But you’re my friend, and that means I need to look out for you. You’d do the same for me, right?”

“Quiet!” said Alex. “Keep chatting like that, and you’ll draw every ear from here to the Eastern Sea!”

“Sorry,” whispered Tamuna, giving Nika a shrug. She put an arm around him to show that everything was okay.

“Oh, one last thing,” he said, reaching into his knapsack. He fumbled around for a moment before pulling out a glass jar. Tamuna held it up to the moonlight, and her heart skipped for joy.

“Is that fig jam?”

He nodded.

She threw her arms around him again. Alex groaned and shook his head in disapproval, but she wasn’t going to let that stop her from showing her appreciation for her friend.



A Brotherhood Broken

 

The sword has chosen its bearer, Alex thought for the hundredth time as he crept through the moonlit woods. And she’s nothing more than a tavern wench.

So the prophecy had been fulfilled. That was worthy news. Events were now in motion that would swiftly lead to action, and his skills would soon be put to good use. That, at least, was something to look forward to. 

But a tavern wench? One who could barely lift the sword, let alone wield it?

He still remembered, as if it were yesterday, the first time he’d laid eyes on Imeris. He’d been only sixteen at the time, one of the youngest novices ever to be initiated into the Order. After passing all the tests and receiving all the rites, he’d finally been given a chance to draw the blade.

“Remember,” Master Ivanar had told him, “Imeris has not taken a bearer in centuries. There is no dishonor if you are not chosen.”

“I know,” Alex had said. “And whether or not it chooses me, I swear to serve and uphold the blade, even for the rest of my life.”

“Do you remember the prophecy?”

“‘This sword IMERIS,’” Alex had recited, “‘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.’”

“That is right. You are a worthy initiate, Alexander Andretzek.”

Master Ivanar had then taken the sword from the table behind him. The other monks in the circle had all bowed their heads.

“Arise,” Ivanar had said, holding out the emerald-studded hilt. Alex rose to his feet, his heart pounding with nervous energy. He stared at the sword ancient for several moments. The workmanship of the hilt was extremely fine, with every detail perfectly wrought and every adornment beautifully fashioned. The emerald gleamed in the flickering candlelight.

“If Imeris chooses me,” he had asked in a subdued whisper, “how will I know?”

“You will know,” Master Ivanar had assured him. “He will speak to you in your mind and in your heart, and you will know, without a doubt, that you are the foretold bearer.”

Alex had nodded and swallowed. His hands felt cold and clammy, but he closed his eyes and wrapped them tenderly around the handle. It felt strangely warm against his skin, as if the sword itself was a living thing. For a brief, hopeful moment, he almost imagined he felt something. But the moment had passed with no response. As the crackling of the fire broke the solemn silence, his stomach sank and doubts crept into his heart.

Before letting go, he had given the sword one brief, ineffectual tug. For years afterward, he’d wondered if this had been his downfall. It couldn’t have been his lack of faith, or an unwillingness to serve. For the next several years, he’d reviewed the events of that day over and over in his mind, picking them apart until there was nothing left to draw from them.

But at least he was slated to be the next sword keeper. At least that honor would one day be his. 

Until now. 

And of all people, the sword had chosen a tavern wench?

At least she knew how to step softly. The peasant boy, on the other hand, was louder than a lover in a hay loft. Between his blundering and her chattiness, it was a wonder that they were all still alive.

The forest soon gave way to fields and vineyards. Out in the east, the sky was just starting to grow blue, while the moon set over the mountains behind them. The road was now wide enough for two carts, with large river stones for pavement. The people of this country were too poor to build proper roads, but that was only a minor annoyance. The nearest walled city was no more than ten miles away, and Araste would not follow them through the gates.

He glanced over his shoulder and rolled his eyes in disgust. The girl was leaning on the peasant boy’s shoulder, drunk with sleepiness. It was clear that if they stopped, even for a moment, she wouldn’t wake up until well past dawn.

“Can we stop for a minute?” the boy asked. “Tamuna is tired.”

“Are you trying to get her killed, boy? If you knew what hunts her, you wouldn’t dare let her rest.”

The boy clenched his fists. “My name is Nika.”

“And mine is Alex. I’ll call you by your proper name when you’ve earned my proper respect.”

They went on for a good ten minutes in silence. The air was thick with dew, not quite cold enough yet for frost. It was interesting, how these mountainous lands could be so full of moisture. In the alpine forests just below the tree line, moss dangled from tree branches like tattered clothes on forgotten clotheslines. Up where the wolves and bear were plentiful, fresh mineral springs gushed out of the rocks like untapped fountains.

“Where are we going?” the boy asked, shattering Alex’s half-bored thoughts.

“Kutaisa.”

“Kutaisa?” 

Alex didn’t have to look back to detect the frown in his voice.

“That’s right. We’ll reach the city just before dawn.”

“But—but I thought we were supposed to go over the mountains to Aramand.”

Alex turned on his heel and planted his finger squarely in the boy’s chest. “If you want to get us all killed, why don’t you say that a little louder?”

The boy shrank and blushed. Next to him, the girl shook her head and yawned.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

Alex didn’t grace them with an answer. He walked off down the moonlit road, not bothering to check if they still followed him.

 

* * * * *

 

Tamuna felt exhausted. Her hands shook, her legs were weak, her stomach felt nauseous, and her eyes would barely stay open. As the sky grew lighter and the first rays of sunshine began to peek over the horizon, it was all she could do to put one step in front of the other.

“Where are we going?” she asked, leaning on Nika’s shoulder.

He put an arm around her waist to steady her. “Don’t worry, Tamuna. We’ll find a nice, warm inn at Kutaisa soon.”

“Kutaisa?”

She forced her eyes open and glanced at the land around them. A wooden fence followed the road, with vineyards stretching to the carefully ordered forest just outside the city. In the distance, smoke rose from a cluster of chimneys. A rooster crowed, followed by another.

“Are… are we safe?”

Nika didn’t answer. She glanced over her shoulder at the road behind them, but only the moon and the line of distant mountains marked it from the scene around them.

Don’t worry, said Imeris. Araste won’t follow us into the city.

“How do you know that?” Tamuna asked. Nika gave her a puzzled look, but she was too tired to care.

He doesn’t have enough men to capture the city. Otherwise, his forces would already be at the gates. We’ll be safe at Kutaisa, at least for now.

“Right,” she muttered, nodding off again. She leaned on Nika’s shoulder for support, and he gently helped her along.

The next few hours passed in a blur. Traffic along the road began to grow, mostly farmers in horse-drawn carts bound for the city’s markets. As the sky gradually lightened, the traffic became busier, and she soon found herself swept away in a sea of bustling humanity. One moment, she was looking up at the stone archway of the main city gates; the next, she was climbing a set of old stone steps up to a wooden door. After a lengthy exchange with a stout middle-aged woman, Nika led her up another set of steps to a room with a large double bed, dressed with clean blue sheets, a feather mattress, and four fluffy pillows. With a sigh of relief, she collapsed onto it and promptly fell asleep.

The next thing she knew, she was lying on a slab of marble in the center of an old mountain church. Her body felt stiff and sore, the stone face smooth except for a crack just large enough to fit a blade.

“Hello?” she called, looking around for Imeris. He stepped out from behind a nearby pillar, his hands clasped thoughtfully behind his back.

“Good morning, Tamuna.”

She yawned and stretched. The shawl on her head started to fall off, so she pulled it a little tighter. It wouldn’t be right to have her head uncovered in a church.

“Am I dreaming? If so, why do I feel so achy?”

Imeris chuckled. “Your discomfort will soon pass. Come, we have many things to discuss.”

Tamuna followed him to the apse. The aches and kinks gradually worked themselves out as she walked. Still, the memory of last night’s chase haunted her, especially the black rider with the terrible sword.

“Are we safe?” she asked.

“For the moment, yes. In the mortal realm, your body is lying on a bed in a small inn within the walls of Kutaisa. Your spirit, of course, is here with me.”

As he spoke, an image of a bedroom opened before Tamuna’s eyes. Though the heavy woolen curtains were closed, enough sunlight seeped in to give her a clear view. She recognized the double bed from their arrival, though the blanket draped over her sleeping body was her own. Her hair spilled out across her pillow, while Nika slept face-up on the bedspread to her right. He still wore his traveling clothes, down to the muddy boots on his feet. Her cloak was hanging on the door, however, with the sword on the hook next to it.

“Did Nika do all that?” she asked. “I mean, hang up my cloak and tuck me in?”

“Yes,” said Imeris. “He cares about you very much. You’re fortunate to have him as a friend.”

Tamuna nodded, smiling inwardly. It comforted her immensely to know that Nika had decided to come with her.

“Where’s Alex?” she asked. 

“Alex is much more accustomed to night travel than either of you. He joined the Order of the Golden Cross nearly five years ago, and has spent most of his young life training to be a warrior like his father.”

“How do you know so much about him?”

Imeris sighed. “When Alex first joined the order, he tried to draw me. I could have accepted him—we would have made a powerful pair, strong enough to withstand Araste alone—but I sensed there was something lacking in his character, a missing quality that I could not overlook. Still, his loyalty over the years has not flagged. He swore to serve me for the rest of his mortal life, and for honor’s sake, he will serve you just as faithfully.”

“If you would have been so powerful together, why did you choose me?” 

“A fair question, Tamuna. Follow me.”

He led her from the nave of the small stone chapel to the aisle. Lined up against the far wall, Tamuna saw a line of relief carvings set into the floor. Each one showed a knight in full armor, holding the sword Imeris. As she looked at them, the faces became eerily lifelike.

“What is this?” she asked. 

“These images represent each of the bearers who have wielded me since I was forged, nearly two and a half millennia ago,” Imeris answered. “The same bond which you share with me was also shared by each of these men. Many long years have since passed, but all of the things we shared—our memories, our skills, our knowledge and experience—all of it, I have retained.”

“That’s how you helped me walk quietly in the forest, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” said Imeris, pointing to the third relief from the end. “This is the bearer who gave me that skill. His name was Giga Arkanian, and he came from land of Aramand in the Lesser Kevonas. Not far from your village, in fact.”

Tamuna stared at the image until the face became real and lifelike. He was a handsome man, with dark hair, a round face, and a sly grin. As she looked into his eyes, she thought she saw him wink.

“How long ago was that?”

“A long time,” said Imeris. “I haven’t taken a new bearer in over a thousand years.”

“Why?”

He smiled. “Patience, Tamuna. You’ll find out soon enough. Giga was one of the last to bear me; let me show you the first.”

He led her to the far end of the aisle, near the main entrance. Along the way, she noticed some subtle changes in each of the successive reliefs. The gilded plate mail of the later warriors gave way to chain mail and leather, the elaborate feathered plumes to simple iron helmets. While the later bearers had an air of nobility about them, the earlier ones looked more like common soldiers.

Then, about five images from the far end, she came to a man wearing only a loin cloth. His arms and legs bulged with muscles thicker than her waist, while bright red hair covered his massive chest. His beard grew almost as thick as the hair on his head, and his eyes gleamed like those of a wild animal.

“That would be Alinar,” said Imeris, chuckling at her reaction. “He was quite a character.”

He’s so much bigger than me, Tamuna thought silently. I could never be as strong as him.

“Why isn’t he wearing any armor?” she asked.

“That loincloth is more than he usually wore into battle. Back then, it wasn’t uncommon for men to fight in the nude.”

Blood rushed to Tamuna’s cheeks as she tried—and failed—not to imagine what that would look like.

“Alinar was a man from a different time,” Imeris explained. “Most people lived in tribes, and the only law was that of the sword. As a token of bravery, Alinar wore little armor, and his enemies feared him all the more because of it.”

“I don’t blame them,” she muttered. “I’d be afraid too, if I had to fight that man.”

“Alinar wielded me in an age when strength meant everything. Now, things are much different. You may never be able to wield me with Alinar’s strength, but that is not so important for the enemies we will face.”

Enemies like Araste? Tamuna thought doubtfully. She said nothing, though.

Imeris led her to the far corner, where the line of relief carvings began. The last four warriors were men much like Alinar: huge and muscular, with wild hair and thick beards. The first, however, was lean and young, not unlike Imeris. His golden-blond hair was pulled back in a short ponytail, but his beard was trim and well-kept. He gazed up at her with eyes that shone a piercing blue. He wore a tunic and a simple leather chest plate, with shin guards and sandaled feet. Though his arms were not as thick nor his chest as wide as Alinar’s, he looked just as supple, perhaps even more so.

“This is Davit Alamani, the first bearer to wield me and the one who gave me life.”

“Gave you life? How?”

“His eyes were the first through which I saw the world. His body was the first through which I experienced it. Before we bonded, I was little more than a formless spirit, called out of the Void and sealed to a lifeless piece of metal.”

Tamuna stared into the eyes of the ancient sword bearer. He looked so young, barely older than her. She tried to imagine what it must have been like to bond with the sword, before it had anything to share.

“Who made you?” she asked.

“My spirit was summoned out of the Void by a great-mage of the ancient times, one with the power to command life itself. He spent his days serving the weak and downtrodden, but when his magic began to consume him, he saw that he must either turn to evil or soon pass away. In an effort to leave some lasting impact for good upon the world, he ordered twelve swords to be forged, each with a birthstone set in its pommel. He then called his most trusted disciples and made them swear to defend the defenseless, strengthen the feeble and broken hearted, contend on behalf of the unjustly exploited, and stand against all who would oppress and enslave their fellow men. When all of his disciples had entered the solemn pact, he used the last of his ebbing strength to summon twelve spirits and bind them to the swords. Thus began the Order of the Twelve, and thus I came into this world.”

“So you don’t remember anything before that?”

“Do you remember anything from before you were born?”

Tamuna blushed. “I guess not.”

Imeris put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Don’t be ashamed to ask questions, Tamuna. Your innate curiosity is one of the reasons I chose you.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Curiosity is one of the defining traits of all great people. It is the driving force behind every dreamer, and the imperative behind all those who seek to improve the lives of their fellow men.”

“Why else did you choose me?” Tamuna asked.

Imeris smiled. “Some lessons are better learned when self-taught. For now, it is enough for you to ask.”

“All right,” she said, a little miffed at his non-answer. “So you are the twelfth sword. What about the others? Where are they now?”

“For the first few generations, our bearers were content to be master-less warriors, fulfilling the oath without regard to kings or sultans. In time, though, tribes became nations, kingdoms became realms, and we became the guardians of a benevolent empire that stretched across almost the whole face of the world. But few things are more corrupting than power.”

“Araste,” Tamuna mused. 

“Yes. Araste was the first to lust after power for its own sake. He secretly built an army in the borders of the land, but we suspected him, and sent one of our order to investigate. When he failed to return, we sent another, and after him, another. I was the third.”

The duel in the castle courtyard returned to her mind, complete with the black-clad knights and the priests surrounding the burning pyre. Something about the flames filled her with a terror sharper than any she had ever known. She looked from the priests to the bearer of the bloodstone blade, and saw in his eyes a terrible, all-consuming madness.

“Is it true?” she heard herself say—though of course, the voice was not hers.

“It is,” said Araste’s bearer, his eyes dark and bloodshot. “I unmade them both—as I will unmake you!”

The man charged, and Imeris leaped into her hands as the duel began. The blades rang in the air, breaking the awful silence that had fallen across the courtyard. Araste’s bearer screamed, and she recognized the same shrill war cry from the flight in the forest.

“Stop it!” she cried, shaking her head to clear her mind of the awful vision. When she opened her eyes, she was back in the mountain church, with Imeris standing beside her.

“Our meeting that day was a fateful one,” he said. A look of sadness passed over his face.

“What happened?”

“Araste had indeed become corrupted, though none of us understood the extent of his betrayal. I suspected his treachery, however, and left my men hidden in a forest, with orders to attack the next day if I did not send word. They arrived just in time to rescue me from that terrible duel.”

The memory returned to Tamuna’s mind. She parried and riposted, but the bloodstone blade was too fast for her. A glancing blow nicked her ear, breaking her concentration. The eyes of Araste’s bearer lit up with glee, but just at that moment, a shout rose up to her right, and arrows began to fall all around them.

“To the battlements!” shouted one of the knights. “Man the walls!”

“It’s too late!” screamed another.

All at once, the courtyard erupted into chaos. As the arrows fell thicker and men ran shouting in every direction, Tamuna took advantage of the confusion to renew her attack. The blades rang out anew, just as shouting sounded on the other side of the wall. Araste’s bearer stumbled, and she plunged Imeris deep into his heart. His eyes widened in shock, and blood began to trickle from the edges of his mouth. She closed her eyes and shuddered as the vision slowly cleared.

“Araste’s treachery was ended,” said Imeris, “but it shook our order to its very core. Our two brother blades had been unmade.”

“Unmade?” she asked. “You mean, the swords themselves were killed?”

“That is correct. Instead of twelve, we were now only ten. Nine, without Araste.”

“What happened to him?”

Imeris sighed. “The unmaking of our brother-blades filled us all with grief and anger. Some of us desired to unmake Araste in punishment, but I persuaded them not to. We sealed him deep under the earth to guard against any other human falling to his corruption. In time, we hoped that he would turn from evil and rejoin us. But of course, our hopes proved vain.”

They walked out into the sunlight. A cool breeze stirred the lake and rippled through the golden blades of grass. In the valley below, the trees had already started to change color for autumn. Solitary pines stood out among the splashes of red and orange, while clouds cast speckled shadows across the land.

Tamuna glanced at Imeris. Though he looked barely older than Alex, he stared at the autumn landscape with eyes as ancient as the mountains around them.

“When did Araste escape?” she asked.

“Not more than a generation after we sealed him up. The Southlanders threatened to invade our lands, and a succession crisis had brought the empire to the brink of civil war. The order was divided on how to respond. Some, including myself, argued against becoming involved in political affairs. Others argued that to fulfill our oath, we had to restore the empire to its former glory.”

He sighed heavily and shook his head. “Sadly, we could not resolve this disagreement peaceably. The four who favored the empire rose up against the rest of us. They unsealed the cave and restored Araste to the world of men.

“As the Order broke apart and my brother-blades prepared for war, I saw that Araste’s corruption had spread to us all. The blood and sins of our generation had overwhelmed us, and we had become the very evil we had sworn to fight.”

“That’s when you went into hiding?”

“Yes. When we saw that it was impossible to restore the Order, my bearer and I withdrew from public life. Shortly thereafter, the empire collapsed and fell into civil war.”

“What happened next?” Tamuna asked.

“Before my bearer passed away, he secretly organized the Order of the Golden Cross. After that, I had no way to experience the mortal world, save through momentary glimpses into the souls of those around me. What little I know is that my brother-blades failed to re-establish the empire, and that in the ensuing chaos they were lost.”

“Lost? How?”

Imeris shrugged. “I don’t know. Buried, perhaps, in a barbarian treasure heap, or cankered to rust on a forgotten battlefield.”

“So besides Araste, they’re all gone?”

“I’m afraid not,” he said, shaking his head. “In the instant when you and I bonded, I had a brief but clear picture of the remnants of the order. A new empire is growing in the north, one patterned after the empire of old, and the four dissenting swords are the force behind it. Their hearts have become corrupted by the worst evils of human nature, and together with their bearers, they seek only for power. If they are not stopped, they will sweep across this land and enslave all who live therein.”

Tamuna swallowed. “So what about the blades that didn’t join Araste? Are they still around? If they are, maybe they can help us.”

“Unfortunately, I am not sure. When you and I bonded, I wasn’t able to detect them.”

“Can you reach out to them? Let them know we’re in trouble?”

“I’m afraid not,” said Imeris. “If I were to attempt it, it would reveal our location to the others. My brother-blades and I share a connection which is similar to the bond I share with you, except that each of us has the power to close it off. That connection was renewed when you drew me from the scabbard, but I broke it off as soon as I realized that Araste was hunting us.”

“So the other blades are in hiding,” Tamuna said excitedly. “If we can find them, do you think that they’d help us?”

“I doubt it,” said Imeris, shaking his head sadly. “You must remember, they were also caught up in the civil war. Even if they survived, I doubt that any of them remain uncorrupted.”

Tamuna nodded and bit her lip. The mountain breeze toyed with her hair, making her wish she were far away from all this war and intrigue. She’d always dreamed of traveling to distant lands, but not as a warrior—not like this.

“Don’t be afraid,” said Imeris, putting a hand on her shoulder. “We are not friendless. There are many who still remember the ancient prophecies. When they hear that I have chosen you, they will readily answer your call.”

“Even when they find out that I’m a girl?”

“I chose you for a reason, Tamuna. Do not doubt yourself, no matter how inadequate you may feel.”

“Thanks,” she said softly, staring out across the valley. Inwardly, though, she felt like a small bird racing away from the face of an approaching storm.



The Mountain City

 

Nika yawned and rolled onto his side. The ground underneath him was soft, and the air was unusually warm for the season. The smell of freshly cooked fowl tickled his nostrils, making him moan. That was always the best part of hunting with his cousin Levan: roasted quail for breakfast.

“Hey, Levan,” he said, lifting his head. “Could you save a little—”

His eyes flew open, and he sat up at once. He wasn’t out in the forest at all, but a room in an inn. A platter with a roasted chicken sat on a nearby table, where a young man in a white tunic sat picking at it. Their eyes met, and all at once, the events of the previous night flooded back to him. 

“Alex?”

“So you aren’t a complete imbecile. Tell me, boy, is your delirium induced by hunger or exhaustion?”

Nika ignored him and glanced down at Tamuna. Her long black hair spilled out across the pillow, her hands closed in cute little fists by her face. He took a deep breath. Had he spent the whole night beside her? No, not the night; it must be late afternoon, since they’d come in at dawn. He sat up at once and swung his legs over the side of the bed.

“Certainly not lack of sleep,” Alex sneered. “It’s nearly afternoon.”

“Is that food for all of us?”

He nodded without a word.

Nika sat down across from him and pulled off a leg. As with most city chickens, the flesh was tough and a bit stringy, but meat was still meat. He took out a knife from his bag and sliced some cheese.

“Care for some?”

“You need to go back to your village, boy. We’ve got a long road ahead of us, and the last thing we need is someone like you slowing us down.”

Nika stopped slicing. He frowned and looked up at Alex, who kept picking at the chicken as nonchalantly as if they were talking about the weather.

“What do you mean, I have to go back to the village? Tamuna—”

“—is going to be just fine without you.”

He set down the knife and took a deep breath. “Tamuna is my friend. I can’t just abandon her.”

“Do you have any idea what danger she’s in?”

“No,” he admitted.

Alex speared a boiled onion and bit into it as casually as if it were an apple. “Then let me explain it in terms that you can understand. There’s an army in the Northland plains that’s sweeping across the land, raping, burning, and pillaging all who refuse to submit to them. That horseman who nearly killed us last night? He’s just the vanguard.”

“I’m not afraid,” Nika lied.

“You really don’t get it, do you?” said Alex. “There’s nothing you have to offer. You have no battle training, you can’t wield a sword or an axe—”

“I can use a bow.”

“An old hunting bow that’s lost most of its spring, or a full-sized longbow that can pierce mail when fully drawn? Believe me, your friend will be better off without you.”

Nika bristled, but inwardly, he wondered if Alex was right. He wasn’t much of a warrior, and doubted he ever could be. His arms were pretty scrawny, and he stood almost a full head shorter than most of the men in the village. If he dressed himself up in full battle armor, he’d look more like a fool than anything else.

“Just because I’m not any good in a fight doesn’t mean I can’t help out some other way.”

“Even if you could, you’d still be an unnecessary burden. The best way to help your friend is to go back to your village and let us fight this war without you. Otherwise, you’re risking her life as well as your own.”

Before he could answer, Tamuna stirred and pulled back the blankets. Nika rose from the table at once.

“Good morning,” he said as she rubbed her eyes. “How are you feeling? Did you sleep well?”

“Afternoon,” Alex corrected.

“I’m fine,” she said, after giving Alex a funny look. “Thanks for tucking me in.”

“I don’t know if you remember, but we put in at a tavern early this morning. It’s late afternoon right now. Are you hungry?”

“Oh yeah,” she said, rubbing her stomach. “Is that chicken?”

“It is. Here, let me—”

“Nika and I were having a little talk,” said Alex. He rose to his feet and walked over to the bed with folded arms. “As hard as this may be for both of you, he has to go back at once.”

Tamuna frowned. “What do you mean?”

“We have a long journey ahead of us. Not only do we have to escape the city undetected, but after that, we have to cross over the Kevonas to Akalika. This friend of yours has no useful skills, no talent for stealth or subterfuge. If he comes along, he’s only going to get us into trouble.”

“That’s not true,” Nika said quickly. “I can take care of myself just fine.”

“Are you sure?” said Tamuna. She glanced up at him with a look somewhere between concern and yearning. “I mean, I would love it if you’d come, but Alex is right: It’s going to be tough. Are you sure you really want to?”

He bit his lip and swallowed. “Are you saying I shouldn’t?”

“No, I…” her voice trailed off, and she stared off as if lost in her own thoughts.

“It’s for the best, really,” said Alex. “Your friend would do much better back—”

“What about your family at the village,” Tamuna asked abruptly. “Aren’t they going to miss you?”

“I don’t think so,” Nika said softly. “Maybe my mother.” Maybe not.

“I can’t promise you’ll ever return. The things Imeris has shown me—I don’t know how to explain it all. But there’s a war coming, and it isn’t going to be easy. If you don’t think you can do it, I won’t hold it against you if you decide to go back.”

Nika swallowed again, his stomach turning. “But if I say goodbye, will I ever see you again?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then I want to come with you. There’s nothing for me back home. I’d rather cast my fortune with you.”

Tamuna nodded, her eyes clouded as if deep in thought. Please don’t turn me away, Nika silently pleaded.

“Mistress,” said Alex, “I must advise against this. If Araste—”

“Thank you, but I’ve already consulted with Imeris about this.” She paused, carefully choosing her words. “I know it’s a taking a risk, but Nika is my most trusted friend. If he wants to join us, then he’s welcome to do so.”

Nika’s heart leaped as he threw his arms around her. “Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!” he said, unable to hold himself back. “You won’t regret it—I promise!”

“I doubt that very much,” Alex muttered under his breath. Nika frowned and glanced at Tamuna, but if she’d heard that remark, she made no sign of it.

 

* * * * *

 

The rest of the day passed rather lazily. Alex spent most of it out in the city, keeping an ear out for any news that would affect the overland crossing. The sword bearer and her friend were content to stay in the inn, which was fine with him. He passed the time much better on his own.

The second day, though, Tamuna woke before he had a chance to leave. “Where are you going?”

“Out,” he muttered. “Don’t worry, you’ll be safe enough here.”

“I know that. Would you mind if I came along?”

He started to object, then glanced down at the stable boy. Better to acquiesce quietly than to risk waking the useless lump and be forced to bring them both.

“Keep your head covered,” he said. “There are bound to be spies out, and we don’t want anyone to recognize you.”

She picked up a shawl and reached for the sword. 

“Better let me carry it,” Alex said abruptly, taking it from her. “It will raise fewer questions.”

You may never get a chance to wear this sword again, Alex thought as he strapped the scabbard to his waist. Is that why you suggested it? The inward accusation made his cheeks redden. Was his jealousy as obvious to Tamuna as it was to him? For honor’s sake, he could not let it betray him.

They climbed down the steps and out the door without speaking a word. Alex had far too much on his mind for idle chatter. As they walked down the narrow cobblestone street, he glanced at her over his shoulder. With her thin arms and narrow shoulders, she cut a girlish figure that even the traveling cloak couldn’t quite conceal. Her jet-black hair spilled out from beneath her shawl, and her eyes, though striking, were certainly not those of a warrior.

“Where are we going?” she asked, quickening her step to keep pace with him.

“The bazaar.”

“Why?”

“To pick up some food and supplies, and hear what people are saying about the overland passes. It’s late enough in the season that some of them are bound to be snowed over.”

“Not in the south,” she said. “The cattle herders don’t come down for at least another week.”

“We can’t take that road, though. Not if it’s being watched.”

“Then how are we going to get to the pass?”

He glanced on either side to make sure no one was listening. Fortunately, the only people out were shopkeepers sweeping out their front steps and a few old women feeding their chickens. Kutaisa was more of an overly large village than a true city, even though it boasted a moderately impressive citadel. A horse-drawn cart passed them by, carrying a load of hay with a mother and baby sitting on top.

“People are always coming and going by the main gates,” he said. “Trust me, we’ll find a way.”

They walked on in silence. The bells of a nearby church rang out cheerfully, announcing the coming day. The small side street joined a larger thoroughfare, where people were beginning to go about their daily routine. A group of men sat around a table playing chadrak, while young women gathered water at a nearby fountain. A detachment from the city guard rode past on horseback, heading from the main gate toward the citadel. Tamuna eyed them nervously.

“You don’t have to worry about them,” Alex told her. “They’re just guards.”

“I know, but do you think they know something that we don’t?”

“We can count on them to protect the city and everyone in it. That includes us.”

The horsemen rode off, and the traffic soon filled the space that they’d just ridden through. Tamuna watched them go, then hurried to catch up.

“You’re not afraid of much, are you?”

Alex shrugged. “I suppose not.”

“Have you ever been afraid for your life before?”

“Of course,” he said, leading her down a side road to keep from attracting attention. “Have you?”

“Yes,” she said softly. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more afraid than I was two nights ago.”

“That’s good. Fear will keep you alive.”

They walked in silence a little bit further. Up ahead, the road took a sharp turn before opening up to a small square. A couple of young mothers sat chatting on a bench while their children ran and played in the center.

“Why did you join the Order?” Tamuna asked.

Alex gave her a strange look. “Is it a habit of yours to always ask questions?”

“I guess,” she said, blushing. Her reddened cheeks drew out the color in her eyes. Now that he had a chance to see her in broad daylight, he had to admit she was rather pretty—for a                                                                               tavern wench.

“Well? Aren’t you going to tell me?”

“I joined the Order as a boy. My father was a knight, and I wanted to honor the family name.”

“Why didn’t you just become a knight like your father?”

He stiffened. “My father died when I was twelve. He lost his life trying to save our people, and ultimately failed to do so.”

“Oh,” said Tamuna, her eyes growing wide. “I’m sorry, I—”

“Don’t be.”

They passed the square and went down another side street, past several residences packed close together. The air was a bit chilly, here where the buildings were too tall to admit much sunlight.

“What about your father?” Alex asked.

“My father?” said Tamuna, a little surprised at the question. “I never really knew him. They said he was a soldier, but he left me at the tavern with my aunt when I was very young.”

“A soldier? Hmm.” At least she had some warrior’s blood in her veins.

“I think so, yeah.”

“Do you know which army he fought under?”

“Not really, no. I’m sorry.”

“And your mother?”

“I never knew her at all.”

Alex drew a sharp breath. Her father had probably bedded some farm girl while out on campaign and got stuck with the child when the war was over. And yet, Imeris had chosen her all the same.

“My aunt raised me,” Tamuna volunteered. “My uncle keeps a farm up in the mountains, so he’s gone half the year.” Her face brightened. “Do you think we’ll have a chance to see him?”

“No.”

She frowned. “Are you sure?”

“It will be safer for everyone, your uncle included, if we cross the mountains as quickly as possible.”

He took her by the arm and led her through a stone archway. The street opened up to a long, vaulted courtyard filled with booths and stalls. Vast crowds of people packed the narrow walking space, with sellers shouting out the prices of their wares.

“Stay close to me,” he told her. “If you find anything you need, let me know.”

“But what about—”

“We’ll discuss our plans later, in private. Understand?”

She swallowed and nodded, while the crowds began to press against her. “Yes.”

“Good. Now let’s go.”

He let go of her arm and led them forward, into the narrow space between stalls. She followed close behind, but because of all the cacophony, they could hardly speak. He usually preferred to avoid crowded and noisy places like this, but after the girl’s endless talking, it felt like a sanctuary.

 

* * * * *

 

He hates me, Tamuna thought disparagingly as she followed Alex deeper into the bazaar. You can hear it in his voice—he absolutely despises me.

No, he doesn’t, Imeris’s voice whispered in her mind.

She shook her head. “No,” she muttered under her breath. “He hates me and resents the fact that I’m the sword bearer. I can tell.”

She clung to Alex’s sleeve for fear of being swept away in the bustling crowd, even though it made her cringe to be so close to him. Whether he minded, he gave her no sign—which probably meant that he couldn’t wait to be rid of her. The farther they went, the more she regretted leaving the inn.

The bazaar was filled from end to end with people, more than all the people of her village, by far. Merchants and shopkeepers sat behind tables filled to overflowing with wares: brass and silver platters, bundles of candles, bolts of wool and linen, and all sorts of nuts and spices. Elsewhere, farmers haggled with city-folk over the fruit of their harvest: grapes, persimmons, figs, apples, and grain. They passed a butcher’s shop with a huge cow carcass dangling from the rafters and a whole table full of plucked chickens with their feet sticking straight up in the air. The stench of freshly killed meat made her cover her mouth.

If you need anything, don’t be afraid to let Alex know.

“I know,” Tamuna muttered. Alex shot a funny look back at her, and she blushed for speaking out loud.

You should probably get a cloak that fits you. It’s a long journey over the mountains. And while you’re at it, a new pair of boots wouldn’t hurt either.

Tamuna rolled her eyes. Oh, right. Like he’s going to buy all that.

“This way,” said Alex. He led her past the stalls of fruits and vegetables to a row of shops on the edge of the courtyard. A cobbler worked in a shack with a small cluster of people gathered around it, while brown leather boots sat in a nearby window. He led her up to the shopkeeper, who leaned against the door with a bored expression on her face.

“Have you got anything in her size?” Alex asked.

The woman looked Tamuna over and casually brushed her hands off on her apron. “Come inside,” she said.

See? said Imeris. Tamuna could practically hear the smug grin in his voice.

Whatever.

“We’re not looking for lady’s boots, mind you,” said Alex. “Give us something sturdy.”

“Going on a journey?” the woman asked. 

He didn’t bother to answer. The shopkeeper shrugged and motioned for Tamuna to sit down before walking through a door to the back.

“Nika,” she said once the woman was gone.

Alex frowned. “What about him?”

“We should get boots for him too. He’s going to need them just as much as me.”

He scoffed. “Do you still expect him to come along?”

“His feet are about the same size as mine,” she said, ignoring his disdain. “It’s just as easy to buy two.”

“You’re making a mistake. We won’t gain anything by bringing him along.”

“Are you the sword bearer, or am I?”

Alex’s cheeks reddened, and he looked away. The words hung between them like a heavy cloud, making Tamuna regret them almost immediately. Before she could apologize, though, the shopkeeper stepped back into the room.

“Let’s try these,” she said, carrying out a pair of brown leather traveling boots. If Alex had wanted to say anything, he made no sign of it.

Tamuna pulled off her shoes while the shopkeeper knelt down to fit her. The boots had a warm woolen lining and reached almost halfway to her knees. They fit her perfectly. She took a few steps in them, admiring the way they looked and felt.

Excellent fit, said Imeris. The shopkeeper has a good eye.

“How much?” she asked.

Before the shopkeeper could answer, Alex waved his hand. “We’ll take two pair,” he said brusquely. The woman nodded and returned to the back room.

I should apologize for what I said earlier, Tamuna thought to herself. She bit her lip and took a deep breath, but before she could say anything, Alex motioned to the door.

“There’s a good tailor about three shops down from here. You should go pick out a traveling cloak while I finish up here.”

“Right,” said Tamuna. She swallowed and stepped outside.

Wait.

Tamuna stopped and frowned. What is it?

Those men by the blacksmith’s shop. What are they talking about?

She turned and saw a group of tough-looking men chatting in a circle in front of a small smithy. Smoke billowed out of the chimney, and the clanging of the blacksmith’s hammer made it difficult to hear them. Taking care not to look too conspicuous, Tamuna edged along the wall until she was close enough to catch a snippet of their conversation.

“…I tell you, they’re not going to stop at Lazikala. If you commanded an army that size, would you?”

“Well, I don’t think we’re in danger yet. Not before the winter, at least.”

“But why else would they move this far south? The only other place worth taking is Kvalzala, and that lies too far to the west.”

“It would be foolish to launch an invasion now. In just a month, all the mountain passes will be closed.”

One of the older men sighed and shook his head. “The wars in the north have been raging far too long to leave us unscathed forever. It’s only a matter of time before we get drawn in.”

Chills shot down Tamuna’s spine. She pulled her oversized cloak tighter and hurried on down the row of shops. 

I think we should move out sooner rather than later, Imeris said in her mind, his voice calm but troubled.

“Yes,” Tamuna muttered. “I think so, too.”



An Ancient Game

 

Alex eyed the side streets cautiously as he led Tamuna back to the tavern by an alternate route. Fortunately, the only people who paid them any mind were the beggars, and this time of year, their numbers were few.

The cobblestones of the city center soon gave way to the muddy, unpaved roads of the outer districts. Thatch-roofed houses with small fenced-in yards replaced the tightly packed shops and avenues. Chickens wandered the streets, while an occasional stray dog slunk past, watching them with haggard eyes. 

The thud of an ax met their ears. In the small side yard by the tavern, the stable boy was chopping wood. His thin arms and hairless chest glistened with sweat, indicating that he’d been working for a long time.

The enemy’s spies could have seen him, Alex mused as he opened the gate. The more visible we are, the greater the risk that we’ll give ourselves away. He considered chiding the boy, but decided against it. Better to save his wrath for something that truly warranted it.

“Nika!” said Tamuna, running up to him. She almost gave him a hug, but stopped short when she saw how sweaty he was. Before they could strike up a conversation, Alex put a hand on her arm.

“Let’s wait to talk until we’re inside,” he said in a low voice with a quick glance to the stable boy.

Nika nodded.

“Right. Let me wash up.”

Tamuna looked like she wanted to say something, but allowed Alex to escort her to the door. He held the sword with one hand, careful to keep it hidden beneath his cloak. As always, the hilt felt cold and lifeless in his grip.

Once they climbed the stairs and reached the private room, she sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed. Alex dropped the bags from the bazaar on a chair and unbuckled the sword from his belt, looking for a place to put it where it wouldn’t attract too much attention. 

“Thanks,” she said.

“Thanks for what?”

“For carrying it.”

He shrugged. “It’s not as if we could have left it here.”

She took the sword from him and slipped it beneath the covers of the bed. It was as good a hiding place as any, though he doubted the stable boy would want to sleep with a sword between them.

“How soon can we leave?” she asked.

“It depends,” he said, pulling up a chair from the table. “It might be best for us to lay low in the city for a while.”

“But that just makes this place a cage.” Her dark brown eyes shone with a sense of urgency, and he realized that she didn’t feel nearly as safe as he did.

“Don’t worry. We’ll leave soon enough.”

“How?”

“Several caravans leave the city each week. Some of them go east to Dzelnikala and the coast, others go west and south over the mountain passes. We can smuggle ourselves out on any one of them.”

“And then?”

“Then we make for the mountains south of here. If we move quickly, it shouldn’t take more than three or four days to cross over to Aramand.”

“On foot?”

Alex snorted. “Of course not. We’ll get some horses before we leave. The Order has more than enough coin to cover the expense.”

“All right,” she said, nodding slowly. She glanced out the window and wrung her hands, evidently worried.

“What is it?” he asked.

“We need to leave Kutaisa as soon as we can. This place isn’t as safe as you think it is.”

He frowned. “What makes you say that?”

“I overheard some talk of war in the marketplace. If the enemy knows that we’re here, and their armies are already on the move—”

“Idle chatter. It would be foolish to launch an invasion so close to winter.”

Even as he denied it, though, he couldn’t help but wonder if there wasn’t some truth to such rumors. A winter campaign in the mountains made little conventional sense, since it would cut off the attackers’ supply lines. But if the enemy’s objective was to hunt down and destroy the sword bearer, they might not confine themselves to conventional tactics. 

“Why should we stay here any longer than we have to?” Tamuna asked. “If the enemy knows where we are, isn’t that dangerous?”

“To an extent, but remember, Araste expects us to move out. If we stay put long enough, he might think that we’ve already left.”

“Are you sure?”

“No,” Alex admitted, “but I’m reasonably confident. He can’t have enough men to watch every caravan, so the longer we draw things out, the more likely he is to make a mistake.”

She bit her lip and drew in a sharp breath. From the way she stared off absently at the wall, he imagined she was mulling it over with Imeris. What was it like, to hear the voice of the sacred sword?

“We don’t need to wait that long,” she said. “If we’re careful, we can move out in the next few days and still get past him.”

“Perhaps,” said Alex, “but the mountain passes will be open for at least another month. If we move out too soon, he’ll be able to follow us into Aramand.”

She shook her head. “That doesn’t matter. We should move out sooner, rather than later.”

When my father was still alive, I kept servants older than you. 

He narrowed his lips and drew in a long breath through his nose. Like it or not, he was the servant here—not to the girl, of course, but to the sword. And since she was the rightful bearer, how could he fail to obey her?

“Very well, Mistress,” he said, bowing his head. “If that’s your decision, then I’ll acquire the horses right away. But we should wait for a couple caravans to leave the city, just to be safe.”

“All right,” she said. “That should be fine.”

“In the meantime, it would be best to stay out of sight. The last thing we want is for the enemy’s spies to find us.”

“Of course.”

 

* * * * *

 

Nika shivered as he slipped the tunic over his still-wet body. The wash water had been drawn straight from the well, giving him an awful chill, but his muscles were warm from chopping wood—warm and sore. He felt almost as weak as he did after a hard day’s labor in the fields, despite the fact that the sun shone high in the sky.

“Many thanks,” said the tavern keeper as he stepped back inside. She was a stout, brown-haired woman with arms almost as thick as her neck. Perhaps Sopiko would look something like her in ten or fifteen years.

“It’s nothing,” Nika muttered.

“For a boy your size? I think not. But you’re a hard worker. Here, take one.”

She held up a basket full of apples. He grabbed one and stuffed it in his pocket.

“Thanks. Are the others upstairs?”

As if in answer, the stairwell creaked and groaned. Alex stepped into the doorway, a foul look on his face. He nodded to them both as he fastened his cloak.

“Where are you going?” Nika asked.

“Into town,” said Alex. He gave the tavern keeper some silver and left without saying another word.

Did he notice how I chopped all that wood? Nika wondered. If he did, then perhaps he would have to admit that Nika was good for something. Even if he didn’t, Tamuna surely would. The harder Nika worked, the more he would show that he wasn’t just a burden.

“Your friend is a peculiar fellow,” said the old woman. “Pays well, though. Will you be staying here long?”

“I don’t know.” 

She chuckled. “Well, don’t feel like you have to go anytime soon. I’ve got plenty more chores that could use your help.”

“Right,” said Nika. He nodded absent-mindedly and glanced toward the stairwell.

“Will you take lunch now?”

“What?”

“Never mind, I’ll send it up when it’s ready. You go see to your girlfriend.” She gave him a wink and shuffled off into the kitchen before he could reply.

He found Tamuna in the private room, sitting on the bed and staring out the window. She didn’t notice him at first, so when he pulled up a chair, she started.

“Oh!”

“It’s just me,” he said, pulling the apple from his pocket. “Brought you something.”

She smiled and waved it away. “No, that’s all right. You keep it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course.”

He shrugged and took a bite. The flesh was soft, but it tasted pretty good. He’d have to bring another one for her sometime later.

“Do you feel safe here?” Tamuna asked.

“I guess so. Why?”

She sighed. “Things are changing, Nika. We’re involved in something that’s a lot bigger than the two of us.”

“Whatever happens, we’re in this together.”

“Are you sure? Because we’re not going to be the same people when this is over.”

He didn’t know what to say to that. Her words made chills shoot up and down his back. He took a deep breath.

“If you want me to leave, Tamuna, say the word, and I’ll go back.”

“Nika.”

She gently laid a hand on his shoulder. Her touch was so unexpected, it almost made him flinch.

“There’s nothing for me in the village,” he said quickly. “And I would never forgive myself if I stayed and something happened to you.”

She smiled. It was enough.

“Alex is getting some horses for the journey over the pass,” she said. “We’ll sneak out in one of the caravans and head south for Aramand as soon as we can.”

The news was like a splash of refreshingly cool water, even as it made his stomach sink. Aramand was such a faraway place. Then again, if they weren’t going back, what difference did it make how far they went from home?

“What will we do when we get there?”

“I don’t know, but at least we’ll be safe.”

“Are you sure?”

She tensed. For a moment, he worried that she’d lie to him, but to his relief, she didn’t.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’m not sure of anything anymore. But we’ll meet up with Master Ivanar at Aramand, and he’ll know what to do.”

“The sword keeper?”

“Yes, the sword keeper.”

Nika took Tamuna’s hand in his. To his surprise, he found that it was trembling.

“Don’t be afraid,” he told her. “Wherever you go, I’ll be there with you.”

She smiled and gave him a hug. He rubbed her back until she began to relax.

“Thank you, Nika,” she whispered. 

 

* * * * *

 

“Why didn’t you choose Nika instead of me?”

Imeris sighed and looked out across the mountains. The sky was blue and cloudless, the air as clear as Tamuna had ever seen. She knew that it wasn’t real—that she was still in the Kutaisa tavern, sleeping—but she still felt safe every time that she came to Imeris’s sanctuary.

“Nika has a pure heart,” said Imeris. “He is kind and gentle, faithful and hard-working. At times he can be stubborn, but he always strives to be a loyal friend.”

“Then why didn’t you choose him?”

Imeris looked her in the eye, his golden-red beard glistening in the light of the sun. “Nika is a follower, not a leader. The burden of command is more than he can bear. He would follow you to the gates of Hell and back, but he’d never take the first step on his own.”

Tamuna swallowed. Imeris’s description didn’t sound all that different from herself.

“Don’t be afraid, Tamuna. You are not alone. You have many friends, even now. As the threats and dangers multiply against you, your friends and allies will increase accordingly.”

“How do you know?”

He stared at her for a long while, saying nothing. The wind rustled the trees below them, sending slow waves through the golden-green grass around the sanctuary. At length, he rose to his feet.

“Come. There’s something I want to show you.”

He led her through the main doors of the church and up a narrow flight of spiral stone steps. The stairwell opened to a balcony that overlooked the apse, with a circular window providing just enough light to see by. A simple wooden table stood in the center, with two rickety stools on either side. On top of the table sat a game board made from polished marble and ebony, with pieces made from finely polished stone. It was set up for a game of chadrak. 

“Do you know this game?”

“Yes,” she said. “We had a setback in the village tavern, though it wasn’t nearly as beautiful as this one. A man from the Southlands came through a couple years ago and taught it to me. He called it shatranj, though in the Kevonas we call it chadrak.”

“Chadrak, shatranj—all different names for the same game, played the whole world over. Do you know why it is so popular?”

“No. Why?”

“Because few other games possess such strategic depth. Come, sit down.”

He motioned to the stool behind the white pieces, taking the one across the table. When she was comfortably seated, he picked up one of the pikemen and held it out to her.

“Do you know which piece this is?”

“Yes,” she said, taking it from him. “It’s one of the pikemen.”

“And how can he move?”

“Only forward, like a foot soldier. But he has to strike diagonally, otherwise, he’s blocked. And on his first move, he can charge forward two squares.”

“Very good,” he said, nodding with satisfaction.

As he took back the pikeman and replaced it on the board, Tamuna couldn’t help but feel a sense of satisfaction at Imeris’s praise. She’d felt so lost and inadequate in the past few days, even something as small as that gave her a feeling of accomplishment.

“Now, in the game of chadrak, what is often considered the best opening move?”

She picked up the pikeman in front of the king and moved it ahead two squares. “You advance the king’s pikeman first,” she said. “It takes control of the center and opens the diagonals for the queen and mage.”

“True. But how do you suppose the pikeman feels, to be the first and only piece to seize the battlefield?”

His question gave her pause. She’d never thought of the pieces of the game in terms of their real-life counterparts. As she looked over the board, she imagined a single soldier bellowing his war cry as he took the field alone. 

“Scared,” she answered simply.

“Indeed. But though at first he stands alone, his friends are not far behind him. When the enemy moves to threaten him, they come to his defense, forming a wall that can repel almost any attack.”

He moved the other pieces to demonstrate: first, the nearby pikemen, followed by the knights and mages. In just a few moves, the lonely first piece was surrounded by his fellows, each of them defending the others. Tamuna now imagined she could see an entire army running forward, brandishing their weapons in a fearsome display of military prowess.

“Are you saying that I’m a pikeman?” she asked.

“No, Tamuna. You are the queen, the most powerful piece in the game, and second in importance only to the king.”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t possibly be that important.”

“Don’t doubt yourself. The queen is often the last piece to come into play. The enemy is moving swiftly, but we still have time to prepare.”

“I hope so,” she thought, biting her lip. Even so, she couldn’t help but feel that they were running out of time.



The High Pass

 

The wagon was horribly cramped, especially with all the sacks of corn filling in the space between the wine barrels. Nika hugged his legs against his chest and tried to ignore the sharp lumps pressing into his back. It didn’t help that the white canvas covering made it impossible to see where they were going. The wagon hit a bump, jarring him against a barrel.

“Ow!” he cried out in frustration. 

“Shh!” said Tamuna, putting a finger to her lips. Then, to reassure him, she put a hand on his arm.

Outside, the clamor of city traffic filled their ears. Horses and donkeys brayed, while the clatter of hooves on cobblestone indicated that they were still near the city center.

The sword Imeris lay on the floorboards between them. It looked so out of place, with the dull green emerald fashioned at the end of the pommel.

“How do you like the Kartli pony Alex got you?” Tamuna asked, her voice just above a whisper.

“She’s a beautiful animal. Strong, too, with a healthy sheen to her coat. I think we’ll get along fine, though it’s hard to tell without riding her first.”

“How much have you ridden before this?”

“Not much,” he admitted, “but I’m sure I’ll learn fast enough.”

“So am I. You’re really good with horses.”

Her praise gave him an unexpected feeling of satisfaction. Somehow, that made the bumpy ride more bearable. Soon, the clatter of cobblestones gave way to the familiar grind of dirt and mud, and with it, a much smoother ride. Tamuna evidently noticed it, too, because she turned her ear to the canvas and frowned.

“Almost there,” she whispered. She seemed scared, so he took her hand and squeezed. The look of gratitude on her face warmed him as much as his touch warmed her.

 

* * * * *

 

Alex eyed the main gate as the caravan passed through. The traffic was mostly villagers, with their horse-drawn carts full of goods to sell in the city. The few city guards on the ramparts lazily watched them come and go, ignoring the approach from outside the city. But that was to be expected in peacetime. 

His gelding whinnied nervously at the press of traffic up ahead. Alex patted the horse softly on the neck, calming him somewhat. The shaggy-haired Kartli wasn’t as impressive as the horse he’d been forced to abandon during the chase in the forest, but it was much better suited to the mountains. 

“Ho!” called a villager as he herded his sheep into the city. The stupid animals crowded the whole road, bringing traffic to a standstill and making the caravan leader curse at the delay. He was a wizened old man whose gray woolen skullcap was from the fierce mountain clans in the western mountain valleys. 

At length, the herd passed into the city, and the guards at the gate waved the caravan through. The wagons went first, followed by the horses and the hired guards. Alex slipped his hood over his head and joined the caravan leader, his hands tightly gripping his horse’s reigns.

“Damn country hicks,” the old man muttered. “It’s hard to tell who’s dumber, the sheep or the idiots driving them.”

Alex nodded but said nothing. He had far more pressing things on his mind. 

They passed through the gate and followed the main road southward. It ran along the wall for a short distance before climbing a large hill. A managed forest lay just over the crest, the trees tall and looming. Multi-colored leaves still clung to the mossy branches, casting speckled shadows. 

“You sure don’t talk much,” said the caravan leader. “Does the forest make you nervous?”

Alex cursed the man under his breath. And you think the villagers are dumb.

“My father was killed by thieves in a forest ambush,” he lied—mostly. 

The old man nodded. “Don’t worry, son. We’ll be through it soon.”

Not soon enough.

The ride through the forest took almost an hour. A few locals stared at them from the crossroads, but Alex made sure that none of them saw his face.

“When will we reach the mountains?” he asked.

“Not until the evening,” said the caravan leader. “If all goes well, we’ll cross the last bridge before sundown and stay at one of the villages below the foothills.”

If we left now, Alex thought to himself, we could make it more than twice as far on our own. Of course, with every rock and tree a potential hiding place for Araste’s men, it wasn’t worth the risk. But if they left first thing in the morning and didn’t stop until sundown, they might be able to make it to the pass, and Akalika was only another day’s journey from there.

“We’ll go that far with you, then.”

“And tomorrow?”

He didn’t bother to answer.

 

* * * * *

 

The wagon ride was long and exhausting. Tamuna dozed off several times, only to be awakened by a particularly rough patch of road. She could tell that Nika was miserable, but since they were outside the city walls, she couldn’t risk talking to him. Instead, she took his hand and held it tight for most of the journey.

When the shadows drew long and the sunlight turned a deep yellow through the canvas, the wagon pulled over and came to a stop. The driver jumped to the ground and walked around back to help them out. After sitting in such a tight place for so long, Tamuna’s legs were as stiff as boards. She took a few moments to work out the kinks before reaching back for the sword.

“Allow me,” said Alex, laying a hand on her shoulder. He climbed into the wagon and carefully slipped the sword beneath his cloak, keeping it hidden.

They spent the night at a local village inn. This one was much simpler than the one in Kutaisa, with a stiff mattress that smelled of mildew. Aunt Sopiko never would have tolerated such a thing, but Tamuna didn’t complain. The wind shook the walls and made the windows creak, keeping her up most of the night. When she did fall asleep, her dreams were fleeting and bizarre. 

Alex woke her before the crack of dawn. “Time to go,” he muttered. Nika moaned, but followed her dutifully as she rose from the bed. In the room next door, the caravan men were still snoring.

The horses were skittish when they took them out of the stable. That was hardly surprising, considering how they hadn’t had time to adjust to their new riders. Nika helped her to saddle the one that Alex had picked out for her: a young Kartli gelding with a silver-gray mane. It pawed the ground impatiently.

They rode into the night without a word. Alex led them at a brisk pace down the dusty road. In their haste to leave the tavern, he still carried Imeris on his belt, though Tamuna could feel the presence of the enchanted sword in her mind.

Has Araste tracked us?

I don’t think so, Imeris answered. If he were near, I would be able to feel it. Right now, I feel nothing.

She bit her lip and nodded. What about his spies?

I know as little of them as you.

The road crossed a small creek with a bridge only wide enough for a single cart. Far to their left, where the line of mountains met the edge of the valley, the sky began to turn a deep blue. The stars gradually dimmed, while the land all around them turned brown and gray. Off in the distance, a rooster crowed, followed by another. She pulled her cloak tight against the chill morning breeze, but in a few hours she knew she’d barely need it.

By the time they reached the end of the field, a few villagers were leading their cows out to feed. They stared at her with open curiosity as she passed. Thankfully, no one else was on the road.

They crossed another creek before the road turned up into the thickly forested mountainside. Just as they crossed the bridge, the sun peeked over the horizon, warming them almost instantly with its light. Alex stopped and got off his horse to fill his waterskin, but when she started to dismount he shook his head and took hers from her.

“We’ll stop for breakfast a little later,” he said softly, glancing over his back.

“When?” Nika asked.

He scowled. “Later.”

For almost a full hour, those were the only words that passed among the three of them. After filling up with water, they set out again without so much as a backward glance. The trees soon filled their view: giant conifers among leafy oaks and maples, many of which were gnarled and split at the trunk. This was not the carefully managed forest of Tamuna’s home, but a vast, wild one that stretched all the way to the other side of the mountains. The undergrowth was thick, with thorn-bushes and saplings competing for space among the fallen leaves and needles. Thick clumps of weeds clustered along the roadside, while deeper in the forest, half-rotted logs lay among the moss-covered rocks and boulders.

They stopped at the first switchback, beneath a long ridge. With the cliff to their backs, they tied up the horses and sat down on some rocks for breakfast. Nika pulled out a loaf of bread and some cucumbers from his pack, while Alex cut into a wheel of cheese. Tamuna began gathering wood for a fire.

Don’t bother, Imeris told her. We won’t be stopping for long.

“How do you know that?” she asked out loud. Catching herself, she bit her lips and blushed. Nika gave her a funny look, but if Alex had noticed, he didn’t show it.

She pulled out a blanket and laid it across a relatively flat stone. Nika pulled up his seat and began laying food across the top of it. Beside the bread and cucumbers, he pulled out the jar of fig jam and a knife for spreading. He started to pull out more, but Alex stopped him.

“This isn’t a feast,” he said gruffly. “We only need enough for the road.”

“Oh, come on,” said Nika. “Can’t we stop for a while to rest?”

“You’re welcome to go back to the village.”

Nika bristled, but Tamuna put a hand on his arm. “It’s all right,” she whispered. Then, rising to her feet, she turned to face Alex. “Since we’re in the mountains, I can take Imeris now.”

He hesitated. “Are you sure you want to carry it?”

“Do you think the sword would have chosen me if I couldn’t?” she retorted.

He tensed, drawing a sharp breath. For a moment, it seemed like he would refuse. But then, he nodded.

“Very well,” he said, unfastening the scabbard. “The sword chose you, after all.”

Don’t let his attitude bother you, Imeris told her. He still struggles with envy, but he’ll get over it in time.

Tamuna remembered her offhand comment in the bazaar at Kutaisa and felt a sharp pang of guilt. She bit her lip and took the sword, wondering whether to apologize or drop the issue altogether.

Just drop it, Imeris advised her.

“Do you wish the sword had chosen you?” she blurted, hardly without realizing it. The moment the question left her mouth, she realized it was a mistake, but there was nothing she could do to recall her words.

Alex narrowed his eyes. “Do you?”

Careful.

“What do you think? I’m on the run now, far away from a home I might never see again. That doesn’t seem like something to envy.”

He tore off a chunk of bread and chewed it slowly. “Being chosen as the last sword bearer is a great honor. You should prize it more highly.”

“The sword isn’t a prize to be won. It’s a burden to carry.”

“Do you think my burden is any lighter?”

That’s enough! Imeris all but shouted. She scowled in frustration, but held her tongue.

They ate the rest of their breakfast in silence. Her stomach felt slightly nauseous, but she did her best to choke down a few bites. When they were finished, Nika quietly packed things up as she strapped the sword to her saddle.

“Here,” said Alex, walking up unexpectedly behind her. “Let me help you with that.”

His hands moved swiftly, securing the sword much faster than she would have been able to manage on her own. A songbird chirped in the distance, while the wind rustled the nearby trees.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered under his breath.

“What?”

To her surprise, his cheeks turned red.

“I’m sorry for speaking to you in anger. Do you forgive me?”

“I-I guess,” she stammered.

He paused for a moment as if he meant to say something else, but walked off without another word. The exchange had left her so surprised, she almost forgot to mount her horse.

Well? Aren’t you going to apologize to him?

Her body froze, but she forced out the words. 

“Alex!”

He rode over to her, his face impassive. “Yes?”

“I’m sorry, too.”

He nodded and glanced down the way they’d come. “Better get a move on. If we don’t, we won’t reach the pass until tomorrow.”

With that, he turned the corner and started up the ridge, hardly waiting for them to follow. Nika rode off after him, giving her a questioning look. She blushed crimson and climbed into her saddle as quickly as she could.

 

* * * * *

 

I’ve never been farther from home than I am right now.

The thought made Nika’s stomach feel weak. The windy road led higher and higher, and the village where they’d spent the night had long since passed out of view. Until now, everything had felt relatively familiar. Kutaisa had been far more crowded than the village, but he’d more or less known what to expect. Now they were entering the wilderness, and he had no idea what they would find there.

At least Tamuna seemed to be taking it well. She rode ahead of him, just behind Alex. Neither of them spoke much, but every now and again they discussed the journey, or the enchanted sword. Most of it was over his head, so he stayed behind and watched the rear.

The sun rose higher in the clear blue sky, until it was directly overhead. The air was crisp but not cold. Though the road was well-traveled, they rode the entire day without passing anyone. Every now and again, when the cliff dropped off far enough below to give them a view, he caught sight of the other mountains all around them. The forests went from yellow and orange in the valley to a deep evergreen in the higher altitudes, until the tree line gave way to the brown summer pastures of the high mountain meadows.

At least there’ll be farmers up there, he thought to himself. We won’t have to spend the night alone in the wilderness.

As they approached a creek from a small spring up ahead, Alex pulled off the road. Nika made ready to dismount, thinking that they were stopping for lunch. To his surprise, Alex rode over the creek and started into the forest.

“Hey!” he shouted. “Where are you going?”

“Hush!” said Alex, shooting him a venomous look. “You want everyone this side of the pass to know where we are?”

“N-no,” Nika stammered. “I just thought we were going to stop for lunch.”

“We’ve got a long way ahead of us, stable boy. Better pull a crust out of your bags if you’re hungry.”

Tamuna gave him an apologetic look, but followed Alex into the wilderness. 

Long, hoary moss hung from the pines like tangled cobwebs. The wind whispered in the distance, breaking a silence that was nearly perfect. A shiver ran down his back as he spurred his pony onward, leaving the last bit of familiarity behind.

“Don’t worry,” Tamuna told him softly as he rode up behind her. “It’s only until we reach the pass tomorrow.”

“But where will we spend the night?”

She shrugged. “In the mountains, I guess. Why? Are you afraid?”

“No,” he lied.

“Are you sure? Your cheeks look pale.”

He bit his lip and said nothing. The trees pressed in all around him, their gnarled and twisted branches jutting out like spikes. Tamuna tried to make room for him, but he still had to duck to stay next to her.

“I’ll be fine,” he muttered. 

She smiled. “Don’t worry. I’ll be here for you.”

“So will I,” he whispered under his breath.

 

* * * * *

 

They stopped for lunch a short while later, once they were clear of the road. Tamuna saw to that. Alex wanted to press on a bit further, but when she ordered him to stop, he grumbled a little and complied.

They didn’t linger long, though. When Nika gathered wood for a fire, Alex stopped him. 

“Long way to go,” he said. “Besides, the smoke would give us away.”

Tamuna thought he was being a little too paranoid, but she didn’t object. The forest felt too creepy to linger there for very long. Tall pines surrounded them, giving the forest the solemnity of an ancient cathedral. Between the trunks, moss-covered stones jutted up from the earth like the bones of the mountain, or perhaps its old, weathered teeth. Silvery-gray moss hung from every branch. An occasional breeze whistled overhead, but everything else was still.

No wonder people think that trolls live in this place, she thought to herself.

Are you sure that they don’t?

“What? Trolls?”

Her comment broke the silence and made her horse twitch its ears. Alex raised his eyebrows at her, making her cheeks flush.

You—you did that on purpose! 

Somehow, she swore she could hear Imeris chuckling.

They rode through the forest for a solid two hours. In all that time, they went almost entirely uphill. The trees gradually became more scattered, their bark furrowed and branches twisted. Tufts of grass covered the ground in small clearings, which became more frequent the higher they went. The horses panted as the air grew thinner, while on either side of them, the bald mountaintops loomed closer than she’d ever seen.

It was impossible to tell exactly when they crossed the tree line. Eventually, the trees became too scattered to be able to call them a forest, but there were still enough of them up ahead to block the way. Only when they reached the top of a ridge did she realize that the forests were below them.

“Oh, wow,” said Nika, startling her. She stopped and turned her horse to face him.

“What is it?”

“Look,” he said, pointing behind them.

She looked out northward across the valley, down towards Kutaisa and the Dzelni River. On the other side, the foothills of the Greater Kevonas rose until the clouds obscured them.

“Where?”

“There, across the valley.”

“What?” she said, frowning. “All I see are clouds.”

“Those aren’t clouds—those are mountains.”

She looked again and gasped. The snow-capped peaks stretched from one end of the horizon to the other, towering high above the clouds. A wave of dizziness swept over her, and she held tightly to her saddle horn to keep from falling off her horse.

Now that is magnificent, Imeris mused. I haven’t seen a sight like that in a long, long time.

She stared in awe at the snow-capped mountains until Alex rode up beside her.

“The pass is at least another twelve miles. We should press on while there’s still daylight.”

No, Imeris told her. The horses are tired and need to graze. If Araste is hunting us, he must have lost our trail at the creek, otherwise he would have caught up to us by now. For the time being, we have little to fear and should use the opportunity to rest.

“Let’s not push the horses too hard,” said Tamuna. “If we leave early enough, we can make the pass tomorrow before noon.”

Alex’s lips pursed, but he nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll find a place to make camp.”

He chose a spot at the base of a rocky outcropping, with plenty of grass for the horses to graze. On the other side, the rocks gave way to a steep slope that stretched to the forests below. He strung up a cord between two stunted trees and laid down some hemlock branches for bedding. With that done, he laid a thick horsehair blanket over the top, tying off the corners for a tent. While Nika rolled some stones together for a fire pit, she went about gathering wood.

“Better keep it small,” said Alex. “We don’t want to put out too much smoke.”

“I know, I know,” Nika muttered.

They shared a small meal of porridge and cheese, eating together in silence. The clouds turned red and purple as the hoary peaks shone with the last rays of the setting sun.

The moment night fell, the temperature dropped sharply and a stiff wind howled all around them. Tamuna shivered and pulled her blanket out of her saddle bags, keeping her cloak tight around her until she was safe in the tent. Nika soon joined her, and together they made ready for the night.

“It’s so c-c-cold,” she said, her teeth chattering.

“I know,” said Nika. “We’ll have to stay close for warmth.”

He pulled the blanket over their clothes and curled up on the hemlock beside her. When she started to shiver, he wrapped his arms around her, rubbing her back until the shivering stopped. The wind roared in her ears, whipping the tent violently above her, but in Nika’s arms, she felt snug and secure.

How long they lay there, she didn’t know. She passed in and out of sleep, as every now and then a particularly strong gust of wind woke her. Each time, she feared that she’d find herself tumbling off the mountain, or flying away in a whirlwind. Each time, however, Nika’s presence calmed her, his soft and measured breathing letting her know that she was safe.

“Thank you,” she whispered, hardly aware that she had spoken. 

At that moment, the tent flap parted, and a rough hand jostled the both of them. Nika started at once, pushing Tamuna aside.

“Your turn at watch, stable boy,” came Alex’s voice. “Get a move on.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Someone’s got to keep watch.”

Tamuna frowned in the darkness. “What do you mean? There’s no way Araste could be hunting us now.”

“Yes, but the wolves might.”

“I’m going, I’m going,” said Nika. “Just give me a minute.”

It took a while for him to put on his boots and step outside. The moment he was gone, Alex slid onto the bedding where he had been. Tamuna stiffened a little, not sure whether to snuggle up to him the way she had to Nika. While she hesitated, Alex turned his back to her.

“I hope you won’t be breathing down my neck all night,” he muttered.

Her heart sank, and she turned so that her back was up against his. He felt so cold, she might as well have laid up against a stone. With the wind howling all around her, she didn’t think she’d ever felt so lonely.



Smoke in the Valley

 

The window panes rattled in the wind, but the thick stone walls of the mountain church were unshaken. Tamuna took a moment to gain her bearings. Tall brass candelabras stood by every pillar, casting the sanctuary in a dim, mellow light. She walked slowly down the nave.

“Imeris?” she called out, frowning. The sound of her voice shattering the silence was like a stone smashing a window.

The lower level seemed eerily empty, so she took one of the candelabras and climbed up the spiral stairwell near the main door. A chill draft blew through the tiny barred windows, making her shiver. She pulled her cloak tight and walked a little faster.

When she reached the top, she found Imeris standing by the balcony, staring off as if lost in thought.

“Imeris?” she asked, keeping her voice soft this time. He turned to face her, hands clasped behind his back. The candlelight made his golden-red beard glisten, and cast the rest of his face in shadow.

“Good evening, Tamuna. I’m glad to see that you finally managed to get some rest. Our time together is short, so please, follow me.” 

He took the candelabra and led her down the stairwell.

“Where are we going?” she asked as she hurried to keep up with him. A particularly harsh gust of wind rattled the windows, making her hug her chest.

“You’ll see.”

They passed the door to the main level and kept going, down into the bedrock. The stairs spiraled once, then twice, until the chill drafts and the howling of the wind were far behind. The farther they went, the warmer the air felt. By the time they reached the bottom, Tamuna had stopped shivering.

“What is this place?” she asked. 

Imeris stopped in front of the heavy wooden door at the end of the stairs and handed her the candelabra. From a ring at his waist, he produced an iron key. After working the lock for a few moments, it released with a metallic thud. He put his weight against the door, and it swung slowly open.

“Every sanctuary has a crypt: a dark, hidden place lying just beneath the surface, filled with forgotten bones and ancient relics. In that, it is not dissimilar from the human mind.”

Tamuna’s arms tensed a little as she followed him through the doorway. The air was perfectly still and smelled of fine clay. Four pillars held up a vaulted ceiling in the center, but from the rough walls and the irregular shape of the chamber, she guessed that it had been carved from a natural cave.

With the candelabra, Imeris lit the four torches set against the pillars. They blazed to life, lighting the crypt with their deep yellow flames. Shadows danced across the walls, but a black stone table in the center of the room held her eye. The mosaic chadrak board sat on top of it, the pieces facing off in their starting positions. Two elaborately carved wooden chairs sat on either side of the table, their plush silk cushions fashioned in the arabesque style of the Southland empires. 

The arrangement was so exotic that it left her speechless. Imeris chuckled and set the candelabra on the table.

“Well? Are you going to take your seat?”

“You want to play?”

“Not just play, Tamuna. I brought you here to teach you.”

She frowned. “But I already know how to play chadrak.”

“The basic rules, yes,” he said, taking the seat reserved for black. “However, the deeper strategy can take an entire lifetime to master.”

“Why do you want to teach me?” she asked as she sat down across from him. The ivory pieces glistened in the flickering torchlight as if yearning to be played.

Imeris leaned forward and stroked his beard with his thumb and forefinger. “Wars are not won by strength or prowess alone. In the coming struggle, cleverness and foresight will be even more crucial to our victory than your ability to wield me in battle.”

You say that because I can’t wield you, Tamuna thought without saying it aloud. If Imeris could hear her thoughts, though, he chose to ignore them.

“There is much in the realm of strategy that I have to share with you,” he continued. “However, your mind is not yet ready to receive it. Just as your muscles need to be strengthened and toned, so must your mind be stretched and expanded.”

“And the best way to do that is through chadrak?”

“Yes. Shall we begin?”

“All right. Let’s start.”

He gestured to her with his hand. “Last time, we discussed the most common opening for the game. What is it?”

“The king’s pikeman,” she said, advancing the piece two squares.

“Very good. As you said before, it opens two crucial diagonals and takes firm control of the center. But what is to prevent me from doing this?”

He advanced his queen’s pikeman by two squares. Tamuna frowned.

“Why move your piece there if I can just take it?”

“You could take my pikeman, but if you do, I could capture yours and take control of the center with the queen—my strongest piece.”

He moved the pieces to illustrate. At the end of the exchange, the black queen sat firmly in the center of the board, with all the other pieces exactly as they had been at the beginning.

“What should I do now?” Tamuna asked.

“What do you think you should do?”

She rested her chin on her hands and took a moment to think. The queen could move freely across ranks, files, and diagonals. Therefore, none of her pieces could attack without coming under threat themselves—except for the knight, the only piece that moved in a peculiar L-shape.

“How about this?” she asked, moving her queen’s knight forward.

Imeris nodded. “Very good. The knight successfully attacks the queen, forcing her to move. But with your king exposed, I can attack him while still maintaining control of the center, like this.” He moved the queen over one square, into the same file as her king. 

“Check.”

Tamuna stared at the board for a second, considering her next move. It was impossible to move her king out of check, but she could block the attack with her mage, her queen, or either of her knights. She chose the knight that she had moved before.

“Why did you do that?” Imeris asked.

“Because I had to block with something.”

He shook his head. “Every move must have a purpose, Tamuna. If possible, each move should accomplish two or three things at once.”

“How am I supposed to do that?”

He moved her knight back to the square where it had been. “Why did you move your queen’s knight when it was already in a good position? Your queen could have blocked the attack just as easily, and attacked my queen at the same time.”

“But then you could just take my queen.”

“I could,” he said, nodding as he moved her queen into the gap. “But what advantage would it give me? It would not be wise to capture one of your pieces merely because I can. Capturing your queen would simply mean losing my own, a simple exchange that profits me nothing.”

“But—but I don’t want to put my queen in danger.”

“That is no way to play chadrak. A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships were made for.”

“All right,” she said, making the recommended move. “So what now?”

He smiled and stroked his chin. “If it were your move, what would you do?”

“I don’t know. Move my queen, I guess.”

“Where?”

She took a second to peer at the board. “Well, I’d want to stay in the center if I can. Maybe I’d move here, next to the knight.”

She pointed to the square diagonally adjacent to her knight. Imeris nodded.

“A fair move,” he said. “It maintains a presence in the center, while moving the queen out of immediate danger. But if you were defending, what would be your response?”

“This,” she said, moving her king’s knight ahead of the king’s mage’s pawn. “Now you have to move your queen again.”

Imeris chuckled. “Indeed. My position right now is truly precarious. While you have engaged both of your knights and taken firm control of the center, the only piece I’ve managed to advance is my queen. With all of your pieces working together and my queen completely alone, there’s little I can do to stop you.”

Even with his help, she felt a small sense of accomplishment. I can do this, she thought to herself. I might not be able to wield the sword yet, but I can do this.

“Now, what did you learn from this exchange?”

“Don’t bring the queen out too early.”

“Why not?”

“Because she’ll just become a target.”

“Exactly. For that reason, it’s generally best to strike with the little thing first. Knights and mages are more powerful than pikemen, strongmen are more powerful than knights and mages, and the queen is the most powerful piece of all. If you bring her out too quickly, you will expend all of your effort just to defend her.”

“Then why have they sent Araste against us?”

“Good question,” he said. “You are wise to draw parallels between the game and our struggle. Araste is certainly a force to be reckoned with, but he is by no means the most formidable piece in the enemy’s hands.”

“But I thought he was an enchanted sword, just like you.”

“You are forgetting that the enemy has four other swords on their side. Compared to them, Araste is no more than a knight or a mage.”

His answer made her shudder. The shadows around the walls of the crypt seemed a little darker, the air a little thicker. She couldn’t help but feel as if something in the shadows was watching her.

“What else did you learn?” Imeris asked.

“That it’s all right to put your pieces in danger. Because if you don’t, then you’ll never be able to use them.”

“Indeed,” he said, nodding. “In war, the path of safety almost always leads to defeat. However, that doesn’t make it wise to advance headlong into danger. I did that with my queen, and look what came of it.”

“Your pieces have to all work together,” she blurted. “I mean, I didn’t just attack your queen with my knight, I attacked it with everything I could.”

“Precisely. And if you’ll analyze your current position, you’ll see that each of your pieces is defended by one or two others. At this point, there’s very little I can do to strike back.”

“Right.”

“And yet, even though your knights, your queen, and your mage all threatened my queen, did you ever follow through with any of those threats?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I never did.”

“What does this teach you?”

She bit her lip. “I’m not sure.”

“Consider how Araste attacked us in the forest by your village. Even though he nearly killed us, we still managed to evade him. But once we were safe in Kutaisa, he was able to keep us trapped for several days, merely because of the threat he posed. Can you see how the threat was more powerful than the execution?”

“Yes,” she said, and as she did, her comprehension began to expand. Araste wasn’t just a lone wolf, pursuing them alone; he was the vanguard of a much larger force, moving in tandem with dozens, perhaps hundreds of other pieces that she didn’t yet know about. Where and how they would strike, she didn’t know, but their target was clear: Imeris, and by extension, her.

The realization hit her like a blow to the gut. Her stomach began to turn. 

“That is enough for tonight’s lesson,” said Imeris, rising from his seat. “I am sorry to overwhelm you, but if we are to stay ahead of the enemy, we must move as quickly as we can.”

“Right,” she said, taking a deep breath. The torchlight flickered, making the shadows dance across the rough stone walls.

 

* * * * *

 

The hour just before dawn was Nika’s favorite part of the day. There was something wonderful about the morning, especially in the wilderness. With the whole day before them, anything was still possible.

Tamuna’s going to be hungry when she wakes up, he thought as he watched the dawn sky. Besides, any excuse to make a fire was a good one, especially with how cold it was.

A couple of small embers remained from the previous evening. With some dried grass and patient coaxing, he soon had a fire large enough to boil a small pot of water. It took a while to get the water warm, but he didn’t mind. It warmed his hands, and he enjoyed the work.

The sun rose quickly in the high mountains. The murky twilight soon gave way to a deep blue sky, as clear and cloudless as the day before. Far off to the north, the snow-capped peaks shone with the light of dawn while the valleys remained in shadow. Moments later, the sun peeked over the eastern horizon, making Nika squint. The bright yellow rays warmed his face, while the wind died down to a calm morning breeze.

Alex was the first to rise. Nika didn’t hear him until he sat down by the fire.

“Morning,” said Nika, covering his surprise. “Hungry?”

Alex grunted and accepted a bowl of porridge without a word. From his pack, he broke off a large piece of cheese and stirred it in.

Tamuna joined them a few moments later. Her hair was matted, and she had dark rings under her eyes. Nika didn’t blame her—after spending half the night on watch, he probably looked just as wretched as she did. Still, she smiled at him as he offered her breakfast.

“Thanks.”

“Did you sleep well?”

She shrugged. “Well enough, I hope. Have we got another hard day ahead of us?”

Alex shook his head. “The pass isn’t far. Once we cross over, we’ll be in Aramandi territory. They’ll be expecting us.”

“Do you think we can make Akalika by the evening?”

“Perhaps,” he said, stroking his chin. “It would be a push, but if we leave now, I think we could do it.”

“Let’s pack up, then,” said Tamuna. She set her half-finished bowl on a rock and rose to her feet. Nika frowned.

“What’s the hurry?” he asked. “Are we in danger?”

“It’s not danger, Nika. It’s time.”

“What do you mean?”

She took an apple out of her pack and slipped it into her cloak pocket. “We need to go as quickly as we can. The enemy is on the move, and we need to stay ahead of them.”

Her answer made Nika’s stomach fall, not so much from what she’d said as the way she’d said it. Lines of worry creased her face—lines that hadn’t been there only days before. Her eyes were distant, and it seemed as if she was looking through him and not at him. 

We’re not going to be the same people we were when we started, her words came back to him. At least, I know I’m not.

“So be it,” said Alex. “I’ll ready the horses.”

He walked off down the hill to where the horses were tied. Nika waited until he was out of earshot.

“Tamuna? Are you all right?”

She gave him a puzzled look. “Why? Is something the matter?”

“I don’t know. It’s just… Well, you don’t seem like yourself.”

“How?” she asked, frowning.

He tried to think of a way to explain himself, but his thoughts and emotions were much too complex. Instead, he picked up the bowl of half-eaten porridge and handed it back to her.

“Aren’t you still hungry?” he asked. “I know you don’t like to eat much, but there’s no sense riding on an empty stomach.”

“I suppose,” she said, taking the bowl. “Did you make this food for me?”

“Of course,” he said, blushing as soon as the words left his mouth. He turned his face away from her and began packing up his cooking things.

“Thank you, Nika. I’m glad you came with us.”

“No problem,” he muttered.

She finished off the bowl and wiped it clean with the hem of her skirt. He took it back without a word, but when their hands briefly touched, shivers ran down his spine.

Alex came back with the horses, and she packed up her bedroll while he took down the tent. Together, they managed to break camp in almost no time at all. It was as if they’d always been on the road, and all their memories of life in the village were just a dream. Nika didn’t know how he felt about that either, but so long as he and Tamuna were together, he supposed it didn’t matter.

But what if she changes into someone I don’t recognize? he thought silently to himself as he mounted his pony. What if I change that much, too?

 

* * * * *

 

Two miles to the pass, with an hour to noon, Alex thought as he walked his horse up the treeless mountain slope. With luck, they would be in Akalika by nightfall.

For the first time since Tamuna had drawn the sword, he felt able to relax. The sun was warm, the day was beautiful, and it was early enough in the season that they didn’t have to worry about conditions at the pass. Plus, even if the enemy was tracking them, they had enough of a head start that it hardly made a difference.

They crested the ridge-line and continued up the gentle slope. From their new vantage point, the craggy peaks of the Lesser Kevonas were clearly visible. Here and there, a lonely mountain herder’s hut sat along a cliff or a ridge, but few cattle grazed in the rolling meadows. Most of the farmers had already migrated down to the valleys for the winter.

“Is that the pass?” Tamuna asked, riding up alongside him. She pointed to a narrow line on the other side of the ridge, winding down a short distance before passing behind an imposing limestone cliff.

“That’s the second pass,” said Alex. “The first pass is just on the other side of this mountain. We’ll skirt the summit and come down to the road in about half an hour.”

“Would you look at that,” Nika muttered, mostly to himself. “You can see the whole world from here!”

Only if your world is the village where you were born, Alex mused. Still, he had to admit it was a remarkable view. The snow-capped peaks of the Greater Kevonas extended across the northern horizon in an unbroken line, from Dzelnika in the east to Khevsura in the west. Even with a slight haze in the air, they had a clear view of the valley, with Kutaisa in the center.

“What’s that?” Tamuna asked. She turned her horse around and lifted a hand to shield her eyes.

Alex peered where she was looking. As his gaze fell on the valley, he squinted and frowned. Was that smoke rising from the city walls? Something was definitely wrong. Large groups of people were streaming into the city, dressed in black and red. There didn’t seem to be much order to their movements, but on the outskirts near the forest—

The enemy, he realized with a sickening lurch.

“Is that fire?” Nika asked.

“Oh no,” said Tamuna, her hand falling.

“It appears they’ve stormed the main gate,” said Alex. “They’ll attack the citadel next, and with their numbers, the defenders won’t last long.”

“But—but who?” Nika stammered. He looked to Alex with eyes wide with terror. “Who would invade us, and why?”

“It’s because of me,” Tamuna whispered. “The enemy attacked the city because they knew I was there.”

She’s right, Alex realized. Had we tarried, as I advised her, we would be caught in the siege right now.

A bright, soundless flash lit up the city just below the citadel, igniting a whole city block. Giant clouds of smoke rose from the conflagration. The thunderous boom reached them several moments later, echoing through the mountains like the footfall of a giant. The horses flicked their ears and stamped their hooves uneasily.

“What was that?” asked Nika.

“Great-mages,” said Alex, clenching his reigns until his knuckles turned white. “The enemy must be desperate to bring out their strongest forces so soon.”

Tamuna shuddered. “Great-mages?” she asked softly. “What are those?”

“Mages who have given themselves so totally to the magic arts that they’re little more than wraiths. Their power is so great, they can destroy entire armies with a single spell.”

Another explosion flared in the center of the city. This time, the entire south wall of the citadel collapsed in a heap of dust and stone.

I should be down there right now, he thought to himself. I should be fighting to avenge my family’s honor, not running away to Aramand. The thought was a stupid one, of course, but he couldn’t help but feel that he ought to be doing more.

His horse whinnied and stomped. “We’d better get moving,” he said. “If they want us badly enough to take Kutaisa, they won’t be far behind.”

“Do you think they’ll follow us into Aramand?” Nika asked, the tremor in his voice betraying his fear.

“I wouldn’t doubt it.”

Tamuna’s face went white. She glanced back down at the city before following Alex as he started back up the ridge.

You were right, a part of him wanted to tell her. I was wrong about staying in Kutaisa. I should have listened to you sooner. When he tried to open his mouth, though, the words failed to come. His cheeks burned red, as much with anger as with shame.

“Do you think they’ll see us?” she asked. “We’re bound to stand out on the top of this ridge. Don’t you think we should seek cover?”

“I think we should keep moving,” he said, spurring his horse onward.

 

* * * * *

 

Tamuna’s heart felt heavy and her stomach weak as she followed Alex up the steep mountain ridge. It’s my fault, she thought over and over to herself. People are dying right now, and it’s all because I put them in danger.

Another awful boom echoed across the mountains. She glanced over her shoulder at the valley, but a wave of dizziness made her turn back.

It’s not your fault, Imeris reassured her. You had no way of knowing that any of this would happen. 

She bit her lip and took in a sharp breath. Nika rode up just below her, looking up with a worried frown.

“Are you all right, Tamuna?”

“I’ll be fine,” she said softly. “Let’s get out of this place.” Alex was almost fifty yards ahead of them by now, so she urged her horse onward.

There’s a strategy to the enemy’s movements. Can you see it?

She wiped her nose and looked out across the mountainous lands of Aramand to the south. Far in the distance, she could make out the glimmering surface of a large body of water. That would be Lake Aram, headwaters of the Arma River. From the stories she’d heard, she knew that the capital city sat on its northeastern shore. Until just a few moments ago, she’d been excited to go there. Now, with the fall of Kutaisa and war raging in her homeland, she didn’t know how she felt anymore.

As her thoughts wandered, a map of the Kevonas presented itself to her mind so clearly she could remember the shape of every river and mountain range. It became a board for a game of chadrak, and the black pieces of the enemy began to advance southward. Kvalzala and Lazikala were the first to fall, with the knights lancing down into the mountains. The enemy mage took Kutaisa, threatening Khevsura along the main diagonal. Dzelnikala had no hope, and when it fell, the entire eastern seashore would fall with it. Above all else, the enemy stood poised to take Aramand: a key outpost in the center of the board, one that controlled the very heart of the eastern Kevonas.

Why are you showing me this? Tamuna wondered. Her head swam, and she closed her eyes to shut out the dizziness.

I am showing you nothing, said Imeris. You made the connections on your own.

But what does it all mean?

The enemy has made his move, and now threatens almost every place of refuge left open to us.

Then we’ll have to fall back, she replied. Go south and west—flee to the Southland deserts if we have to.

Up ahead, Alex followed the base of a large rocky outcropping on the right side of the ridge. With the profile they had cut along the ridge line, Tamuna was all too eager to follow him down.

Are you sure that’s wise? said Imeris. The more ground we cede now, the harder it will be to win it back later.

“I’m just not ready for this,” she said aloud. “I—I can’t possibly fight back.”

Perhaps. But in time, that will change.

The smoke from the battle at Kutaisa rose high over the valley, even looming above the mountains. She stole one final glance at it, then shuddered and looked away. All around her, the mountains stood like silent witnesses to the ages, watching the city burn. And even though she knew it was pointless to blame herself, she couldn’t help but feel they were accusing her.

Why should I put any more lives in danger?

Because sometimes, Imeris answered, that’s the only way to save them.



Part II: Aramand

An Unlikely Savior

 

There was as little traffic at the pass as there had been on the road leading up to it. Alex knew, though, that in a day or two both would be flooded with refugees fleeing the sack of Kutaisa. He knew all too well the horrors that war would bring.

“How much farther to Akalika?” Nika asked, breaking the silence.

“We’ll get there by sundown,” Alex answered.

He led his horse at a trot across the wide mountain meadow. The grass was cropped close to the ground, with only wagon ruts to mark the road. Far in the distance, the shimmering surface of Lake Aram shone like a silver platter, surrounded on all sides by dark, craggy mountains.

There was one consolation in the fall of Kutaisa: The enemy would not be able to launch an invasion of Aramand. They would have to consolidate their gains and establish new supply lines, which would confine their forces to the northern valleys for the winter. Even if they took the entire eastern coast by subterfuge, Aramand was a landlocked mountain country. The borders would not be difficult to secure.

Still, with the vast resources the enemy could bring to bear, it was only a matter of time before Aramand fell. 

The rumble of distant hooves brought him out of his melancholy thoughts. A group of about twenty horsemen were cutting across the meadow towards them to the right. They wore the black-and-gold uniform of the Aramandi guard, with woolen skullcaps and polished steel bucklers. They fanned out as they approached, clearly intending to surround the three travelers who had entered their lands.

“Who are they?” Tamuna asked. 

“The border guard,” Alex answered. He drew up his horse and glanced back at Nika, whose eyes were wide and nervous.

The Aramandi horsemen were old and grizzled, with gray beards and weathered faces. Their eyes were shifty and untrusting. Alex noted that their leader was barely older than himself, with a clean-shaven face and curly blond hair that peeked out from beneath his woolen skullcap. He sat low on his horse, though his shoulders were broad. For weapons, he carried a bastard sword at his waist, paired with a red and black buckler.

“Greetings, strangers,” he said, eying each of them in turn. “I am Argo, son of King Eraklei and crown prince of Aramand. Who are you, and what brings you into our lands?”

The horses stomped nervously, while Tamuna glanced at Alex in concern. Far in the distance, an eagle cried.

“I am Alexander Andretzek of the Order of the Golden Cross,” Alex answered him. “We come seeking Master Ivanar at the stronghold of Akalika.”

Prince Argo narrowed his eyes. “So, you are the new sword bearer? Where is the legendary blade?”

Alex turned to Tamuna and nodded. She took a deep breath and pulled aside her cloak, revealing the sword.

“Since when does the sword bearer entrust his blade to his shield maiden?”

“I am the sword bearer,” said Tamuna.

The soldiers burst into laughter. Two of the younger ones had the audacity to jeer. 

Blood rushed to Alex’s face, and he wheeled his horse around to face them.

“Do you take my order for a band of liars?”

“We heard nothing of this from any member of your order,” said Argo. “We were only told to escort you to Akalika. No one told us that the sword bearer was a woman.”

“Well, it’s true,” said Tamuna, trying a bit too hard to sound confident. “I am Tamuna Leladze, the last sword bearer.”

“Is that so?” asked one of the older soldiers. He leaned over and spat on the ground. 

“My daughter’s child has more meat on her bones than this girl,” muttered another. Several men around him chuckled.

“Does she?” said Alex, his lips curling in a snarl. “Then I suggest you dress her in armor and send her up here in your place, old man.”

The others fell silent, and the soldier’s face turned red with rage. He drew his sword as if to issue a challenge, but Alex’s blade was already in his hand.

“Enough of this nonsense!” Argo bellowed. “Stand down, Lucca.”

Alex stared the old soldier directly in the eye, refusing to sheath his sword until his opponent did so first. After a few tense moments, the old man complied with his prince’s orders. Alex nodded and did likewise.

“This is foolishness,” said Prince Argo. “Please, forgive the misconduct of my men.”

“I suggest you apologize to the sword bearer.”

The prince turned to Tamuna and bowed his head.

“My apologies, milady. We meant no offense.”

“And none was taken,” she responded graciously. “Will you escort us to Akalika?”

“Yes, milady. We will take you there straight away.”

With that, Prince Argo turned and gave orders to his men. A pair of young riders galloped ahead, while three others spread out along the meadow. The others flanked the party on either side, following them as they rode.

“Thanks for standing up for me,” Tamuna whispered.

Stand up for yourself, Alex wanted to say. Instead, he held his tongue.

 

* * * * *

 

It was almost an hour past sundown when the party rode through the heavy iron gates of the stronghold. Tamuna was exhausted, but she took care not to show it. With the way the Aramandi soldiers had scorned her at the pass, the last thing she needed was to give them more reasons to doubt her.

Don’t worry, Imeris told her as they dismounted in the center of the narrow courtyard. The Aramandi people are our friends.

“I hope so,” Tamuna muttered. Even with the sword’s reassurance, she found that difficult to believe.

The soldiers rode on through a second gateway on the other side of the courtyard, while two stable boys came to take their horses. If she were in their place, she would hardly be able to bridle her curiosity. These were not simple village folk, though. They were men of iron and steel.

The stronghold was smaller than the citadel of Kutaisa, but was no less imposing. The main courtyard was paved with brick and cobblestone, with clay-shingled workshops surrounding it. The sound of iron hammers rang from a sizable blacksmith’s shop, one with two chimneys. Unlike the city walls of Kutaisa, the crenellations all came to a point, with arabesque patterns carved into the dark gray stone. Guards kept watch on every battlement.

On the far side of the courtyard, a tall stone tower rose like a miniature keep, with narrow arrow slits and iron-barred windows. Colorful red and black bricks traced intricate patterns across its face. It was obvious that the tower was much older than the rest of the stronghold.

“Welcome to Akalika,” said Prince Argo, joining them from the stables. He hesitated a moment, as if unsure whether to address her or Alex. She smiled and bowed as graciously as she could manage.

“Thank you for the escort. Is Master Ivanar here?”

“Yes, he’s waiting for you in the great hall. But first, milady, allow me to show you to your quarters.”

Tamuna nodded, and he led them to the main double doors of the tower. They were made of solid oak, set in a black iron casing. Tamuna glanced at Alex as they walked inside, but as usual, his face was impossible to read.

“This fortress has secured our northern borders for more than a thousand years,” Argo explained. “I apologize for the lack of amenities, but my men will do all that they can to see to your comfort.”

He’s trying to save face, whispered Imeris. He would prefer to put you up like a queen, especially after the way his soldiers derided you.

“That’s all right,” said Tamuna. “It doesn’t matter how comfortable we are as long as we’re safe.”

Argo’s face fell a little, and Alex let out a sharp breath between his teeth. The sound made her cringe the way she used to as a little girl when Aunt Sopiko gave her a scolding. What did I say wrong? she wanted to ask, but the moment passed too quickly for even Imeris to give her an answer.

“The royal suite is at the top of the tower,” said Prince Argo, leading them to a narrow spiral stairwell. “We don’t have many servants to spare you, but when my father arrives with his court, I’m sure that will change.”

“King Eraklei is coming here?” asked Alex as he followed Tamuna through the doorway.

“Yes indeed. When he hears of your arrival, I have no doubt that he’ll come as quickly as he can.”

His answer made Tamuna bite her lip and swallow. What would the king think of her? A lowly Kutaisan tavern wench the prophesied savior of Aramand? No doubt rumors about her were already flying across the kingdom.

You’ll be fine, said Imeris. Alex and Ivanar will vouch for you, if that becomes necessary. But I don’t think that it will.

A crash at the base of the stairs made them look down. Nika hastily grabbed at the pan that had fallen from his pack, dropping another. He glanced up sheepishly, his cheeks burning with embarrassment.

“Your servant is clumsy,” Prince Argo remarked.

He’s not a servant, Tamuna wanted to say. Instead, she held her tongue.

They climbed the rest of the stairs without incident. Torches illuminated the narrow stairwell, the flames whispering as they made the shadows dance. The old stone steps were steep and uneven, and Tamuna climbed them with difficulty.

The royal suite had a high vaulted ceiling, with tapestries draping the bare stone walls and a luxurious Southland rug covering the wooden floor. Several wool blankets were stacked at the foot of a queen-sized bed, and a fire already blazed in the fireplace. There were only two windows, both of them narrow and barred. Neither of them had glass panes.

“This is your room, milady,” said the Prince. “Our servants’ quarters are on the ground floor.” He glanced sidelong at Nika, who was still breathing heavily from the stairs.

“I’m not a servant,” he muttered.

“Then what are you?”

“He’s a friend,” said Tamuna. “I mean—”

“A friend of the Order,” said Alex, stepping between them. “As such, he will stay with me in the barracks.”

Tamuna opened her mouth to protest, but Imeris cut her short. Don’t object. It would be difficult to explain Nika’s presence in your bedchamber without causing a small scandal.

The rebuke made her cheeks redden. Nika glanced at her in alarm, but she smiled to reassure him.

“In that case, milady, we shall leave you to your quarters. The great hall is on the second floor. You may join us at your leisure.”

The prince bowed and turned to leave. Nika gave her a funny look before following. His pans clattered, making Tamuna cringe for how silly he must look to have carried them all the way up the tower.

“Prince Argo,” she said, stopping him at the door. He turned and cocked his head inquisitively.

“Yes, milady?”

“You will see to my friends’ comfort, won’t you?”

“Milady, I assure you, no member of your party will want for anything while you are our guests.”

He gave her a crisp and unexpected bow, which she returned as best she could. Both he and Nika left. Alex, however, lingered in the doorway.

“Meet with me and Ivanar in the great hall as soon as you can,” he said softly. “I know you’re tired, but we need to discuss our plans.”

“Of course. I’ll be down soon.”

“Good.”

With that, he left her alone in the empty bedroom. She listened at the door until his footsteps faded, replaced by the howl of the late-autumn wind. The fire was hot, but a cold draft blew across the room through the windows. She walked over to shut them, but found no shutters or windowpanes—nothing but the cold iron bars.

That’s what the blankets are for, Imeris told her.

“I guess so,” said Tamuna. She unstrapped the sword and set it down on the bed. The figures in the tapestries stared down at her with lifeless eyes, the firelight dancing across their dull and faded colors. But from the way the wind howled through the open windows, she might as well have been at the top of the mountain pass.

 

* * * * *

 

Nika followed Alex and the Aramandi prince down the long stairway in silence. How was he supposed to have known that the room was only for Tamuna? Now he felt like a complete and utter fool. The clanging of his pots only made it worse.

They reached the first floor of the tower and walked past the armory. Prince Argo stopped to talk with some soldiers while Alex continued through the main doors. Nika hesitated for a moment, unsure whom to follow, but decided it was better to stay with the person he knew than the one he didn’t.

“Where are we going?” he asked once they were out in the courtyard. The moon was high in the late afternoon sky, while a chill autumn wind bit his hands and cheeks.

“To the barracks,” Alex muttered.

“The barracks?”

“Yes. We’ll stay with Master Ivanar in the officers’ quarters.”

He led them through a gate with a pointed arch to another courtyard. This one was much longer than the other, with a cloistered dormitory taking up the entire far side. A small group of soldiers milled about by the door.

The room inside was cozy, with everything in perfect order. Every chair was at a table, and every book was on a shelf. There were no bottles or dishware lying around, and the logs were carefully stacked on a cradle beside the fireplace. 

“Better take off your boots,” said Alex. “Don’t want to track dirt all over the place.”

“What about you?” asked Nika.

“I’ve got business in the tower. The bedroom is in the back. There should be a spare cot in the corner, with plenty of blankets in the closet.”

“Why can’t I come with you?”

Alex rolled his eyes and scowled. “Listen, stable boy, you may be a friend of the sword bearer, but this is no place for you.”

“What about Tamuna?” Nika asked, clenching his fists.

“Stay away from her. The last thing she needs is for you to sully her reputation.”

We’re just friends! Nika wanted to scream, though he had to admit his feelings for Tamuna ran deep. But what was wrong with that?

“This isn’t your village,” said Alex, narrowing his eyes. “You aren’t a member of the Order and don’t belong here. Keep your head down, and don’t make trouble.”

Without another word, Alex turned and left. For a moment, Nika felt an urge to run after him, just to keep him from having the last word. As his temper slowly cooled, though, he had to admit that Alex was right.

Defeated, he leaned against the wall and slipped down until he was sitting on his ankles. His eyes burned, but he refused to let himself cry, even if no one was there to see him. 

 

* * * * *

 

“Master Ivanar,” said Alex, striding through the doors of Akalika’s great hall. A grin spread across his face at the sight of his mentor, the old sword keeper.

“Ah, Alex,” said Ivanar, rising from the large oaken table. “The captain of the guard told me you’d arrived. Your presence brings me great relief.”

They clasped arms and embraced each other warmly. A couple of guards at the far end of the hall watched them in silence. Otherwise, they were alone.

“How was your journey?” Ivanar asked. “Come, have a seat.”

Alex pulled up one of the finely carved armchairs and made himself comfortable in it. Torches illuminated the vaulted ceiling, while intricate tapestries decorated the otherwise bare stone walls. The hall wasn’t nearly as grand or magnificent as those of the great castles of his homeland, but for a mountain stronghold, it was more impressive than most. 

“Araste intercepted us before we could make the pass. Fortunately, we evaded him and took refuge in Kutaisa.”

“I heard there was an invasion,” said Ivanar. He steepled his fingers and rested his chin on his thumbs.

“Yes. We barely escaped that, too, though it came as a surprise even to me.”

“The enemy have been eying the eastern Kevonas for quite some time. The presence of the sword bearer only precipitated their plans. Whether they aimed to capture the sword bearer in Kutaisa or not, they now control all access to the sea.”

Alex frowned. “Are you saying the road to Zgrosa is cut off?”

“No, but the enemy’s fleets have already blockaded the coastal kingdoms. There will be no help from the isles of the east.”

The door to the hall creaked open and Tamuna peeked in. Her long black hair reached halfway to the floor, still a little matted from the ride over the mountains. 

“Ah,” said Master Ivanar, rising to greet her. “Please, come in.”

The Aramandi soldiers stared at her as she entered, but if she noticed, she made no sign of it. The sword Imeris hung low on her narrow waist, but she swung her hips just enough to keep it from getting in the way. If that was her way of compensating for the sword’s weight, then so be it.

“Master Ivanar,” she said, clasping hands with the old man. “I’m glad to see you again.”

“And I to see you, young lady,” said Ivanar. “Please, have a seat.”

She unstrapped the sword from her belt and laid it across the table in front of them. Across the room, the soldiers continued to stare. Alex narrowed his eyes at them, and they decided it was better to continue their conversation elsewhere. 

“Our last meeting was cut regrettably short,” said Ivanar, settling back in his chair. “But now, we have plenty of time to acquaint you with the situation.”

“Yes,” said Tamuna. She laid her cloak on the table and sat down. “Where should we start?”

“How much has the sword explained to you?” Ivanar asked.

“A lot. The prophecy, the order, how the swords were forged, how Araste became corrupted—basically, all the history he knows.”

“And has it begun to instruct you?”

“A little,” she answered. “Mostly strategy, though a lot of it is hard for me to grasp. He’s teaching me chadrak, and that helps.”

Alex frowned. “Chadrak?”

“Yes.”

“That’s certainly one way to do it,” said Ivanar, chuckling. “Do you play, young lady?”

“A little. I’m not that good at it, though.”

“We didn’t come to Akalika to play chadrak,” Alex muttered. 

“Certainly not,” said Ivanar. “But there are many lessons one can learn from such a game. Speaking of which, I assume you are anxious to begin your training?”

Tamuna nodded.

“By now, you must know that the enemy is on the move. They want to prevent you from becoming a threat to them. But we can hardly stand up to their forces until the sword has shared all its knowledge with you. And for that, you must be prepared to receive it.”

“That’s what Imeris keeps telling me,” said Tamuna. She glanced at Alex. “And that’s why he’s teaching me chadrak.”

“This war is far more complex than a mere board game.”

Ivanar silenced him with a pointed look. “I wouldn’t speak so quickly, Alex. The sword is the bearer’s teacher, not us. Do you doubt the wisdom of the sword?”

Alex clenched his fingers over the hem of his tunic, but gave his old mentor a nod. 

“Forgive me. I spoke out of turn.”

“There’s no need to beg forgiveness,” said Tamuna. “In any case, what are we going to do now that we’re at Akalika? We can’t stay here for long—not with the enemy on the move.”

Master Ivanar sighed and leaned forward. “That may be true. For the moment, however, the enemy’s forces are confined to Kutaisa and the Eastern Sea.”

“But Araste? What about him?”

“We’re safe enough here in Akalika,” said Alex. “He can’t possibly bring an army over the border without making war on all Aramand, and nothing short of an army could possibly breach this stronghold.”

“Still,” said Tamuna, “we shouldn’t stay in this place for long. If we do, we’ll only put the people of Aramand in danger.”

“Perhaps,” said Ivanar, tapping his fingertips together. “The enemy is strong, and our friends are not yet prepared to stand against them. That will change in time, but time is not something the enemy will give us.”

“We need to go south. Flee across the mountains, to the other side of the Kevonas. The enemy is already committed to their eastern campaign—they won’t be able to follow us to the Southlands.”

Alex bristled. Are you saying we should run like cowards? 

“That’s all very good counsel,” said Ivanar, “but we must wait for King Eraklei to discuss it. In the meantime, you should begin your physical training.”

“Of course. How should I start?”

The old sword keeper put a hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Since the two of you have already done so well by each other, it is only fitting that Alex should be your trainer. He is young and strong, well versed in the arts of combat, and wholeheartedly devoted to the order.”

Alex tensed. “What about you, Master Ivanar? You’re the sword keeper.”

“Yes, but I’m getting too old for this sort of thing. I leave the honor to you.”

I’d hardly call it that.

“I would very much like to get started as soon as possible,” said Tamuna, her voice eager. 

“Very well,” said Ivanar. “You shall begin tomorrow, and report your progress directly to me.”

Alex scowled, but nodded obediently. “Yes, Master Ivanar.”

“Remember the oath that you have sworn. That was not to me, or to anyone else of our order, but to the sword and its bearer. Tamuna is every bit your master now as I am.”

“Of course.”

“I won’t disappoint you,” Tamuna said. “Either of you. I promise.”

Alex’s scowl deepened. I doubt that very much. 



Teacher and Trainer

 

A comforting sensation of warmth spread across Nika’s cheek. He opened his eyes and blinked in the light of the sun, streaming through the unshuttered window. The air was chilly and the mattress cold, but the sky was beautifully clear, promising a sunny day.

For a few brief moments, he struggled to remember where he was, or how he had gotten there. The tavern in Kutaisa, the last village before the road to the pass, the tent he’d shared with Tamuna in the mountains—the images all blurred in his mind, leaving him in a disorienting haze. When he looked out the window and saw the tower, however, it all came rushing back to him.

“Alex?” he called out as he rose to his feet. “Tamuna?” 

The bedroom was empty. He’d slept on a cot next to the window. The others who shared the room must have come in after he’d fallen asleep, and woken sometime before him.

He found his pants and pulled them up hastily, shivering a little in the chilly air. A few lonely embers lay among the ashes in the fireplace. He didn’t have time to stoke them, though. He’d already wasted enough daylight.

The air outside was crisp but not cold. He kept to the sunny side of the courtyard, walking past a group of soldiers sparring with their swords. The steel blades glistened in the sunlight, ringing as they struck. More than one of them had stripped down to the waist, and their wide shoulders and bulging muscles made Nika painfully aware of his own scrawniness.

The door to the tower was open, and he took a few tentative steps inside. If I can join the Order of the Golden Cross, I can stay with Tamuna, he thought to himself. I have to find Master Ivanar.

The grand hall was dim and vaulted, much like the chapel of the village church back home. Two large tables ran down the center, with a few small groups of soldiers talking and laughing over a late breakfast—or perhaps an early lunch. 

Nika scanned the room but didn’t recognize any of the faces. Discouraged and feeling more than a little out of place, he turned to leave.

“Hold there, boy,” came a voice from behind him. It sounded vaguely familiar, though he couldn’t quite place it. He turned and found himself looking up at a swarthy man with a thick black beard and a dark brown cloak. Underneath, he wore a white tunic with a golden cross embroidered on the front. 

“You are the boy who came over the mountains with the sword bearer?”

“Yes,” said Nika. “Who are—”

“Master Ivanar asked to see you. He’s out on the wall right now.”

Nika’s cheeks burned. How long had Master Ivanar been waiting for him? He cursed himself for sleeping in so long.

The wall overlooked a magnificent cliff, standing tall atop the treeless plain with a large lake in the distance. Villages lay scattered among the hills, with the closest less than a mile below them. A steep staircase descended down the side of the cliff, linking the stronghold with the village.

Master Ivanar stood over the stronghold’s main gate, staring out at the mountains with his hands clasped smartly behind his back. Nika hesitated, not sure how to approach him.

“There’s no need to fear me,” said Ivanar, still gazing out over the ramparts. He turned and smiled. “I am Master Ian Ivanar, the last sword keeper of the Order of the Golden Cross. What is your name?”

“My name is Nika Tqabladze. I’m one of Tamuna’s friends from the village.”

“So Alex tells me,” said Master Ivanar. “Why did you choose to follow her?”

“Because I’m her friend,” Nika answered. “You took her away so suddenly, I had to make sure she was all right. And now, well, I’m not going to abandon her.”

Master Ivanar’s gaze seemed to pierce right through him. Still, the old sword keeper did not seem stern or unkind. The length of time he lingered made Nika wonder if perhaps he saw something within him.

“That is understandable,” Ivanar said, nodding as he raised a hand to his chin. “Of course, by now you must realize that you cannot return to your village. Everything on the other side of those mountains has fallen into the hands of the enemy. If you tried to go back, they would torture you to learn where she is.”

Nika bit his lip and swallowed. “I know,” he said. “I want to join the Order.”

“Join the Order?” said Ivanar, raising an eyebrow. 

“That’s right. I know I’m just a stable boy, but I promise I won’t let you down.”

“I see,” said Ivanar, folding his arms. He looked Nika over from head to toe. “Do you have any combat experience?” 

“No,” Nika admitted. “I’m not much good at fighting. At least, I’ve never tried. But I know horses, and I can cook—just ask Tamuna about that.”

“I’m sure you can.”

“Please, don’t turn me away. I’ll do any job you give me, no matter how hard.”

“I believe you,” said Ivanar, stroking his chin in thought. “Our order exists to serve the sword, and by extension the one who bears it. Your dedication in coming with her this far is admirable.”

Nika’s heart leaped. Please, let me stay.

“However, initiation is a long and difficult process, requiring a full quorum. With the way events are unfolding, I don’t think we will be able to swear in any new members for quite some time.”

“Are you sure?” Nika asked. An awful sinking feeling seized his gut, making his legs feel weak and his palms clammy.

“Yes, unfortunately. It will take all of our effort merely to seek out allies and prepare for the coming war, much less protect the sword and its bearer.”

“So… is that all? Is there no place for me?”

“I wouldn’t say that. Tamuna obviously values your friendship, and your loyalty must be great to come with her this far.”

“Yes,” Nika said eagerly. “Even if I could go home, there’s no way I’d leave her now.”

“Friends like that are hard to come by. It may take us some time to find a place for you, but I have no doubt that your service will be put to good use.”

Nika’s heart skipped again, and he clenched his fists, barely able to contain his excitement. “I can do it,” he said. “Whatever it takes to help, I can do it.”

Ivanar smiled. “You have a strong spirit, Master Tqabladze. There will be a great need for men like you in the days to come.”

“Thank you, sir.” 

The sword keeper’s words reassured him more than he’d thought possible.

 

* * * * *

 

Tamuna gasped for breath, the cold air burning like fire in her lungs. Her hands trembled, and her legs felt as if they would collapse. The stone steps were narrow and steep, stretching at least another fifty yards above her. She tried to climb the next one, but missed the placement of her foot and stumbled.

“Up!” shouted Alex below her. “Faster!”

She groaned, getting up as quickly as she could. It didn’t help that she carried a heavy pack on her back. Her undershirt was wet with sweat, and she bitterly regretted the decision to wear her cloak during the exercise.

You’re doing well, Imeris whispered in her mind. Just a few more steps—you’re almost there.

“You don’t… have to… tell me!” she yelled back, not caring if Alex overheard. Her breath came in spurts and her heart pounded so hard, it felt like a caged animal in her chest. Groaning, she lunged up the next dozen steps, pushing her strength to the utmost limit. Her legs buckled, but she forced herself on until she could see the top just above her.

“Don’t stop!” Alex shouted. He whipped her calves with a bundle of reeds. The blow stung, but she was too far gone to jump. Instead, she struggled with herculean effort until she climbed the last step.

Excellent! said Imeris. You did very well.

Tamuna threw off her pack, ignoring the clanging of the sword as it struck the ground. Her shirt was soaked in sweat, making the heavy cloak unbearable. She took it off.

“I wouldn’t do that,” said Alex. He stood over her with folded arms. The autumn day was cold, but she didn’t care about that. She felt so hot and sweaty from the climb, all she wanted was to rest and cool off.

“All right,” said Alex. “That’s long enough. Stand up.”

She struggled to her feet, doing her best not to stumble. Without anything to lean on, she promptly fell back down, making her cheeks burn with shame.

“They don’t work you much in the village, do they?”

“I worked plenty hard,” she snapped.

“Cooking, cleaning, fetching beer—that’s not work. Not hard work, anyway.”

What would you know of hard work?

Careful, said Imeris.

There were a dozen things Tamuna wanted to say, but she held her tongue, giving him a look that would curdle milk instead.

“Now, I want you to come over here and lay down on your stomach.”

“You want me to lay back down? Why didn’t you just—”

“No questions, tenderfoot. Get down.”

Tenderfoot?

With her throat still sticky and hoarse from the climb, she bent down on her knees and lowered herself the ground. 

“Arms outstretched, with your palms to the ground.” 

She tried to comply, but he still had to model it for her. From the way he rolled his eyes, it was clear he was aggravated.

“There,” he said. “Now, push yourself up. No, no, no, no, not on your knees. Have you never done this exercise?”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she snapped. “I’ve never actually done hard work before.”

“I’ll show you hard work. On your hands and feet—that’s right. Keep your backside down.”

He swatted her with the reeds. Her legs buckled, and she collapsed into the dirt.

“Back up, tenderfoot. Keep your back straight. I should be able to shoot an arrow past your ear and have it land by your feet.”

“I get it, I get it,” she muttered. Her legs still throbbed from the climb, but somehow she managed.

“Good. Now, I want you to lower your face to the ground, until you can lick the dirt. Keep your knees and chest in the air, though. Don’t let them touch the ground. Then push yourself back up.”

She shot him a scowl. “You want me to lick the dirt?”

“If it’s to your taste. Go!”

She took a deep breath and lowered herself down, straining to keep her back straight. Her legs nearly gave out when she came back up again, but she managed to return to the starting position without too much trouble.

“Good. Again!”

She kept her legs straight and complied.

“Again!”

This time, her arms started to feel a little weak. She rose a bit slower, quivering with the effort.

“What’s the matter? Again!”

After doing fifteen, she felt just about ready to collapse. Her arms trembled and burned, screaming for relief. 

“Very good. Rest for thirty seconds.”

Tamuna collapsed on the dusty ground, her head turned with her cheek against the dirt. Her arms ached from the exertion, but with each breath, they recovered a little of their strength.

“That’s long enough. Begin!”

As she pushed herself up off the ground, Alex pressed the sole of his boot between her shoulders. Tamuna cried out and fell face first into the dirt.

“What was that?” she screamed.

“A little extra weight. When you’re wearing full armor, you’ll have more than this to deal with.”

“You—I am not doing this exercise with your foot on my back!”

She struggled to get up, but he held her down and swatted her hands. “Five more. Get to it!”

You should be glad he isn’t making you do this over a fire, said Imeris. That’s the way we did it in the old days: spread out the embers and pray that your arms didn’t give.

Taking another deep breath, she mustered her strength and lowered herself slowly to the ground. When she pushed off, he seemed to press her down just as hard. It took everything she had just to get back to where she’d started.

“That’s one,” said Alex.

I hate you! she wanted to scream at him. Instead, she dropped back down, knowing if she stopped now, she’d never get back again.

“Two.”

Sweat dripped down her forehead and into her eyes. Her muscles screamed for relief, but she clenched her teeth and forced herself through the haze of pain and exhaustion.

“Three. Let’s go, tenderfoot.”

“Shuddup!” she yelled, her words slurring together. Her hands began to shake, so she clawed at the dirt until her knuckles turned white.

“Four. One more to go!”

She closed her eyes and screamed. Her arms nearly gave out, but rage gave her renewed strength. For a moment, it seemed as if she would black out, but then she was up, her arms fully extended.

Alex removed his boot from her back, and she fell face first into the dirt.

“Not too bad for a wench,” he said, making no effort to help her. “I did thrice that many when I was training for the order, but I was already a warrior by then.”

“Go to hell,” she snapped. To her dismay, he only laughed.

“Ho ho! That’s the spirit. Maybe the sword was right to choose you after all.”

If she weren’t so exhausted, she would have slugged him across the face. Instead, she sat up and laid her trembling hands in her lap. A cool breeze blew down from the mountains, making her shiver. Her sweat-soaked shirt was now icy cold, making her reach for her cloak.

“I told you it was a bad idea to take it off.”

Don’t let his arrogance get to you, said Imeris as she laid the sword gently on the ground. He doesn’t show it, but he genuinely wants you to succeed.

Right, Tamuna answered. And make me look like a fool in the process. 

 

* * * * *

 

“This is pointless,” Alex fumed. “Three days of hard training, and she can barely take any of it.” He threw his cloak on the feasting table and turned to face the wall. A couple of soldiers eyed him curiously, but he no longer cared.

Master Ivanar frowned. “Isn’t this something that would be better discussed in private?”

“Probably,” Alex admitted. “It’s just—”

“Enough. Come with me.”

He followed Master Ivanar out of the great hall and up the winding stairs. The sound of soldiers drilling in the courtyard filtered in through the narrow windows. Even though it was mid-afternoon, there was barely enough light inside to see by. 

They walked out onto the tower rampart. The sun was warm, though a stiff breeze blew down from the mountains. Ivanar leaned on the battlement and gazed across the golden-brown landscape. 

“I’ve spent the greater part of my life wandering these lands,” he mused aloud. “If I could list all the places I’ve spent a night, it would fill a book of chronicles.”

“With all due respect, what does this have to do with the girl?”

Ivanar gave Alex a look that pierced right through him. “You don’t truly see her as the sword bearer, do you?”

“Master, I have pledged my life and my honor to—”

“Don’t misunderstand me, Master Andretzek. I do not question your loyalty. But when you look at Mistress Leladze, do you see the last sword bearer, or do you see a tavern wench?”

Alex’s cheeks flushed.

His cheeks flushed red. “I don’t know,” he admitted.

“We do not know why the sword has chosen her,” said Ivanar, “but after all that I have seen, it would not surprise me at all if the heart of this tavern wench possesses as much strength and courage as any warrior. I assure you, the sword chose her for a reason.”

“But the girl is as weak as a runt! She can barely climb the path to the stronghold, let alone do a proper set of pushups.”

“And yet the sword still chose her, weaknesses and all.”

“Yes, yes,” said Alex, starting to pace. “But what am I supposed to do about it? We don’t have time to give her the proper training she needs—not with the way the enemy is bearing down on us. She just isn’t ready.”

“Patience, Alex. Let the girl take ownership of her success, and I have no doubt that she will exceed your expectations.”

Alex’s cheeks still burned, but he gave his mentor a stiff bow. “Forgive me. I spoke out of foolish anger.”

“You have done nothing to dishonor yourself, Alex. I know of no one better suited to this task than you.”

“I wish you were right,” he said, staring at his feet. “But frankly, I don’t think I am.”

Ivanar stepped forward and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Your task is not to turn the girl into a warrior. Remember that. Your task is to prepare her for the lessons that the sword will give.”

“But how am I supposed to do that?”

“With patience and faith.”

Alex frowned. As much as he wanted to believe the old man, he still couldn’t shake his doubts.



Dance of a Warrior

 

“Are you sure you want to do that?” Imeris asked. He cradled his bearded chin with his interlocked fingers, eyes on Tamuna instead of the board.

She rolled her eyes. “Yes. Your move.”

He shrugged and reached for his strongman. To her dismay, he trapped her king behind a wall of her own pikemen.

“Checkmate.”

“What? How?”

“I saw a fatal weakness and exploited it. Since the weakness was the defense of your king, my attack won the game. Let us try it again.”

He moved the pieces back into their original position. Tamuna sighed—she wanted to find the move that would please him, but after hours and hours of chadrak, it all seemed to blur together. She blinked and put both hands on the table, as if to keep the board from spinning.

“Well, what am I supposed to do?” she asked. “If I move my queen to the back row, you’ll double the attack with your second strongman.”

“So don’t do that. Take my strongman before it takes yours.”

“But then I’ll lose my queen!”

“And strengthen your position sufficient enough to win the game,” said Imeris, raising his voice just enough for her to take notice. “Brilliance, by its very nature, is often veiled in paradox. Not all defeats are losses. Sometimes, a calculated sacrifice is the best path to a swift and decisive victory. Do you understand?”

Tamuna closed her eyes and clutched at her head. “No,” she moaned. “No, I don’t. I think I need a rest.”

“But you are resting. You have been sleeping in your bed this entire time.”

“I know,” she said, her headache growing worse. How could she have a headache when she was still asleep? It was all too much for her.

The spinning grew worse, until not only the board but the entire room was a blur. The vaulted pillars danced from side to side, while the torches blazed in her eyes, threatening to blind her. It was as if she were drunk with new wine. A terrible rapping noise sounded in her ear, making her head throb until she thought it would explode. She stood unsteadily on her feet, but the floor rose up to meet her, and when she tried to lift her arms, they refused to move. 

She hit the floor with a loud crack, sending stars across her vision. When she opened her eyes, she found herself lying on the wooden floor, tangled in bedsheets at the foot of her bed. A knock came at the door, and her mind gradually began to clear.

“I’m all right,” she yelled, wondering to herself if that were true. The dream had mostly faded, but chadrak combinations still played out in her mind.

“Wake up, Tamuna!”

She groaned. It was Alex.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” she said as she untangled herself from the sheets. Sunlight streamed through the narrow windows, telling her that she’d slept in. She groaned and staggered over to the wall where her cloak hung.

“Sorry,” she muttered as she unlatched the heavy door. “I must have lost track of—” 

“Can you dance?”

She frowned. “What kind of question is that?” 

He tossed her a bundle of dark woolen cloth, catching her by surprise. It was an ornately embroidered dress, with intricate designs running from the neck all the way down to the hem.

“What’s this? Where did you get it?”

“From the village. Try it on, see if it fits you. Don’t forget this,” he added, handing her a silk headscarf with silver coins dangling from the hem. 

She laughed, unsure how to respond. “A dancing lesson?” she finally managed. “What does that have to do with my training?”

“Dancing is not so different from combat. Meet me in the great hall as soon as you’re ready.”

With that, he turned and left. 

He’s right, Imeris told her as she returned to the bedroom. There are many similarities between the art of dance and the art of the sword.

“Is that so?” she said absent-mindedly, admiring the embroidery on the dress. “Well, it’s certainly better than running up and down cliffs all day. I just hope that Alex can keep up.”

Oh?

She tossed the dress on the bed and began to clothe herself. “You’re two-thousand years old, and you’ve never seen a Kevonan girl dance? This is my chance to put that arrogant Northlander in his place.”

Indeed. I’m sure I shall find this very amusing.

“Oh, yes,” she said, grinning. “I’m sure you will.”

 

* * * * *

 

Alex folded his arms and tapped his foot impatiently against the floor. How long had it been since he’d woken her? More than long enough for her to get dressed. He didn’t want to go up again, but—

The door swung open and Tamuna strode in, stopping Alex mid-thought. The dress fit her perfectly, as if she had been born to wear it. Her long black hair hung in four braids that stretched halfway to her waist, in the Khevsuran fashion. Her narrow hips swayed elegantly as she walked, her chin held high and the sword held confidently with both hands. 

“Good morning,” she said, placing the sword at the end of the table. 

“Indeed,” he muttered, “though a ‘good day’ may be more appropriate.” 

Though he tried to muster a scowl, her smile all but deflated it. She neither ignored the barb nor acknowledged its legitimacy, making him feel foolish.

“Are you familiar with the Kvalzarula?” 

“I am.”

“Good. I’ll give you five minutes to warm up, then—”

“I’m ready to start right now. Are you?”

Warm blood rushed to Alex’s cheeks. A small crowd of interested onlookers had begun to gather on the far side of the hall. Most of them were hardened warriors, their eyes dark and their faces as impassive as stone.

“Very well.” He nodded to one of the acolytes, who had a sheepskin drum tucked under his arm. “We’ll start with the Kvalzarula. Begin!”

The acolyte swung the drum beneath his arm and began to pound out the rhythmic beat of the dance of the Kevonan lowlands. Alex rose up on his toes with his back straight, his hands balled into fists, one pressed against his chest with his elbow lifted high, the other outstretched to his side. He approached Tamuna with the characteristic step-double-half-step of all the Kevonan dances, careful to keep his feet arched and his toes pointed.

Tamuna fell into step with him as easily as a bird taking wing to the sky. With her chin held high, she raised her arms in a half-circle and wove her hands gracefully in time with the rhythm of the dance. Without missing a single beat, she approached him with the step-double-half-step, moving as smoothly as a sailing ship on an unbroken sea.

She’s not half bad, Alex thought as they came within an arm’s reach. Without touching, they circled each other once, then stopped and backed off slowly. Alex lowered his hands to just below his waist, and Tamuna did the same. Her form was impeccable.

“Very good,” said Alex. “Now, focus on technique. A well-executed dance can be just as physically taxing as battle.”

Tamuna laughed, the sound as clear as the ring of a bell. Lifting one hand high over her head, she began to spin, her braids and dress flowing around her. With each turn, her head snapped back with perfect precision, her feet flying so fast they barely touched the floor. And yet her balance was so perfect that the coins of her headscarf lay flat against her forehead, making no sound. She kept a measure of feminine grace in all her movements, approaching as near to perfection as Alex had ever seen.

Amazing, he thought, barely able to keep up with her. He’d heard that Kevonan girls were talented dancers, but this was something else entirely. Tamuna seized the floor with a confidence that was rare even among men.

He wasn’t the only one to notice. All around the hall, the Aramandi soldiers began to clap and cheer in rhythm with the beat. Their once-dark faces now shown with wonder and delight.

I’ve got to keep control of this situation before they all start to join in, Alex realized. He clapped his hands and the drum stopped mid-beat, bringing the dance to a halt. Tamuna slowed gracefully, her dress catching around her knees before falling back down to her ankles.

“Very good,” said Alex. “I see you’ve mastered the Kvalzarula.”

“Hardly. Was there something you wished to teach me?”

“Indeed,” Alex muttered, his cheeks turning red.

 

* * * * *

 

Impressive, said Imeris.

Tamuna beamed at the high praise from the ancient sword. Almost two-score men had gathered around the edges of the room, with more coming as quickly as they could manage.

I told you I’d put that Northlander in his place.

Careful, Tamuna. Honor means everything to him; it’s the only thing left that is truly his own.

Don’t worry. Now, where were we?

The men around the room grew silent, the air tense with anticipation. All eyes were on her now.

Let’s try something a bit more strenuous, said Imeris. See the man with the bronze clasp on his cloak? That’s the captain. Ask him for eight throwing knives.

Tamuna’s face fell, and her confidence instantly shattered. “Throwing knives?” she whispered.

“Eh?” said one of the nearby men. “What was that?”

“It sounded like ‘throwing knives’…”

“Yes,” she said, recovering as best she could. “For this next dance, I’ll need eight throwing knives.”

The men’s eyes widened, and several of them whistled in excitement. “The Khevsurula! She’s going to do the Khevsurula!”

Tamuna’s heart skipped a beat. Is that what I’m going to do?

That is correct. 

But that’s a man’s dance—I’ve never even tried it!

Do not fear, Imeris reassured her. I will give you the skills you need as you come to need them. Alex was right to train you this way.

The captain collected the requisite number of knives and came forward to hand them to her. She slipped them into her belt and removed her jingling headscarf. The Khevsurula was one of the most famous dances of the high Kevonas, and also the most warlike. She’d only seen it once, at a winter solstice festival in Kutaisa. It filled her with dread to think that she was about to perform it.

She took a deep breath and gathered her braids, stuffing them down the back of her dress. The room fell silent, every eye firmly fixated on her.

This will be the first time these men see the Khevsurula performed by a woman, she thought. Perhaps the only time.

That’s the idea.

The drum pounded a vigorous rhythm, while in the back of the room, someone produced a three-stringed lute and began strumming. Tamuna’s heart pounded in her chest like an animal struggling to break free.

Now!

She stepped in time with the beat, and a strange sensation overtook her. It was as if a window in her mind had been unshuttered, letting a beam of pure sunlight into the dusty air. Forgotten memories flowed into her mind, a sea of shifting images that she could barely grasp. A small room full of feverishly practicing children dressed in black, a great stage at the center of a city festival packed to the trees and rooftops with jubilant spectators. It was as if she’d had a glimpse of another lifetime.

All at once, her arms and legs began to move almost of their own accord. She dropped sharply to one knee, then jumped to her feet again with a loud cry and spun to face the opposite direction. Her hands flew up with her fingers splayed wide before her. With the men gathered around the edges of the room, she made a circle around the center, each move as precise as if she’d spent her whole life practicing it.

How am I doing this? she asked, a bit unnerved at the way her body moved without her conscious control. Why—

Don’t overthink it. Empty your mind, and let the dance flow.

She drew a sharp breath and did her best to suppress the hundred myriad doubts that now threatened to overwhelm her. Just as with the flight through the forest, the knowledge came to her as readily as if she’d been born with it.

After making a complete circle, she returned to the center of the room and stood perfectly still on the tips of her toes with her chin held high. The music stopped, and a new beat rang out from the drums, this one even faster and more vigorous than before. With a deep breath, Tamuna threw out her arms and began to spin.

Her heart pounded in a sheer race to keep up with her dancing body. Her lungs burned for air, and a wave of sudden dizziness threatened to overwhelm her. Gasping for breath, she picked out the keystone over the main entrance with her eyes and snapped her head around in time with each revolution. One of her braids came loose, but she ignored it.

Still spinning, she dropped to her knees and thrust upward in a corkscrew motion with her hips. She lifted up just enough to get her feet beneath her, then leaped high into the air and tucked her feet lightly beneath her.

Oh, no!

She made three complete revolutions in midair before landing on her knees. With her toes outstretched, she rolled into the landing with her shins, but when her knees struck the floor she thought she was going to die. Pain mingled with adrenaline, but before she knew it she was corkscrewing back up in the air, coiling again for another spectacular leap.

The dance required her to repeat the jump four times. By the end, her shins and knees were throbbing. 

Still spinning, she dropped again to her knees and spun around the edge of the room, passing just a few feet from the spectators. Using her arms and hips for leverage, she spun until the world became an incoherent blur around her. She was vaguely aware of cheering, but the pain and dizziness and adrenaline blended together until it was all she could do to keep from passing out.

Almost there, said Imeris, his thought-voice piercing through the growing haze.

After making a complete revolution around the edge of the room, she returned to the center and pulled out two throwing knives. Holding them outstretched, she turned to trace a circle, then leaped in the air and threw them. East and west, northeast, southwest, southeast, northwest, south—and north!

With an ear-splitting cry, she dropped to one knee and threw the last knife, dead center between her and the keystone. The room erupted in cheers.

Spectacular, said Imeris. Now the people of Aramand will speak of you with respect and awe.

As Tamuna’s strength slowly returned, a deeply physical feeling of satisfaction came over her. The pain and exhaustion gave way to a rush unlike any she’d ever felt before, one that made her feel truly alive.

But that was nothing to the satisfaction she got from the look of awe on Alex’s face.

“Well done,” he said softly. “That was… magnificent.”

“Any other lessons for today?” she asked.

He paused, then shook his head. “No. Go and rest.”

And you thought you could teach me how to dance, she thought rather smugly to herself. The hardness in his face was gone, replaced by a sense of wonder that almost made him look like a little boy. He must have realized how he looked, because he blushed and turned away.

Still feeling very satisfied with herself, Tamuna turned to the door that led up to her quarters. To her surprise, she saw Nika standing in the doorway. The moment her eyes fell on him, he disappeared into the shadows.

“Nika?”

But he was already gone.

 

* * * * *

 

Nika choked back tears as he ran through the darkened hallway of the stronghold. The torches flickered in his wake and the cold stone floor felt hard on his feet, but he ignored all that as he fled from the great hall.

After climbing down a flight of stairs and ducking through an unlit passageway, he found himself in a storeroom with barrels and sacks of food and provisions. He turned the corner and made for the farthest aisle, where prying eyes would never find him. Only then did he stop and collapse to his feet, hugging his knees against his chest behind a large oaken barrel.

He buried his face in his hands and sobbed quietly in the darkness of the storeroom. The Tamuna he had known from the village was gone. She was no longer the runt—he was. What could a poor stable boy possibly offer her when all the warriors of Aramand were her admirers?

For the first time since leaving the village, Nika regretted his choice.



The Coming Storm

 

Alex gazed down from the battlements of Akalika in pensive silence. The air was always clearest before the sun rose, the world more peaceful and quiet. In the distance, the darkened surface of Lake Aram reflected the night like a mirror, while the majestic peaks of the Kevonas loomed around him like timeless sentinels. It was said that the only true friends of the people of the Kevonas were the mountains themselves. Now he understood why.

Even before dawn, the stream of refugees was already on the move. Wagons piled haphazardly with personal belongings creaked and groaned as they rolled along the dusty road from Kutaisa into Aramand. The horses and oxen that pulled them were haggard and emaciated, their heads nearly as low as the people who trudged beside them. 

This was what defeat looked like, the bitter fruit of war. He knew it all too well.

A rising dust cloud off to the south caught his attention. He narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. Unlike the refugee trains, this party moved swiftly.

“What is it?” the nearest guard asked him.

“Riders.”

“Is it the king?”

Alex shrugged. “Too many horses to be just a courier.”

The guard’s lip curled upward as he squinted at the road. Then eyes widening, he dashed away.

“King Eraklei is here! Make ready for the king!”

Moments later, the stronghold was bustling with activity. Soldiers and servants ran hurriedly about, some in uniform, most not. Thick smoke billowed from the chimneys in the great hall, while nearly a score of soldiers in full armor assembled in the courtyard. Down in the village, the bells began to chime.

A troop of perhaps a dozen armored horsemen rode up to the stronghold, carrying banners of red and gold. The lead rider wore a heavy suit of bronze armor that shimmered in the dawn light. The horses were flagging, apparently exhausted, but the men rode on without slowing. They were only half a mile distant.

Alex descended the battlements swiftly and headed straight for the barracks. Once inside, he donned his uniform, fitting on his boots and sword. The blade was clean and well-oiled, its edges whetted and honed. His boots were still crusted with mud from the ride over the mountains, but his tunic was immaculately clean, the gold-embroidered cross proudly proclaiming his allegiance to the Order. He’d woken early and washed his face before eating breakfast, so he was a lot cleaner than the soldiers in the courtyard. Many of them were still groggy with sleep, though the older ones showed every sign of readiness.

He found Master Ivanar near the gatehouse, with a dozen initiates of the Order. While the initiates stared wide-eyed at the commotion around them, Ivanar alone awaited the arrival of King Eraklei with cool detachment.

“Master Ivanar,” said Alex, saluting with his hand across his chest. Ivanar returned the salute and motioned for Alex to join him.

The doors to the gatehouse swung open, and the sound of iron horseshoes on stone met their ears. The infantry captain issued a command, and the soldiers drew swords, standing at attention with their blades held high above their heads. The bustle and commotion that had filled the courtyard only a few minutes earlier was gone.

The small troop of horsemen rode through the narrow gate. Their mounts were frothing at the mouth, no doubt from the strenuous ride. The king dismounted, and a pair of stable hands scrambled to secure his massive war horse.

“Father,” said Prince Argo, bowing to the king along with his commanders. King Eraklei acknowledged them with a nod and saluted the soldiers. They lowered their swords.

With a swiftness that bore no tolerance for further interruption, King Eraklei made straight for Master Ivanar. He was a large and mighty man, almost a full head taller than Alex, with broad shoulders and a deep chest. He wore no helmet, so that his long black hair and thick beard spilled freely across his armor. His nose was high and prominent, his brow creased and furrowed. His eyes burned with all the energy of a blazing fire, while his thick, dark hair gave him the appearance of a black-maned lion. Ivanar bowed, and Alex followed suit.

“So the twelfth sword has come to Aramand. Where is the bearer?”

“Indisposed, your highness,” Master Ivanar answered. “She will be joining us shortly.”

Eraklei drew in a long breath, and his eyes narrowed. “So the rumors are true, then? The sword has chosen a woman?”

“That much is true. However, I cannot confirm the veracity of rumors I have not heard.”

“Of course,” muttered the king. His cheeks were red, and he glanced sharply from side to side. “Come,” he said abruptly, “let us discuss this in the great hall, alone.” Without waiting for a reply, he turned on his heel and stormed off toward the tower.

“I think you should come with me, Master Andretzek,” said Ivanar, just soft enough that the Aramandi soldiers couldn’t hear. 

“Of course, Master Ivanar.”

The servants had prepared the great hall well. A massive fire burned in the fireplace, and a bowl of freshly picked grapes and persimmons sat on the heavy wooden feasting table. King Eraklei unlatched his bronze breastplate and lowered himself heavily onto his chair.

“Damn it all,” he bellowed, slamming the table with his armored fist. “The Arbuli Empire amasses their forces in the south, while the Northlanders invade Kutaisa and enthrall the kingdoms of the coast—and the Order brings news that the sword has finally woken from its thousand year sleep only to choose a tavern wench? What madness is this world coming to?”

She’s not as common as you think, Alex wanted to say. Instead, he clenched his teeth and held his peace.

“By all the stars of heaven!” Eraklei went on, removing one gauntlet to run his fingers through his hair. “If the survival of our people didn’t depend on this, my ancestors would be laughing in their graves. How could a girl—no, a tavern wench—possibly lead us into war?”

“The prophecy says nothing about the sword bearer taking charge of a war,” said Ivanar. “Instead, it says—” 

“I know what it says, sword keeper. But that doesn’t change the fact that a war is coming, perhaps the greatest my people have ever seen.”

“We have not come to take command of your armies, Your Highness. Nor do we ask you to sacrifice your kingdom. We merely ask for your allegiance.”

King Eraklei sighed and sat down heavily on the old wooden chair. “I know, old friend, I know. But in times like this, the crown is a heavy burden to bear. At least the mountains have not turned against us.”

“Do you still have faith in the prophecy, King Eraklei?” Ivanar asked. “Do you still trust in the sword?”

Eraklei pursed his lips and stared down at the tabletop, unable to meet the old sword keeper’s eye. He took off his remaining gauntlet and laid it beside the other.

“I don’t know, sword keeper. Was it not Araste’s insanity that broke the ancient order? If the first sword could be driven to madness, is it not also possible of the twelfth?”

Ivanar stared unflinching at the king. “What do your seers say? What advice have they given you?”

“Do you really want to know? Very well, I suppose it’s only right to tell you. They say that the Brotherhood has been resurrected, and that the last remnants of the Order of the Twelve have joined with them.”

“That’s impossible,” Alex protested. “The swords are too powerful—there must be some mistake.”

“Perhaps,” said Ivanar. “But for hundreds of years, they served the empire. It is possible that they are trying to renew the old imperial system under the secret oaths of the Brotherhood.”

“This fascinating discussion does nothing to help my people,” Eraklei muttered. He stormed to his feet and began to pace. “Aramand now lies between the horns of the Arbuli and the jaws of the Brotherhood. Kutaisa has fallen, and the coasts of Zgrosa are under blockade. Are we to stand alone against this great evil?”

“No, my friend,” said Ivanar. “You are not the only one still loyal to the sword. The others will not fail now, not when the prophecies have already begun to come to pass. Will you?”

King Eraklei let out a long breath and shook his head. “I cannot yet say.”

Alex’s heart sank. Eraklei was a man who respected strength, and Tamuna was no warrior.

“Your Majesty,” he said. “May I speak freely?”

Ivanar frowned, but King Eraklei nodded almost absent-mindedly. Alex drew a sharp breath.

“My father was a king like you. Our people were as numerous as yours. We faced the same enemy that now faces you.”

Eraklei stopped pacing and regarded Alex with some interest. Alex met his gaze without flinching.

“Go on.”

“We looked for the last sword bearer. We yearned for the prophecies to be fulfilled. Sadly, they were not then. My people were destroyed. Now you and the people of Aramand face the same threat of destruction and death. But you have a choice that we never had.”

He stepped forward, planting his fist on the table. “The prophecies have begun to be fulfilled. The sword bearer is here, in your midst. Will you join with her? Or will you stand alone and be destroyed?”

Eraklei regarded him coolly, stroking his beard. Behind him, the fire crackled, echoing throughout the wide hall.

“You speak well, son. But do you know what you are asking?”

Alex bit his lip. He remembered how pathetic Tamuna had looked, struggling to complete a single pushup on their first day of training. But then he remembered how she had danced the Khevsura, spinning with perfect form as she flung her daggers deep into the wooden floor.

“Master Ivanar has tasked me with training the sword bearer,” he said. “I assure you, she is no common tavern wench.”

King Eraklei grunted. “She’s obviously not a punctual one. Where is she?”

Blood rushed to Alex’s cheeks. He could think of no answer, for the question was a fair one. He turned to Master Ivanar, who stepped forward.

“I’m certain that Mistress Leladze will be with us shortly.”

“Certain?” Eraklei laughed bitterly. “How can we be certain of anything these days?”

Indeed, Alex couldn’t help but think. When was the last time you were certain about anything?

 

* * * * *

 

“Checkmate.”

Tamuna groaned and buried her head in her hands. Imeris had beaten her again. They’d progressed from solving puzzles to playing full games against each other. So far, he had won every one of them. She was starting to grow sick of it.

“Patience, Tamuna,” said Imeris, the firelight of the torches playing off the sharp features of his face. “You must learn patience, especially with yourself.”

“How am I supposed to be patient when the war has already started?”

“The queen is one of the last pieces to come into play. You have many friends and allies who are willing to fight for you. They will keep the enemy at bay until you are ready.”

“I don’t know.” She rose to her feet and paced the uneven floor of the mountain sanctuary. “What if that day never comes?”

“All men who rise to greatness feel inadequate at first. But when destiny calls, it does not matter whether we are ready for it. What matters is that we accept the call. And you have.”

She sighed. “I need some fresh air.”

The sky outside was gray and overcast. Clouds shrouded the mountaintops, rising from the valleys and engulfing the scenery in fog. Tamuna followed the footpath to the small pond, the stones and gravel wet beneath her feet. She watched from the water’s edge as a cloud rose over the nearest ridge and slowly spilled over. Soon, she could barely see more than an arm’s reach in front of her.

What if I’m not the right one? she wondered. What if Imeris is wrong? 

Chills ran up her arms and sent shivers down her back. Something about the fog seemed unnatural. She sensed movement just outside her field of vision—a presence of something that did not belong. Frowning, she gazed into the fog. 

“Imeris?”

Her voice sounded muffled and distant. Her heart beat a little faster, and her breath became short and quick. She didn’t know what was out there, but she was definitely not alone.

The eerie presence lurked just on the edge of her vision. Whatever it was, it was swiftly coming closer She spun around to face it, but the fog obscured her vision and the light began to turn to darkness.

I have to get back to the sanctuary, Tamuna realized. I’m not safe here.

“Imeris!” she shouted, running down the path. She stumbled, and the presence suddenly caught up to her. In that instant, a bolt of panic shot through every fiber of her being. She tried to stand up, but an unseen power seized her arms and legs.

Imeris! she tried to scream, but her voice came out as a croak. She managed to reach out with one hand before the darkness completely swallowed her.

 

* * * * *

 

Nika dressed quickly and ran out into the courtyard. Once again, he had slept in.

The whole stronghold was bustling like an anthill. Servants ran about gathering wood and supplies, while the soldiers were dressed in their finest. The white-tunicked initiates and acolytes of the Order of the Golden Cross were heading for the tower, and Nika followed them.

As he wove his way through the bustling crowd, something dark came over him, like a cloud passing in front of the sun. The sky was blue and clear, though, the sun shining brightly over the mountains to the east. He stopped and frowned, not sure what had come over him.

Probably nothing, he decided, hurrying to the tower before he made a fool of himself.

The tower was even busier than the courtyard. Servants ran between the kitchen and great hall with great platters of food. It was the biggest feast he had ever seen, and when he stepped through the heavy double doors, he saw why. King Eraklei sat at the head table, with Alex and Master Ivanar on his right and an empty chair on his left. Around the other tables, the officers and knights were assembling for the morning meal. The servants laid out great wooden bowls of fruit, which the officers ate up readily. 

“Master Ivanar,” said Nika, bowing as he reached the sword keeper’s side. “Sorry I’m late.”

Alex scowled at him, but Ivanar nodded politely. 

“Good morning, Master Tqabladze. I trust that you slept well?”

No, Nika almost said aloud. Fortunately, he had the good sense to bite his tongue.

“Tamuna certainly is,” Alex muttered under his breath. “She must be the only one in this stronghold who still sleeps.”

“Do you have any errands for me, sir?” Nika asked, ignoring him.

The sword keeper took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes. Would you run to Tamuna’s quarters and make sure she is on her way? It’s very unseemly for her to keep us waiting.”

Nika’s heart leaped at the prospect of seeing Tamuna. He bowed and left at a run, dashing between two startled servants as he rounded the door to the stairs. The noise and commotion of the great hall quickly faded behind him.

As he climbed the windowless stairwell, the same shadow from before crossed his path. He slowed, unsure what to make of it. The torches were burning steadily, and the air, though cool and crisp, was as clean as he’d ever tasted it. What, then, was giving him that feeling?

He gripped the dagger on his belt as he climbed the last few steps. It was silly of him, he knew, but something was not right. It was a bit like the first night, when he’d seen the black rider on the bridge. He felt as if there was an unseen enemy somewhere within the walls, though how he knew it, he could not tell.

“Tamuna?” he called out as he reached her door. He took a moment to catch his breath before knocking on it. “Tamuna, are you awake?”

No answer.

He tried again, pounding the door with his fist. “Tamuna, the king is here. You need to come downstairs as soon as you can!”

Again, no answer.

Cold sweat trickled down the back of Nika’s neck, sending chills down his back. He took a deep breath and tried the door latch. It was unlocked.

“I’m coming in, Tamuna,” he announced in a loud voice. “I hope you’re ready, because—”

He stopped in the doorway and froze. Tamuna lay on the bed, her back arched and her nightgown drenched in sweat. Her whole body writhed and trembled, as if an invisible force was tearing her apart.

“Tamuna!”

He rushed to her side, nearly tripping on the pile of blankets. Her mouth was open, an awful grimace of pain etched across her face. Frantically, he laid a hand on her shoulder. Her skin was unnaturally warm, as if she were feverish. As he tried to feel her forehead, her eyes opened and rolled back, making him jump.

She’s possessed, he realized in horror.

For a moment, he stood there in shock. Then, he was racing down the stairs, heart pounding with every footfall.

“Master Ivanar!” he screamed. “Master Ivanar, help!”

 

* * * * *

 

When the stable boy came screaming into the great hall, Alex immediately jumped to his feet. All around the table, people looked up at the unexpected interruption.

“Master Ivanar!” the boy cried breathlessly. “Please, help!”

“What is it?” Ivanar asked, already on his feet as well. Alex glanced past him at King Eraklei, whose face bore a strange mixture of amusement and displeasure.

“It’s—it’s Tamuna! She’s—she’s—something’s wrong!”

“What is wrong, Master Tqabladze? Calm yourself, and speak!”

Nika leaned heavily on his knees as he gasped for breath. The whole hall was silent. Alex’s hand hovered by his sword, unsure what to make of the interruption. If the alarm was false…

“Something evil is possessing Tamuna,” Nika managed between gasps. “I don’t know what it is, but—”

“The Brotherhood,” said Master Ivanar. Chills shot down Alex’s back.

The next few moments passed in a blur. King Eraklei ordered his men to the ramparts, while Ivanar assembled the acolytes and made straight for Tamuna’s chamber. Alex followed behind him, Nika in tow. Even the old sword keeper took the steps two at a time in his haste.

“It can’t be the Brotherhood,” Alex said in disbelief. “Even if what King Eraklei says is true, how could they attack us here?”

“The Brotherhood fights with weapons of spirit, not steel,” said Ivanar. “They must have slipped past our acolyte’s defenses and assaulted Tamuna while she was asleep.”

“But why didn’t they attack us while we were crossing over the mountains?”

“I don’t know.”

He threw open the doors to the royal suite and strode inside. Alex’s breath caught in his throat—it was exactly as Nika had described. Tamuna lay on her bed, her face white and her whole body trembling. Her gown was soaked in sweat.

Something evil is going on here. He pulled his sword a few inches out of its scabbard, readying himself to strike. Just as Ivanar had said, though, the battle was not of steel.

As the acolytes rushed into the room, Master Ivanar knelt by Tamuna’s side and held his hand above her head. His eyes closed as if in a trance.

“What’s going on?” Alex asked.

Ivanar waited a few seconds before answering. “Her spirit has been pulled into the void. Our only hope to rescue her is to follow her there.”

“Can’t we cast the Brotherhood out of this place? Erect a spirit shield to keep them from attacking?”

Ivanar shook his head. “If we did that, she would be unable to return to her body. We cannot cast the enemy out until we’ve pulled her back, and to do that, we must go after her.”

“The Void?” Nika asked, his face pale. “What are you talking about?”

The acolytes of the order had already begun to circle the bed. Alex stood back, pulling Nika after him. Ivanar, however, remained by Tamuna’s side.

“Tamuna is no longer with us,” Ivanar explained to the frantic stable boy. “You did well to inform us of the attack, Master Tqabladze. Because of you, she may yet live.”

“Let me come with you,” said Alex, his heart pounding. “You’re an old man—you’ll need all the help you can get.”

Ivanar shook his head. “Your offer is a noble one, but youth and physical prowess are no advantage in the spirit realm. What I do, I must do alone.”

“But Master Ivanar—”

“You have not yet crossed into the Void, Master Andretzek—you do not know the dangers that lurk there. Preserve your strength for another day. There will yet be other battles for you to fight.”

With that, Ivanar laid his hands on Tamuna’s head. Her trembling slowed as the acolytes closed the circle around her.

“What’s going on?” Nika shouted. “What are they doing?” He struggled to break free, but Alex’s grip held firm.

“They’re trying to save her, boy,” he growled. “Stand back and let them do their work.”

“But what are they doing to her?”

Following her through the jaws of death, and into the darkness beyond.



Into the Darkness

 

It was night when Tamuna came to herself. She was lying in the shadows of an old-growth forest unlike any she had ever seen. As she rose unsteadily to her feet, she could still feel the evil presence that had seized her. For the moment, it was far away, but she knew it was already coming back for her.

“Hello?” she said softly. The fog was gone, but the shadows were so deep that she couldn’t see more than a few steps in front of her. The trees were wide, with dead, broken branches jutting every which way. Thick green moss blanketed the gnarled tree bark, while rotting leaves and mushrooms littered the uneven ground. The air was thick and heavy and utterly still.

Somewhere in the shadows, she heard a twig snap. Before the fear could seize her again, she turned and ran.

She sprinted blindly through the trees, jumping over logs and dodging tree trunks. Something vicious was closing in on her, fast. She searched frantically for a hiding place but saw nowhere she could turn.

Her foot caught on a tree root, and she fell flat on her face. In the next moment, several things happened at once. The branches above her rustled, as if stirred by a mighty wind. Something black and shapeless descended upon her, with wicked yellow eyes and a pair of sharp fangs. She screamed and threw up her arms to shield herself, and in a flash of blinding light Imeris appeared in her hands.

The shadow creature shrieked and fled. Tamuna leaped to her feet, the sword still in her hands, and took a defensive stance with her back to the nearest tree. The light was fading, but in it she could see almost a dozen pairs of eyes glowing at her from the shadows.

“Imeris!” 

It’s all right, the sword told her. I’m here. You’re not alone.

In the darkness of the forest, the shadow creatures began to encircle her. One of them lunged at her, and she reacted with a sharp downward cut. The sword was much lighter than in the waking world, and she found that she could handle it with ease. The blade made contact, and the creature drew back, leaving a trail of black blood.

You cannot stop here, Imeris said with urgency. If you value your mortal life, then move!

Her legs moved almost of their own accord. Two of the shadow creatures attacked, one on each side. They emanated a hatred so sharp it dug into her like claws. She spun like she had while dancing the Khevsura, striking one of them and dodging the other. A root almost made her stumble, but she caught herself and ran away.

You’re doing well. Not much farther, and we’ll be free of them.

“What is this place?” she cried. A shadow came over her, so she turned and jabbed upward with the sword. Her blow caught the beast squarely in the neck, and it fell to the ground and vanished.

This is the Void, the vast spiritual plane on the other side of death. We are held to the world of the living by the barest thread, and any of these beasts could sever it.

“What?”

There is no time to explain. You must find the path and follow it out of this forest!

Tamuna was about to ask him what path, but she saw it before she could ask. It lay almost fifty yards in front of her, illuminated by starlight.

As if in response, the beasts began an unearthly shrieking. Tamuna fell to knees and covered her ears.

No, Tamuna! Run!

She rose and ducked through the underbrush, the shadow beasts closing in all around her. Thorns and branches snagged her, as if the forest itself were trying to hold her back. With all her strength, she swung the sword and cut herself free.

Three of the shadow beasts now stood in her way, fading in and out of her view. The only parts of them she could see clearly were their wicked yellow eyes.

Tamuna charged. The beasts reared up, claws and fangs moving in to kill her, but at the last moment they swerved aside, letting her pass.

She stumbled onto the footpath. The ground here was packed solid, with grass growing on the edges. Branches still stretched above her, but they were thin enough that she could see the milky band of stars overhead. They glowed dimly, but illuminated the path in either direction.

Good, said Imeris. We’re safe, for the moment.

Tamuna breathed deeply and wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. The shadow creatures watched her from either side, but they did not move to attack. Somehow, she sensed that she would be safe from them so long as she stayed on the path.

“What are those things?”

They are the spirits of those who chose evil until it consumed them. Now, they are doomed to wander the edges of the Void, devouring the souls of those who forsake the path.

His answer sent shivers running down her spine. Somewhere distant, she could sense the evil presence hunting her. It was getting closer.

“We’re not safe here,” she stated.

No, we are not. Better keep moving, Tamuna. There are other dangers lurking beyond the shadows.

She rose to her feet and held the sword tightly with both hands. The creatures slunk back into the shadows. Soon, she was alone again, which almost frightened her more.

The evil presence was approaching from her left, so she followed the path in the opposite direction. Gradually, her heartbeat slowed and her breathing returned to normal. It was hard to tell whether or not she was in a dream.

“Have I died?” she asked.

Not yet, said Imeris. But your spirit and body have been separated. If you die here, you will not be able to return to the mortal realm.

“How? Who did this?”

The Brotherhood.

A chill ran down Tamuna’s back. “The ‘Brotherhood’? Who are they?”

An ancient order that seeks to bring all men under their rule. They are the sworn eternal enemies of the Order of the Twelve. For generations we held them at bay, but now, I fear that my brother-blades are in league with them.

Tamuna gripped the sword a little tighter. Off in the distance, the trees rustled, but nothing moved to threaten her.

“Tamuna?” a boy’s voice came from off to the right. She recognized it immediately.

“Nika!” she called out, her heart skipping a beat. “Where are you?”

Do not move! It’s a trick to make you stray from the path.

Every part of Tamuna’s being yearned to run after Nika. She took a deep breath and shifted uncertainly, torn between Imeris’s advice and the urge to save her friend.

“Are you there, Tamuna? Help me—I’m scared!”

Ignore him. Your friend is not here.

“Are you sure?”

The shadow creatures roared. Nika screamed.

Stay on the path!

Only Imeris’s words kept Tamuna from running after him. Her knees shook, and her legs felt like water. She bit her quivering lip and clenched shut her eyes.

We need to keep moving, Tamuna. We cannot stop here.

“But Nika—”

Nika is safe. What you heard was a lie.

Tamuna wasn’t so sure, but she heeded Imeris’s words and pressed forward. The evil presence grew ever closer.

How long she followed the path, she didn’t know. Time passed differently in the void. Several times, the shadows tried to deceive her, taking Aunt Sopiko’s voice as well. Each time, she ignored them as Imeris had advised.

At length, she reached the edge of the forest. The trees became younger and sparser, the shadows less threatening. The stars shone brightly overhead, with the milky band of the galaxy extending from one end of the horizon to the other. Even in the village, the sky had never been so clear. It was as if she were on top of the world, seeing the stars in all their glory for the first time in her life.

Many things appear differently in the Void than they do in the mortal realm, but that is no reason to linger.

“How do we get back?” Tamuna asked.

Imeris paused. The Brotherhood has summoned us here by the power of their magic. We will not return until they have been defeated.

A sinking feeling grew in the pit of Tamuna’s stomach. “Our only way home is to defeat them?”

Yes.

“But how am I supposed to do that?”

Imeris didn’t answer.

“Can you pass your skills to me, like you did when I danced the Khevsura?” 

Unfortunately, no. Your spirit and your body must be united for me to do that. I have no such power in this place.

She took a deep breath and tried not to panic. Only luck had enabled her to strike down the shadow creatures in the forest. She doubted that luck would last much longer.

At the end of the forest, the path opened up to a short, rocky field. On the far side lay a vast ravine, almost a thousand feet deep. Tamuna walked to the edge and saw a river far below, cascading over rocks and rapids. A tattered rope bridge barely clung to the cliff’s edge. She squinted in the darkness and peered at the landscape on the other side, but all she could see was a vast, barren waste. 

You don’t want to go there, Imeris told her. If we crossed over, we would not be able to return.

She turned and faced the forest, but the path only led the way they had come. The ravine behind her offered no hiding place, but on the left, she saw distant ruins at the top of a steep rise.

“What’s that?”

I do not know.

The sight made her pause. Something about the ruins seemed strangely familiar, as if she had seen them before, in some long forgotten dream. She felt drawn to them in a way that she couldn’t quite describe.

“Should we go there?”

Can we go anywhere else?

Tamuna glanced back to the road, and felt the evil presence coming faster. Chills ran across her arms, and she knew that if they stayed where they were, they would soon be overtaken.

She half-walked, half-ran toward the ruins. As she drew nearer, she found that they were much larger than she’d expected. They lay atop a bend in the ravine, surrounded on three sides by cliffs. The dry moat had eroded, though, and the ramparts were little more than piles of rubble. The path was steep, and she climbed over several boulders on her way to the top.

“Why do I feel like I’ve been here before?”

To that, Imeris had no answer.

Far off in the distance, she heard a terrible screech. She froze and looked to the forest, now below her, and saw the canopy ripple like waves in the wind. Chills ran down her back to the ends of her fingertips.

Several dark shapes emerged from the tree line and charged toward her. At first, she thought they were shadow creatures, but then she saw the starlight glistening on their armor. The nearest one drew a sword, and it glowed a fiery red.

Up, Tamuna! To the ruins!

Imeris’s words compelled her to action. She scrambled over the dry moat and into the ruins of the gatehouse.

The arched entryway still stood, but the roof had collapsed, leaving a pile of rubble. She saw stairs leading up to what remained of the ramparts, with another arched doorway leading to the inner courtyard. The sight made her stop.

Hurry, Imeris urged her. If we make it to the far tower, we may be able to fend them off there.

“Wait,” said Tamuna. Her heart pounded, but something about the place seemed to be calling to her. She stepped out into the courtyard and stood still, trying to listen to the source of the call.

Tamuna! What are you doing?

“My father is here,” she said, the words surprising her. She had no idea why, but it felt instinctively true.

What are you talking about?

“I don’t know,” she admitted, “but—”

Tamuna, if we do not find some way to defend ourselves, the acolytes of the Brotherhood will cut us off. That is why they have brought you here: to destroy us both. We must find a place to make our stand.

As if in answer, the screech sounded again, much closer this time. Tamuna looked for some place to run, but before she could move, dark figures began to pour through the open archway.

They surrounded the edge of the courtyard with almost inhuman speed, cutting off the way to the tower before she could possibly get there. She spun around, Imeris firmly in hand, but they formed ranks and methodically closed in. Her heart raced, and her legs began to shake. There must have been dozens of them, perhaps as many as a hundred. Their faces were hidden by their helmets, their bodies covered in black, scaly armor that seemed to absorb all light. Only their swords glowed red, pulsating with evil energy. 

“I-Imeris?” Tamuna stammered. She held up the sword, but the acolytes of the Brotherhood continued to advance toward her.

At that moment, a brilliant flash of light came from the direction of the gatehouse. The acolytes shrieked, and the circle of darkness broke, revealing a man on the back of a mighty white war horse. His countenance shone like the blazing sun, and he carried a flaming sword with which he cut his way toward her.

“Ivanar?” Tamuna said, shielding her eyes with her hand.

Tamuna, behind you!

She ducked just in time to avoid a deadly blow. The glowing red blade hummed as it passed mere inches above her head, searing the air with an unearthly heat. She turned and swung Imeris in a counterattack, but her opponent skillfully deflected the blow and followed up with a riposte that nearly gutted her.

“Tamuna!” Master Ivanar shouted. “On my horse, quickly!”

He waded through the midst of the acolytes, hacking and slashing with his flaming white sword. Tamuna saw an opening and leaped onto the horse’s back. Three of the dark acolytes rushed to knock her off, but she stabbed downward with Imeris and caught the nearest one squarely in the visor of his helmet. He screamed and fell to his knees, staining the sword black with his blood.

The next few moments passed in a blur. Somehow, they managed to break free and escape through the ruined gatehouse. She held on tightly to Ivanar’s waist with one arm, holding Imeris at a downward angle as they rode.

“Are you all right?” Ivanar asked.

“I’m fine,” said Tamuna, still in shock.

“We’ll get you back to safety. Hold on tight, and whatever you do, do not look back!”

The trees of the forest were shaking as if in the midst of a mighty wind. Where once the stillness of death had reigned, now all was in fury and commotion. Once again, Tamuna felt the presence of her father. She turned—

Tamuna, no!

“But my father is back there. I can feel him.”

“Who?” Ivanar asked.

“My father. He…”

Tamuna’s voice faded as she realized that she didn’t even know her father’s name.

The horse leaped over the forest as easily as if it had wings. Tamuna gasped and held on for dear life as the ground passed far below them.

If you look back, the Brotherhood will overpower you. Ivanar has prepared a way home, but you must obey him.

The shadows sped beneath them, and the canopy drew closer. They descended gracefully through the leaves and branches, landing in the center of the path. After a brief pause, the horse took off at a gallop. Tamuna’s fear grew as she felt the presence of the dark acolytes converging upon them, but with Ivanar she felt as if she were shielded in a bubble of light.

She buried her face against the soft white fabric of his tunic as they raced toward the mortal world. But even as they left, she couldn’t help but think of the ruins that lay behind them.

Who is my father? she wondered. Why don’t I know even his name?

 

* * * * *

 

Nika watched Master Ivanar and the acolytes of the order with a mixture of horror and fascination. They surrounded Tamuna’s bed in a tight circle, with one hand on the next acolyte’s shoulder. Ivanar stood at the head of the bed, holding her with both hands. They stood in absolute silence, but a power emanated from them that Nika could not deny.

The rest of the room gradually filled with officers, servants, and curious onlookers. Alex tried to keep them out, but when King Eraklei himself strode in, there was little he could do. Soon, the room was packed to the walls.

Minutes passed in silence. No one dared to speak. The sword, which had originally sat on the table, was placed on the bed next to Tamuna. Nika bit his fingernails until they were little more than stumps.

After some time, the room seemed to lighten, as if a cloud had pulled back from the sun. Ivanar took a deep breath and stood back, and the acolytes broke the circle. The room stirred, and a rumble of hushed conversations rippled out into the hallway. 

Nika hurried to Tamuna, pushing through the huddle just as she opened her eyes and sat up. “Tamuna!” he said, putting a hand on her arm. “Are you all right?”

She turned and gave him the oddest look, one that was a strange mixture of surprise and relief. It was as if she hadn’t seen him in years.

“Stand back,” Master Ivanar ordered. The acolytes turned around and helped him keep the crowds of onlookers away. King Eraklei pressed through them to the bedside. A gust of wind through the iron barred windows made his woolen cape billow, forcing Nika to step back.

“What have you done, sword keeper?” he asked, his tone demanding an answer. “What is the meaning of this, this…”

“Mage circle?” Master Ivanar said, completing the king’s sentence. “It was necessary, Your Majesty. A coven of the Brotherhood had pulled the sword bearer’s soul into the void. Our intervention saved her.”

Eraklei looked down at Tamuna and frowned. “Is this true?”

“Yes,” she said slowly, still struggling to gain her bearings. Nika wanted to rush back to her, but Ivanar laid a hand on his shoulder, holding him back.

“Mistress Leladze, may I present King Eraklei, sovereign of the people of Aramand. Your Majesty, may I present Mistress Tamuna Leladze, bearer of Imeris.”

Tamuna bowed her head in deference, while King Eraklei only nodded.

“Your Majesty,” she said, still lying on the bed. “I must beg your forgiveness for failing to greet you upon your arrival.”

That’s not how she usually talks, Nika realized. The change made him uneasy.

“Of course,” said the king. “I only regret that I was not able to protect you from the power of the Brotherhood.”

“Walls of iron and stone are no defense against weapons of spirit,” said Ivanar.

“Your Majesty,” said Tamuna, “I understand you wish to take counsel with me, but I am still quite weak from the attack, and need some time to recover.”

“Of course,” said Eraklei. “You may take as much time as you need. I will be waiting for you with my court in the great hall.”

With that, he bowed and turned, his cape flourishing behind him. As soon as he left, the room all but emptied as the crowd followed him down to the great hall.

“Alex, Nika, Master Ivanar—please stay.”

They waited until the room was completely empty. A cool breeze blew through the window, making Nika shiver. He considered stoking the coals in the fireplace, but doubted that Tamuna would keep them long enough for that. 

“Master Ivanar,” said Tamuna, taking his hand, “thank you for coming to my rescue.”

“Of course,” said Ivanar. “Please accept our apologies for not doing more to protect you.”

“Will they strike again?”

“They will certainly try. But we will erect a spirit shield that should protect you. Our acolytes are not as numerous as the Brotherhood’s, but they are skilled enough to fend off another attack.”

Tamuna nodded. “It’s not your fault, Master Ivanar. I should have warned you that the remnants of the Twelve have aligned with the Brotherhood.”

What is she talking about? Nika wondered. Just a few days ago, she didn’t know any more about this Brotherhood than he did.

“Alex,” she said, turning her attention away from Master Ivanar. “We need to start combat training as soon as possible.”

“With all due respect, Mistress—”

“If the Brotherhood attacks me again, I cannot afford to be defenseless. The training must begin now.”

Alex bowed his head in deference. “Of course.”

There was a quality to Tamuna’s voice that Nika had never heard before. Her eyes were cool, her words measured, her movements firm and deliberate. She issued orders as naturally as if she were a queen. 

“We cannot stay here,” she continued. “The forces of the enemy are arrayed against us on almost every side, and the kingdom of Aramand is not sufficient to stand against them.”

Ivanar frowned. “Are you certain, Mistress Leladze? The Northland armies will not be able to cross the mountains in winter, and the storms will prevent an invasion by sea. There is time—”

“My decision in this matter is firm, Master Ivanar. We must make for the high road at once and seek refuge in the Southlands.”

Ivanar nodded slowly. “Very well. But we will discuss this matter when we counsel with King Eraklei.”

“In secret,” Alex added, glancing pointedly at Nika.

Tamuna gestured with her hand, and the two men rose to leave. Nika glanced from them to Tamuna, unsure whether to follow them out. He felt completely out of place, like a stray dog in a throne room. 

“Nika.”

He turned to face her, hope and uneasiness warring within him.

“Yes?”

She sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. The gesture was so characteristically her that he immediately felt as if they were back in the village again, chatting after a long day’s work.

“It’s been a while since we’ve been able to talk.”

He nodded. “It has.”

A look of intense concern crossed her face. “Were you there, Nika? Did I hear them…”

“Who?”

“Never mind,” she said, shaking her head. “It was a lie, just as Imeris said.”

“Where were you?”

She bit her lip. “I don’t know if you’d believe me.”

“Of course I would. I know you’d never lie to me.”

“Even if it didn’t make sense?”

“Yes,” he answered quickly, though her doubts began to shake him. They had been friends back in the village, but they weren’t in the village anymore. And she was not the same girl he had always known.

It doesn’t matter, he decided. I still believe her, and I always will.

“When the attack began,” said Tamuna, “I felt the presence of something evil. It radiated with pure hatred and filled my heart with fear.”

“I felt it, too,” Nika blurted.

She cocked her head. “Really?”

“Yes. It was as if… as if a cloud had passed overhead. I don’t know how to describe it, but I felt it, too. What happened next?”

“I don’t exactly know. But there was a forest and a path, with shadow creatures on either side, and a chasm through a wasteland with more stars than…”

Nika could barely follow her, but nodded just the same. This was the Tamuna he knew: the girl who could talk for hours on whatever subject had seized her passion. It made him smile.

“But Nika,” she said finally, “the most important thing is that my father was there.”

“Your father?”

“Yes. I didn’t see him, but I know he was there. I just know it.”

“I thought you never knew your father.”

“I didn’t,” she said. “I don’t even know his name. But he was there, Nika. I just knew, you know? I don’t think it was an illusion, because he was still there even after Ivanar came for me.”

“Can you go back?” he asked.

Her face whitened. “I don’t know. The ruins lie in the Void. To get there, my spirit and body would have to be separated.”

“Then maybe he’s dead.”

He regretted his words almost the moment they left his mouth. Tamuna’s face fell sharply, as if a cloud had passed over her.

“Yeah. Maybe you’re right.”

“It’s okay,” he said, putting a hand on her arm. “You’re safe now, right? We’ll take care of you.”

“Safe,” she muttered, retreating inward. He let go and stepped back, feeling suddenly awkward.

“I guess I should probably go now.”

“Yeah,” said Tamuna. “Thanks for listening to me, Nika. I really needed it.”

“Tamuna? Are we—are we still friends?”

She gave him an odd look. “Of course we are, Nika. Didn’t you say so yourself?”

“Yes, but so much has changed, I… ” his voice trailed off.

Tamuna rose to her feet and put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s all right, Nika. Everything is different now, but I will always be your friend.”

Will you, though?

“Do you believe me?”

“Of course,” he lied. Guilt stabbed his heart, but it was all that he could say.



Out of Obscurity

 

Alex followed Master Ivanar through the dark recesses of the stronghold. Sunlight filtered through the arrow slits, casting beams through the dusty air. The bustle and excitement of the morning had died down for the most part, though royal servants and courtiers moved through the halls.

“A king’s duties always follow him, even to the frontiers of his kingdom,” Master Ivanar observed.

“We should be careful not to divulge too much, then,” said Alex. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure they weren’t being followed. After the attack by the Brotherhood, it was difficult to trust anyone.

“So now our worst fears are realized,” Ivanar muttered. “The Brotherhood is in league with the remnants of the Twelve, and they command an empire that stretches from the west sea to the east. It will be difficult to find allies willing to fight such an enemy.”

“They will rally to the sword,” said Alex.

Master Ivanar grinned. “You seem remarkably sure of that, Master Andretzek. May I ask what has renewed your confidence?”

Alex thought back to the events of the last few days, from the discovery of the sword bearer to the flight over the mountains. Was he ready to follow a tavern wench against the full might of the Brotherhood? 

But she wasn’t just a tavern wench. He’d seen how she’d carried herself in the presence of King Eraklei. A simple peasant would have shrunk beneath his gaze, but she had addressed him calmly and with an air of genuine authority. Whatever she was before, the sword was transforming her.

“When you found her in the Void, was she cowering in fear or wielding the sword?”

“She was surrounded on all sides by the acolytes of the Brotherhood, but she stood her ground with Imeris firmly in hand.”

“Then there’s your answer.”

Ivanar nodded. “That was my conclusion as well, Alex. And you are right—our allies will rally to the sword.”

They had better, Alex thought silently. Because if they didn’t, all would surely be lost.

 

* * * * *

 

Are you sure?

Tamuna dipped her hands in the washbasin and splashed the lukewarm water on her face. The cool breeze blowing in through the open windows contrasted sharply with the warmth of the morning sun. 

Best not to keep King Eraklei waiting, Imeris’s voice whispered in her head.

“I know, I know,” she muttered. “And yes, I’m sure.”

The kingdom of Aramand is a strong and loyal ally. You will be as safe here as you will anywhere else.

“Which means that I’m not safe anywhere,” she said as she pulled on a clean chemise. 

Then where do you plan to go?

“South,” she said, thinking back to the view from the high mountain pass that had opened her mind to the enemy’s grand strategy. “Many of the southern kingdoms are vassals to the Arbuli Empire. The enemy won’t want to risk a war with the Southlanders.”

Foreign powers will not fight our wars for us.

“Perhaps, but they will buy us time.” 

She pulled on the embroidered dress that she’d danced in the night before and admired herself in the small bedside mirror.

The dress suits you well, said Imeris. But to impress the Aramand court, there is something I must give you.

Images came unbidden to her mind. Torchlit halls and vaulted throne rooms, men in dashing robes and women in ermine dresses. She took a deep breath and was transported to a hundred different courts and galleries, to sumptuous feasts and grave councils of war alike.

Her mind suddenly flooded with what seemed like volumes of rules and manners. She felt as if she were adrift in a vast sea of knowledge, choking on protocol and drowning in etiquette. In desperation, she tried to grasp it—to hold onto just one piece of knowledge long enough to comprehend it—but it passed like water through her hands.

Relax, Imeris reassured her. When your mind has absorbed the knowledge, it will come unbidden in the moment you need it.

“How am I supposed to absorb all of this?” she asked, her head throbbing. “If you can’t even teach me how to wield you, how can I possibly learn all of this?”

Your mind is like a vessel, Tamuna: It must be tempered before it can receive knowledge. As a tavern girl, you did not train in the arts of war, but you did learn how to serve your guests and see to their wants and needs. That has sufficiently prepared you.

Tamuna closed her eyes and let the knowledge wash over her. When she opened her eyes, the sunbeams had already passed from her bed to the floor. She rose to her feet and stood with her back straight. That wasn’t how she usually stood, but it came to her readily now, as if it were second nature.

Good, Imeris observed. You’ve already taken to it.

“That’s it? That’s all I have to do?”

Not quite. The knowledge I’ve given you is like a change of clothing. You may wear it well or wear it poorly, but how you wear it depends upon you. The dress cannot wear itself.

“So how do I do that?”

You must focus on your strengths, not your shortcomings. 

“But what if I’m not good enough?”

You are not an imposter here, Tamuna. I recognized you as the prophesied sword bearer the moment your mind touched my own. Trust in yourself. Have confidence.

She took a deep breath. “All right. I’ll do my best.”

That is all that anyone can ask of you.

 

* * * * *

 

Alex tapped his foot impatiently as King Eraklei held court. Many of the people who approached him were local peasants, come to resolve a dispute or to seek the king’s blessing. Courtiers from the capital had been arriving at the stronghold all morning, and they now lined the walls and filled the hallways. They looked as uneasy as he felt, though for entirely different reasons.

His thoughts were interrupted as the oaken double doors swung open. In the center of the doorway stood Tamuna, wearing the embroidered dress from the day before. Instead of braids, however, her long black hair cascaded freely over her shoulders. On her hips, she wore a thick leather belt with Imeris sheathed at her side. The emerald in the pommel seemed to glow.

At the sight of her, Alex sat up and stopped tapping his foot.

“Your Majesty,” she said, bowing with her fist pressed against her chest in the manner of the mountain tribes. Then, standing straight, she held out her hand with the palm down, as if waiting for someone to take it.

That’s my cue, Alex realized. He rose from his seat and quickly crossed the floor to escort her into the hall.

“Welcome to Aramand,” said Eraklei, his voice booming in the attentive silence. “Please, join us.”

Alex’s cheeks burned as he escorted Tamuna to the head of the room. All eyes were on the both of them, but her smile was so full of grace that he felt almost invisible. She looked nothing like the tavern girl he’d met on the other side of the mountains. With her radiant hair and finely embroidered dress, she looked like a queen.

“Thank you for your hospitality, Your Majesty. It is good to know that the last true sword still has friends in this world.”

A murmur rippled through the audience of courtiers and subjects. 

“Indeed,” said Eraklei, clearly in a foul mood. “The kingdom of Aramand has never abandoned the ancient order, though it long ago abandoned us.”

“The Order of the Twelve was extinguished the moment the swords turned on each other,” said Tamuna, her voice loud enough that all could hear her. “Only the sword Imeris remains faithful. I bear that sword.”

Eraklei narrowed his eyes. “You certainly know your history, girl.”

Alex’s hackles rose at the king’s failure to address the sword bearer with the proper respect. If Tamuna noticed the slight, though, she gave no sign of it.

“Imeris has showed me much, as have Master Ivanar and Master Adretzek.” She nodded graciously to Alex, who stood a little taller for the acknowledgment.

“So the sword speaks to you, then?” Eraklei asked, leaning forward. 

The great hall was perfectly silent, with every soul listening intently.

“Imeris and I share the same bond as all the warriors before me who have borne the sword. And just as a sword is an extension of the body in the hands of a trained warrior, I assure you, Your Majesty, that Imeris and I are one.”

In one smooth motion Tamuna drew the sword and lifted it high above her head. At that moment, a ray of brilliant sunlight fell on her, making the blade gleam like gold. 

“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, he shall await the one who will wield him in truth and wisdom to free the world of men.”

King Eraklei raised an eyebrow. A murmur of awe resounded through the hall.

Tamuna lowered the sword, pointing it to the ground between her and the king. “Your Majesty, I do not know why the sword has chosen me. But it has shown me that I am indeed the prophesied sword bearer.”

For a long, breathless moment, no one stirred. Then, without a word, King Eraklei rose to his feet and descended on one knee.

“Then on behalf of the people of Aramand, may I be the first to pledge my allegiance.”

All around the room, captains and officers knelt like their king. The soldiers followed, with the courtiers following suit. A warm sensation filled Alex’s heart. After so many long years—so many centuries of exile—the last true sword had finally come out of the wilderness.

King Eraklei rose to his feet, and the rest of his court did likewise. “Let it be known among all the nations and kingdoms of the world that the sword bearer came first to Aramand!”

A cheer rose up, resounding throughout the great hall. Tamuna sheathed the sword, while Eraklei turned to the chancellor.

“Dismiss the court for the rest of the day,” he ordered. “I will hold a council of war in my pavilion.” 

Now comes the real test, Alex realized. And from what Tamuna had said about fleeing to the Southlands, he didn’t know how she was going to pass it.

 

* * * * *

 

Tamuna felt relieved as she left the great hall for the courtyard. She’d never had so many eyes focused on her. Even with all of Imeris’s memories of gilded halls, her hands were still shaking from the experience.

It’s all right, Imeris reassured her. You did well.

“Please tell me that I won’t have to do that again.”

Not immediately. But the eyes of the whole world are upon you now. You are the hope that the last free nations look to.

“Please, not yet,” Tamuna whispered as she approached the king’s pavilion. “I’m not ready for that.”

No one ever is, Tamuna.

She parted the tent door. King Eraklei, Master Ivanar, and Alex were already inside, standing around an oaken table on the rugs at the center of the pavilion. A map was spread out before them, the corners held down by gilded weights.

“Welcome, sword bearer,” said King Eraklei. He nodded but did not bow.

Tamuna gave them the mountain salute. It seemed more appropriate here than it had in the court. “King Eraklei, Master Ivanar, Master Andretzek: Thank you for agreeing to this council. We have much to discuss.”

“Let’s get down to the crux of the matter,” said King Eraklei, leaning heavily on the table. “The Northlanders have taken Kutaisa and established a blockade along the eastern coasts. The coming winter will prevent them from launching an overland attack, but they still threaten Zgrosa and Salmakala from the sea. It is only a matter of time before those kingdoms fall. Tskalkala will be more difficult for them, but the mountains in the south are not impassable. If Tskalkala submits, the enemy could easily send a force up the Arma River to cut off the high road near the pass to Asvala, surrounding us on all sides.”

Tamuna studied the map and again saw the chadrak board spread out before her. The enemy pieces were arrayed before her, their strategy developing quickly and aggressively. It did not look good.

“The Asvalans will rally to the sword, Your Majesty,” said Alex. “They have not forgotten—”

“The Asvalans? Those dirty, low-bred, miserly backstabbers? If they knew the enemy were coming for us, they would give them fresh horses and speed them on their way.”

There is a great deal of animosity between the peoples of the Kevonas. One of our greatest challenges will be uniting them.

“With all respect, your majesty,” said Master Ivanar, “the Arma flows from the shores of Lake Aram, which your forces control. If you sent a portion of your army south, you could reinforce the people of Tskalkala before the enemy overruns them.”

“And fight in the open plains of the south country? Gods forbid.”

He’s waiting for you, Tamuna. Don’t be shy.

Tamuna swallowed. “Your Majesty, I have another suggestion.”

“Yes?” said Eraklei, turning to face her. 

“It is not expedient that the enemy should be drawn into Aramand. The coming war will affect all the peoples of the Kevonas—indeed, all the nations of the world. To fight the enemy here would place too much of a burden upon you and your people.”

King Eraklei regarded her coolly. She turned to the map and pointed to the high road leading southwest through the Lesser Kevonas. 

“The enemy has boxed us in on the north, east, and southeast, but the high road is still open to us. An overland caravan could cross it in a matter of weeks.”

Alex frowned. “What are you suggesting, Tamuna?”

She looked from face to face, meeting each gaze with her eye. “It is the sword the enemy wants, not Aramand. Therefore, the sword must go south, where the enemy cannot reach it.”

“Are you certain of this?” said Master Ivanar. “The war will not resume until spring. There is plenty of time to prepare.”

“I am certain,” said Tamuna. “And Your Majesty, while I have no doubt as to the loyalty or strength of your armies, it would not be right to ask them to fight alone. The other nations of the Kevonas must rally to us first—and they will, Your Majesty. They will.”

King Eraklei’s eyes narrowed as he stroked his beard. “Well spoken, sword bearer.”

“But what of the Brotherhood?” said Alex, glancing from face to face. “Wouldn’t this make us more vulnerable to them? The high road is the only safe way out, and if they expect us to flee—”

“We will leave in secret,” said Tamuna. “Tonight, if at all possible.”

Eraklei raised an eyebrow. “What of the feast we have prepared in your honor?”

Careful, Tamuna.

“While it pains me to reject your hospitality, Your Majesty, we will never have a better opportunity than now. As Alex has made clear, the high road is the only way open to us, and the enemy will certainly be watching it. We must leave when they least expect it.”

“One of our mages is skilled in the arts of illusion,” said Master Ivanar. “Those who are present at the feast will not realize that she has gone.”

Eraklei nodded slowly. “It is the certainly the last thing the enemy would expect, for our honored guest to depart without receiving our full hospitality.”

“Then that is what we must do,” said Tamuna. “Leave now, in a party too small for the enemy to notice.”

“But what if the Brotherhood attacks you again?” Alex asked. “It will take at least a dozen acolytes to cast a shield while we travel, and the enemy will be able to sense it.”

“Then we must travel without a spirit shield, at least until we are safely out of Aramand.”

Alex and Master Ivanar started to object, but Tamuna silenced them with her hand.

“The enemy cannot attack us if they don’t know where we are. A shield would give us away, would it not?”

“It would,” Master Ivanar admitted, “but traveling without one is extremely dangerous. Are you certain about this?”

Tamuna swallowed. “It’s dangerous, but necessary. I’m ready to take the risk.”

King Eraklei and Master Ivanar both nodded. Alex seemed unconvinced, but he held his peace.

“Very well,” said King Eraklei. “And what would you have us do after you have gone?”

Tamuna looked at the map, arrayed like a chadrak board before her. “Harass the enemy as much as you can, but conserve your strength. We will go to rally the last free nations, and when we return, I trust that you will prove a key ally in the coming war.”

“Indeed we will, Mistress Leladze. I swear it.”

Good work, said Imeris. Not only have you won his allegiance, but you have won his respect, as well. 

Tamuna couldn’t help but feel gratified by Imeris’s praise. But when she looked to Alex, his face was clouded by doubt.



The Secret Flight

 

The succulent aroma of roasted lamb filled the musty stone corridors of the stronghold. Nika’s mouth watered as he scurried between the kitchen and the great hall. The cooks had pulled him aside to run some errands, but he didn’t mind at all. In fact, it put him at ease to have something useful to do.

The great hall was filled, and the evening’s entertainment had already begun. Four rows of tables stretched lengthwise on either side of the room, while at the head, a table with a lavish tablecloth sat for the distinguished guests. King Eraklei sat in the center, with Tamuna on his right.

Nika paused. Though she sat less than a hundred yards from him, the gap might as well have been a bottomless chasm. A lump rose in his throat, but he quickly choked it down.

The cooks had sent him to count the candelabras on the tables and make sure that none were missing. He counted them swiftly, confirming that they were all indeed where they needed to be, and ducked back through the servants’ door to make his report.

As he scurried toward the kitchen, a hand caught him on the shoulder and turned him roughly around.

“Whaugh!” he cried, nearly falling on the floor. In the darkness, it was impossible to make out who had accosted him, but—

“Get up, stable boy. We’re heading out.”

He frowned. Was that Alex?

“What are you talking about? The feast—”

“Shh! Stay quiet and follow me.”

Alex took him by the arm and pulled him swiftly through the shadows to the back door. Nika was so surprised, he didn’t even attempt to resist. Only when they were outside did he come to his senses.

“What’s going on? Alex, let me go—I need to go to the kitchen!”

“There’s been a change of plans, boy. Now be still, or I’ll—”

“What is this, a kidnapping? Let me go!”

“Quiet, Master Tqabladze,” came a new voice. “For Tamuna’s sake, hold your tongue.”

It was Master Ivanar.

Nika blinked in the darkness. “Master Ivanar? What’s going on?”

“There will be time enough later to answer your questions. For now, make haste, and be silent.”

Nika had no idea what was going on, but he bit his tongue and did as he was told. Alex and Master Ivanar led him out into the courtyard, where a single horse-drawn wagon was waiting. The horses pawed the ground restlessly while the new moon set across the mountains.

“Where are we going?” he whispered. “I—”

“Hush, you fool!”

Alex unceremoniously dumped him into the wagon bed. His elbow hit a barrel, sending a shock ringing down the length of his arm and making him yelp.

“Nika!” came a whispered voice. It was too dark to see who it was.

“I’m fine,” he muttered as he sat up. “It’s just, that dumb Alex—”

The girl threw her arms around him and gave him an unexpected hug. It was only then that he recognized her.

“Tamuna? Is that you?”

“Yes, Nika, but you need to whisper, at least until we’re on the road.”

“But I—” he caught himself and lowered his voice. “But I just saw you in the great hall! What are you doing here?”

The wagon jolted, sending Nika sprawling. Tamuna grabbed onto his arm as they rolled out of the courtyard, the horses picking up the pace to a quick trot.

“It’s an illusion,” she explained. “A mage of the Order, disguised to look like me. It was necessary to make our escape.”

They picked up speed, bouncing every which way on the uneven ground. As they crossed the bridge over the dry moat, the wagon steadied just enough to get comfortable before they resumed the bumpy road.

“Where are we going?” Nika asked, his voice all but drowned out by the creaking of the wagon.

“West toward the high road. We’re leaving Aramand.”

“What about my pans?” he asked, suddenly remembering the belongings he’d carried out of Kutaisa. A bolt of panic shot through him.

“Don’t worry, we packed them already. And I’m sorry that we didn’t tell you: we had to keep it a secret, even from most of the Order. We’ll meet up with a dozen others in town and ride as far as we can until dawn.”

“And then what?”

She shrugged. “Don’t know yet. We just need to get as far from the enemy as we can.”

And even farther from home, Nika thought silently as the uneven road bounced him up and down.

As if anticipating his concern, Tamuna took his hand. “Don’t worry, Nika. Wherever we go, I’m not going to leave you behind.”

“And what if the Brotherhood attacks you again?”

She stiffened. “Then I’m sure you’ll do your best to protect me.”

Though she said it with confidence, Nika doubted he was capable enough to do anything for her anymore.

 

* * * * *

 

Alex scowled as he surveyed the countryside from the back of his horse. The night was dark, and though the sky was clear, the stars offered little in the way of light. It was a perfect night for a stealthy escape, and yet Tamuna had almost ruined it by insisting that they bring the stable boy. The delay had cost them precious time and forced them to send the rest of the company on without them. If the enemy had spies watching the gatehouse, a caravan leaving the stronghold in the middle of the feast would have raised suspicion. Even a single wagon was enough to attract attention, so they had to waste even more time diverting to a rendezvous point in the village. 

Yet it wasn’t just the wasted time that grated on Alex. He stared at the small stone buildings of the border town, lit with flickering torches, and gripped the reins of his gelding in frustration.

“Master Andretzek,” said Ivanar, riding beside him. “The night is wonderfully dark, is it not?”

By now, they were far enough from the stronghold to speak openly, as the road itself was all but deserted. Still, even in darkness—especially in darkness—the enemy had spies.

“We’re making a mistake,” Alex answered in hushed tones. “Aramand is strong, and can stand against the enemy long enough for others to rally.”

“And they will. I do not doubt that the people of Aramand will yet play an important role.”

“But how will the other nations come if there is no rallying point?”

“Patience, Alex. When the time comes to rally, it will be to the place of Tamuna’s choosing.”

“Then she should choose the place,” Alex grumbled, “and make her stand against the enemy, instead of running away.”

Even in the darkness, Ivanar’s grin was obvious. “Just a few weeks ago, you doubted that she could lead us at all. What sort of a change has she wrought in you?”

“There has been no change,” said Alex, blood rushing to his cheeks. 

“Then do you doubt her?”

Alex paused. From the way she’d carried herself in the king’s court, it was clear that she was no mere tavern girl. But what sort of sword bearer would retreat before the enemy could even advance? The high road led west to Asvala, a hermit kingdom that would no doubt stay neutral until the enemy was at their gates. And Momena and Arbalkala were both vassals of the Arbuli Empire, where the prophecies had never held sway. If fleeing to the Southlands was Tamuna’s strategy, it was a poor way to rally their forces indeed.

“We will continue this discussion later,” Ivanar said, sensing his unease. “I will ride ahead and meet you in town.”

With that, he nodded and took off at a canter. Alex sighed and urged his horse to walk faster.

 

* * * * *

 

The rendezvous in the village was brief. Tamuna watched from a narrow slit in the canvas as they rode up to a darkened tavern, loaded a few more supplies, and took off. As Alex had counselled her, she stayed out of sight. A couple of the acolytes glanced at the wagon, but that was the only interest they showed. Master Ivanar gave up his horse and joined their wagon driver in the front seat.

It calmed her to know that Master Ivanar was with them. He knew these lands better than anyone else in the order. If trouble befell them, she knew that he would guide her to safety.

Better get some rest, Imeris advised her once they returned to the road. You’re going to need it.

She glanced down at Nika, who lay nestled among sacks of flour. Though the wagon seemed to leap every time they hit a bump, he slept like a baby. Tamuna doubted that she could sleep so well, though it gratified her to know that they were making speed.

“It’s just like Kutaisa,” she muttered as she settled back among the barrels. By propping her back with one of the flour sacks, she was able to have at least something of a cushion from the constant jolting. She closed her eyes.

Now that she had time enough to herself to think, she couldn’t stop thinking of her father. Her aunt had told her almost nothing about him, only that he had been a warrior. It was as if she’d cut him out of her life entirely. None of this had seemed strange to Tamuna while she was growing up, but now, it made little sense to her. 

Who was he? Why had he left her? Most importantly, why was he trapped in the Void?

For what felt like hours, she passed in and out of consciousness. Images passed before her, some of them real, others of a dreamlike quality. She was back home at the tavern, caring for her Aunt Sopiko when she’d been sick. Then she was in the great hall, before the eyes of all the court of Aramand, trembling with the same fear. She drew the sword and a thunderbolt cleft the sky. Then she was high on a mountain peak, the clouds wandering below her. She surveyed the land and saw storm clouds amassing to the north. Great towering thunderheads spread like anvils across the horizon, lightning flashing in the darkness below. The sky turned orange and purple as the sun set to her west, and a chill wind howled in her ear.

She woke up and shook her head. It was sunset, and a cool breeze cast gentle waves across the mountain lake. The grass all around her was golden brown, the trees bare except for the scraggly pines. She rose to her feet and turned to the mountain stronghold.

“Imeris,” she called, stepping through the doors of the mountain church. Torches cast flickering shadows across the marble floor in the waning twilight. In the center, beneath the cupola, she found Imeris on the large marble slab, sitting on a woven Arbuli carpet. Before him was the chadrak board.

“Ah, Tamuna,” he said, smiling. “Please, have a seat.”

She groaned. “More chadrak problems?”

“Only one. But I think it will occupy the remainder of the night.”

He waved his hand over the board, and the chadrak pieces materialized from thin air. Instead of assuming a typical exercise, however, they appeared in their starting positions. Tamuna frowned.

“Imeris, the board is set up for a game.” 

“Exactly. That makes it the most common position you will encounter. What do you see?” 

She leaned forward, rubbing her chin with her hand. “Well, the two sides are identical. The pieces are even, and none of them are threatened.”

“Good, good. Who has the advantage?” 

“No one.”

“There you are wrong,” said Imeris, wagging his finger good-naturedly at her. “Everything else may be equal, but only one side can have the first move.”

“White.”

“Exactly. So what must white do to exploit this advantage?”

He’s testing me, Tamuna realized. Her mind raced with the basic tactics of the game: knights before magi, strongmen in the open files, bring the king to safety. 

“Well, the key is to control the center,” she began. “White must establish a claim quickly, developing his pieces and—”

“You’re merely reciting rules, not applying them. Be more specific.”

“Sorry,” she said, her heart pounding. “I didn’t mean—” 

“Focus, Tamuna, focus. What must white do to leverage his advantage to win?”

She looked at the board once again, trying desperately to see it with new eyes. Knowing Imeris, the answer was probably staring her in the face. Plots within plots, schemes within schemes, rules within rules. That was it! 

“White must play a perfect game. He must take advantage of every opening and not make any mistakes.”

To her consternation, Imeris only shrugged. “That’s certainly one answer. But if both sides play perfectly, what is the outcome?” 

“Victory?” she said uncertainly.

He shook his head. “If black also plays a perfect game, then neither side will have victory. White must wait for black to make a mistake, forcing him into a reactionary posture. Is this how you intend to win?” 

“No,” she said. “Of course not.” 

“Then how do you?” 

Her heart fell as she racked her brain for the answer. What were the steps to victory? Find and control the enemy’s weakness, overwhelm his defenses and strike with the little thing first. That was what Imeris had taught her—but somehow, she didn’t think that was the answer he was looking for. 

“I don’t know,” she admitted, crestfallen. “How can I play a more-than-perfect game?” 

“You can’t, of course. But you can play a less-than-perfect one.”

Tamuna frowned. “‘Less-than-perfect’? What do you mean?” 

“Consider all the great games we’ve studied. What do they all have in common?”

“A sacrifice?”

“Exactly,” said Imeris. “In all of those games, the victor sacrificed either material or position to gain a decisive advantage. Often, the difference between victory and defeat came down to a single move.”

“But how were those games less than perfect?”

“Because they all involved breaking some rule, taking some risk. Tell me, can anyone memorize every possible game of chadrak?”

“Of course not,” said Tamuna.

“And can any player foresee every possible outcome?”

“No—he’d go mad!”

“Exactly,” said Imeris, looking her in the eye. “And so to win, one must first take a risk.”

“But—but how?” stammered Tamuna. “How can I know when to take such risks? How will I know what they look like?”

“You will know them,” said Imeris, “because they will look like mistakes.”



Part III: The High Road

Uncertain Crossroads

 

The sky turned blue long before the sun began to rise. In the morning twilight, Alex gripped the pommel of his saddle and gazed across the dusty landscape with tired eyes. Far to his left, Lake Aram shone amidst the black mountains of the east, where the Kevonas sloped down to the plains and lowlands. The land immediately before them was dry and desolate, with stunted shrubbery scattered amid the sand and gravel. Great boulders sat on the lower slopes to their west, with cliffs rising high enough to touch the clouds, if there had been any in the clear, blue sky.

A tough land for a tough people, Alex mused to himself as his horse walked slowly with its head held low. It was nothing like his northern homeland, where fields of grain stretched to the horizon. 

It would be harvest season back home, the golden fields shimmering in the sunlight. The village men would be out with their sickles harvesting the fields, while the women and children would gather the grain into sheaves and carry them into the storehouses. Others would be hard at work planting the winter wheat in the fields that had already been harvested, preparing the ground for an early crop in the spring. But the cool winter winds would already be blowing from the north, a harbinger of the difficult months to come. 

There were no mountains in Alex’s homeland. No deserts or hermit kingdoms, either. Rival armies swept across the land as viciously as the winter winds, with nothing to stand in their way except the stubbornness of his people. Their history was one of constant war and bloodshed. But the rhythms of life continued uninterrupted. Whether in war or in peace, the autumn harvest had to be brought in each year, the winter wheat planted. No matter how vicious the wars between rival kings and princes, all men respected this delicate balance, knowing that upsetting it would bring famine and death to them all.

Until the rise of the Northland Empire. Until the fall of his father’s kingdom and the enslavement of his people.

He clenched his teeth at the memories of the war that had turned him from prince to vagabond, wandering in foreign lands. His father and mother and most of his family had all been killed, either on the field of battle or by assassins’ blades—or worse, by poison, the most cowardly of all weapons. The empire wasted no time in placing a puppet on the throne, siphoning nearly all of the harvest to feed the Imperial armies. In the resulting famine, Alex’s oldest brother had led a short-lived revolt in which Alex, barely fifteen, had served as a captain. It had not ended well.

Will I ever be able to return? Alex wondered as he gazed over the desolate mountain landscape. Will I ever again see my people sowing the winter wheat after gathering a plentiful harvest?

So much now depended on the girl Tamuna. At Akalika, she had proven herself to be more than a mere tavern wench. She could learn, she could adapt, she had a keen eye and a sharp mind, and she could clearly use both to her advantage. 

But could she lead them to victory?

Their journey along the high road was nothing more than a cowardly retreat. Here in the Kevonas, a scanty band of hardened warriors could hold their ground against thousands. For all the enemy had accomplished in taking Kutaisa and blockading the Eastern Sea, it would take a far greater force to bring the people of Aramand to their knees. And yet, here they were, fleeing instead of taking a stand.

As he mused in brooding silence, a rider on a white horse approached at a trot. Alex squinted in the ebbing twilight, struggling to make him out. His hand gravitated to the hilt of his sword, but when the rider was less than fifty yards off, he recognized him as Isaac, one of the senior acolytes of the order.

“Master Andretzek,” said Isaac, saluting him. “It is good to see you. You bring the sword bearer, I hope?”

Alex grimaced. “You fool! Do you want to betray us to the enemy’s spies?”

Isaac laughed, much to his consternation. “You can relax, Alex. The road is deserted, and my acolytes have set up a screen that will prevent the Brotherhood from seeing us. Unless the rocks themselves are on their side, we are in no danger of being overheard.”

Stranger things have been done with rocks, Alex nearly retorted. Magic was not his area of expertise, and despite his youth, Isaac was an adept mage. His dark olive skin and carefully trimmed goatee were out of place in the Kevonas, but in the Arbuli lands just a few hundred miles to the south, they were commonplace. The high road took them closer to Isaac’s homeland, not farther from it. Little wonder he was in such good spirits.

“Until the enemy has been defeated and the prophecy fulfilled, we are constantly in danger.”

“Yes, of course. The sword bearer?”

Alex nodded to the road behind him. “About two miles behind us. I trust you’ve found a suitable place for us to camp?”

“We certainly have,” said Isaac, “though I hope you don’t mind sleeping in caves.”

Right now, I could sleep just about anywhere, Alex thought. He stifled a yawn.

“Are you sure that the enemy cannot detect our movements?”

“The spell will prevent them from seeing us directly. Unless they send a hunter to read our tracks, they won’t be able to follow us—and who can follow a single set of tracks amid so many?”

“Don’t underestimate the Brotherhood,” Alex muttered. He turned his horse around and made toward the rest of the company.

 

* * * * *

 

When the wagon stopped, Tamuna found the sudden change more jarring than the bouncing of the road. She yawned and stretched. Her body ached, especially on the side where she’d slept, but not unbearably. She reached beneath the pack by her feet until she found the sword, exactly where she’d left it before.

Good morning, said Imeris.

“Where are we?” asked Tamuna. It was so dark in the wagon that she could barely see her own hands. She peeked through the tear in the wagon canvas, but couldn’t make out much of anything. Then she saw the sky through the breaks in the trees, and realized that they were in a forest. Some men at the front of the caravan were talking, though they were too far away from her to make out the conversation.

From the other side of the wagon, Nika groaned. Tamuna left the canvas flap and moved to his side. He blinked in the darkness, groping about until his hands found hers.

“Tamuna? Is that you?”

“Yes,” she answered. “How are you, Nika?”

“Are we—are we in a wagon?”

“We are.”

He grunted. “Then it wasn’t a dream.”

She helped him sit up, laying a hand on his shoulder as he rubbed his side. Apparently, he’d slept no more comfortably than she had. The bed of the wagon was hard, and the wood was full of knots. With only the sacks of flour for cushions, it was a far cry indeed from the feather-stuffed bed in the royal suite at Akalika.

Better get used to it, Imeris advised. There will be few comforts on the road ahead.

“Where are we?” Nika asked. “What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure. Alex and Master Ivanar are handling all that. But the plan is to leave Aramand as quickly as we can. From there, we’ll take the high road to the Southlands.”

“How long is it going to take us to get there?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted, realizing just how little she did know. She’d only heard of the lands they were traveling through from travelers who had stopped at her aunt’s tavern. It felt as if they were worlds away from home. It all would have made for a grand adventure, except for the fact that people were dead because of her.

It’s not your fault, Imeris consoled her. You are not the aggressor in this war.

But that still didn’t change the fact that people were dying because of her. She had to find some way to end the war and stop the killing.

As she mused on the subject, the flap in the rear of the wagon swung open, revealing a white-bearded face. It took her a moment to recognize Master Ivanar in the darkness, but when she did, her heart leaped to see a familiar face.

“Master Ivanar! Where are we?”

“Quiet, child,” Ivanar told her. “The enemy’s spies are everywhere.” Still, he helped her climb out of the wagon and onto the dirt road.

They were in the middle of a forest copse where the road split, one fork going east, the other west. Down the east road, she made out a couple of old, tattered wagons and tents among the trees, no doubt refugees headed for the capital city of Aramand. But to the west, the way was clear.

“Where is Alex?” she asked, staying close to the wagon. She didn’t want to leave Imeris, but with the other members of the convoy milling about, she didn’t dare retrieve the sword herself.

“He is coming,” said Ivanar. “We’ve made camp about five miles from here. To avoid detection, we must ride by night and sleep during the day.”

She nodded. “Did you bring horses?”

He smiled and went around the other side of the wagon. When he came back, he was leading the silver-haired gelding and kartli pony that she and Nika had ridden over the pass from Kutaisa. The horses were saddled and ready to leave.

“Thank you so much, Master Ivanar,” she said as she took the reins.

“I live to serve you.”

The sound of approaching horses made Tamuna turn. Alex rode up on a black Arbuli warhorse, with another rider alongside him wearing a heavy traveling cloak. She recognized the man’s face from the stronghold, but couldn’t recall his name.

“Tamuna,” said Alex, giving her a curt nod. “Are we ready to ride?”

“Not quite. I think Nika needs some time to load his things.”

From inside the wagon, Nika groggily pulled back the canvas flap and blinked at the small gathering that had formed. It was clear that he wasn’t ready to go.

“Master Ivanar can escort the stable boy. Are you ready to ride?”

Tamuna winced. She hated to leave Nika behind, but recognized the need for urgency. Down the road, the refugees were already beginning to stir. There would be many more of them on the road by dawn. She hiked up her skirt and mounted the gelding.

“Retrieve the sword for me,” she ordered Alex in a voice that was soft enough not to carry. He walked his horse over to the wagon, where Ivanar pulled out the sword. Working quickly, they fastened it to his saddle without attracting too much attention.

“This way, milady,” said the other rider. The only part of his face that wasn’t hidden by the cloak was a black goatee on his chin. Once they were out of sight, he pulled back his hood to reveal his swarthy face.

“Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Isaac Bin Alizar. I am a fifth order mage, and have served in the Order of the Golden Cross for the last three years.”

Tamuna glanced over her shoulder. “Are you sure it’s a good idea to talk so openly?”

Isaac laughed. “Don’t worry. We’re well out of earshot of the convoy now, and as for the enemy, they are blind to our movements. I assure you, mistress, we can talk quite freely.”

“How is that?”

“Illusion and deception are my specialty, milady. This amulet projects a bubble in which all people are effectively invisible to spiritual eyes.”

He held up a polished amulet made of smooth blue glass fashioned in the shape of a teardrop. A white circle with a small black dot formed what looked like an eye. It glowed ever so slightly in the morning twilight, casting a dim blue hue.

“So the Brotherhood cannot see us?”

“That is correct. When the enemy discovers our ruse, their acolytes will scour the countryside with all the magical means at their disposal. But with this amulet protecting us, they will pass right over our camp and fail to notice us.”

Tamuna nodded, though he seemed much more confident than she felt. It was encouraging in some ways, but unsettling in others.

He can be trusted, Imeris told her. The evil eye amulet is an age-old trick used by Arbuli mages to ward off their enemies. It will serve us well while we are on the high road.

Isaac handed her the amulet, and she hesitantly took it from him. It was smooth and round and not too heavy. She slipped it over her head and let it fall out of sight beneath her cloak.

“There. Now you’re all but invisible to searching eyes.”

Alex rode up at a brisk pace, reining his horse to fall in alongside them. His face was unreadable.

“Good morning,” Tamuna offered. Alex said nothing.

They emerged from the copse into a wide open scrubland, punctuated only intermittently by farms and orchards. Great heaps of boulders jutted out from the slopes of the nearby mountains, accentuating their already rugged beauty. The sky to the east was lightening rapidly, and Lake Aram was already beginning to shimmer in the predawn light. A pleasantly cool breeze blew off the lake and tousled Tamuna’s hair. With no one else on the road, the morning was calm and beautiful.

“Our party is small, but sufficient to travel safely,” said Isaac. “Our greatest threat will be brigands and petty thieves. We have plenty of fighters to ward them off, without having to sacrifice speed.”

“Speed is the only advantage left to us now,” Alex answered gruffly. “We should make use of it.”

Isaac scowled. “Is that so, Alex? Perhaps you failed to realize this, but the enemy is not looking for us here—and even if they were, our movements are all but invisible. Speed, our only advantage? Pah!”

“You seem very confident,” Tamuna observed, hoping to deflate the tension.

“Yes,” said Isaac. “Because unlike our apprentice sword keeper, I am skilled in the magic arts.”

Tamuna frowned. Apprentice sword keeper? Does he mean Alex?

Yes, Imeris told her. Alex was Master Ivanar’s apprentice. Had I not found you, he would have replaced Ivanar as the sword keeper.

That explains so much, she realized, her eyes widening ever so slightly. If it weren’t for her, Alex would have achieved the highest rank of the Order.

You can’t afford to think that way. Alex is now sworn to you. Your glory is his glory.

“Do not underestimate the resources of the Brotherhood,” Alex said. “There were great-mages at the siege of Kutaisa. Against them, your power is child’s play.”

“How dare you—”

“Enough,” said Tamuna, raising her hand. Instantly, the two men fell silent.

“My apologies, milady,” Isaac offered. “I did not mean to offend.”

He glanced pointedly at Alex. Tamuna chose to ignore it.

“None was taken. I appreciate all that you have done for me.”

“My life is yours,” he said, nodding in deference.

“Are truly you willing to give your life for me, Isaac?”

“Milady, I would throw myself from that cliff at your command.”

“Why?”

“Because my life is pledged to the sword,” he answered without hesitation. “And you are the one who wields it.”

“Have you seen me wield it?”

“No,” he answered, a little uncertainly. “But the sword has chosen you, according to the ancient prophecy. And I have no doubt that you will fulfill it.”

How can you be so certain? Tamuna wanted to ask him. How can you have so much trust in me when I can hardly even trust myself? She kept silent, though, knowing that such questions would lead to no good.

Alex rode up close to her, his horse’s side brushing against her leg. “We are all willing to make that sacrifice,” he said, low enough that only she could hear. “Do not spend our lives foolishly.”

Tamuna swallowed. That was what she was afraid of.

 

* * * * *

 

Nika fastened the last of his saddlebags to his pony. He made to climb on, but his back ached so badly that he had to take a moment to stretch.

“Are you ready, Master Tqabladze?” Ivanar asked him.

He glanced up at the sky through the trees. It was light enough now to see clouds—less than an hour and it would be dawn. As anxious as he was to catch up with Tamuna, he couldn’t help but wonder if it would be best to ride back to Akalika. All he was going to do now was slow her down.

“Gah!” he said, wincing as he climbed into the saddle. His body was still sore all over from sleeping on the bed of the wagon. He was tempted to just lie down on the ground and tell Master Ivanar to go without him.

Instead, he followed the old man away from the crossroads, down the road to the west. The refugee traffic heading toward the capital was soon behind them, and as they rounded a bend, the convoy passed out of sight.

“Who were those people?” Nika asked.

“Smugglers,” Ivanar answered. “Hired on short notice and at an exorbitant rate. But it was necessary.”

Nika frowned “Why use smugglers to sneak us out of Akalika?”

“To avoid the eyes of the enemy.”

They rode on in silence for some time. There were things Nika wanted to ask him, but it was clear that Ivanar had no desire to answer any further questions.

As they left the copse and entered the high road, the land turned increasingly barren. Vineyards and fields of grain lay along the lakeshore to the east, but along the mountain slopes there was only boulders and scrub. The late autumn grass was almost colorless in the predawn light. The high road turned away from civilization toward a wilderness of sand and stone, scree and waste. The only trees along that way were stunted and brown, as unwelcoming as the craggy peaks above them.

“I should go back to Akalika,” he said abruptly. 

“Hold,” said Master Ivanar, halting his horse. “Master Tqabladze, why would you say such a thing?”

“I don’t know,” Nika answered a bit sheepishly. “I’m just—I’m of no use to anyone. Especially Tamuna.”

Ivanar eyed him silently in the predawn light. Nika flinched at first, but forced himself to meet his gaze.

“It was Tamuna who requested that you come with us,” Ivanar told him.

“I know,” said Nika, “but what am I supposed to do, cook for her? I’m just a stable boy, Master Ivanar. I don’t belong here.”

“Tamuna does not think so. You are her closest friend.”

Nika bit his lip and swallowed. He thought of how she’d danced before the soldiers, captivating them with her fierce, warlike manner, or how she’d stood before the court of King Eraklei and drawn the enchanted sword. She’d radiated something then that he’d never seen before, something that set her apart from him in every way imaginable. She was higher now than he would ever be, and the knowledge of that pained him.

“I can’t,” he said softly. “Where she goes, I—I just can’t.”

He turned his horse with a heavy heart and headed back toward the copse of trees. He half expected Master Ivanar to cut him off and tell him not to go, but to his dismay, the old man did no such thing. Instead, he only sat motionless on his horse, staring at him.

“What should I tell her?” Ivanar called after him.

Nika stopped his horse and turned. “I don’t know. Tell her I didn’t want to be a burden.”

“Why don’t you tell her yourself?”

The question made Nika pause. He knew how Tamuna would react to him leaving, and he didn’t want to see her upset like that. But was it any better to have Ivanar deliver the news on his behalf? Either way would hurt her—perhaps the latter way even more.

Master Ivanar rode up next to him. “If you want to leave, Master Tqabladze, it is your choice and you are within your rights to do so. But first, please ask yourself if it is a choice you will not regret. Once you are gone, you will not be able to return. There is a chance that you will never see Tamuna again. And even if you do, there will be much pain at your reunion if you leave without telling her first. So I implore you, Master Tqabladze, think carefully on what you are about to do.”

Nika bit his lip and nodded. As much as he hated to admit it, Master Ivanar was right.

“Fine,” he said, turning his horse around.

“Very good,” said Ivanar. “I’m sure she will appreciate hearing it from you.”

Nika wasn’t so sure, but he wasn’t going to be a coward. He owed Tamuna at least as much.

“I can’t stay,” he repeated, as much for Master Ivanar as for himself. “I just—I don’t belong here.”

“Don’t be so sure, Master Tqabladze. You may have a different opinion of the matter after you’ve spoken with her.”

Nika doubted that very much.



Doubt and Danger

 

The camp was little more than two wagons side by side next to a large, rocky outcropping at the base of a small gully. A nearby spring filled a stony, moss-covered basin, no doubt built for travelers. The camp was a short distance away, close enough to obtain water easily but far enough not to attract undue attention.

Tamuna dismounted from her horse and dipped her hands in the basin to wash her dust-covered face. The air was particularly hazy this time of year, the sun-dried ground eagerly awaiting the winter rains that would turn the dirt to mud. Even though traffic was light, the road was worn enough that every rider kicked up a small cloud of dust.

That is why we cannot travel by day, Imeris told her. 

A few days ago, Tamuna would have thought him paranoid, even though she could see the wisdom in it. But ever since the spirit attack, the prospect of being pulled back into the Void terrified her as much as an armed confrontation with Araste.

Behind her, Alex dismounted and led both of their horses to the nearby watering trough. As the horses drank, he joined her in washing his face.

“Are you sure it’s safe to camp here?” she asked. “We’re in plain view from the road.”

He grunted, the clear mountain water dripping down his hands and chin. “I don’t like it either, but sometimes it’s best to hide in plain view.”

He had a point. A pair of wagons would attract much less attention on the side of a road than they would in the middle of the rocky waste. And they were still far enough off that no one would be able to recognize them without deliberately approaching the camp. She finished washing up and walked the hundred yards or so to the wagon.

The acolytes had set up four tents behind the wagons, with a small cooking fire in the center. A pot of porridge hung over it, and Tamuna picked up a bowl to help herself to some. It was bland but surprisingly filling.

Alex joined her as she ate, placing Imeris on the ground between them. He pulled out a hunting knife and cut into a small wheel of cheese.

“Want some?” he asked, handing her a chunk.

She accepted it gratefully. It went well with the porridge, especially after giving it a few minutes to melt in.

“Where is Nika?”

Alex shrugged. “Not far behind us. Master Ivanar should be with him.”

As if on cue, the two of them rode up to the camp.

“Good morning,” Tamuna said, offering Nika a bowl of porridge. He looked exhausted.

Nika dismounted and let the horse graze with the others. He ignored her offer, however, his face turned to the ground. When Tamuna smiled at him, he avoided her gaze.

“Master Andretzek, could you join me for a moment?” Ivanar asked. Alex rose to his feet, and the two of them went around the other side of the wagon, leaving Nika and Tamuna alone.

“What’s wrong?” Tamuna asked. “You look upset.”

“It’s nothing,” Nika told her. But she could tell that he was lying.

She picked up her stool and moved it closer to where he was sitting. He tensed a little but took the bowl of porridge she offered him. It had more than half of the cheese, but even this failed to lift Nika’s spirits.

“Do you miss home?” she asked softly, putting a hand on his arm.

To her surprise, he shrugged her off, as if he couldn’t bear for her to touch him. Without a word, he picked up a wooden spoon and began to stir.

“Talk to me, Nika. Please.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“You can talk about anything with me. You know that.”

“Can I, though?”

She frowned. “What makes you say that?”

He set down his bowl and looked at her, the bags under his eyes dark and sagging. “You’re not the person you were when we left, Tamuna. You’ve changed so much—”

“But we’re still friends, aren’t we?”

His silence as he struggled to answer her was more heart-wrenching than an actual “no.” Tamuna’s legs went weak, and her arms began to shake.

“I’m just a burden to you now. You don’t need me anymore.”

“That’s not true!” she cried, taking his hand. “You’re my friend, Nika, and you always will be.”

“I’m sorry, Tamuna. Alex was right—I’m worse than useless to you. We can still be friends, but where you go, I just…” He left the thought unfinished.

Tamuna felt as if she’d just been stabbed. She took a deep breath and squeezed Nika’s hand, but he refused to look up and meet her gaze.

“What are you saying, Nika?”

“I don’t know. I just—I don’t think I can stay with you anymore.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t belong here. Kings have bowed to you, Tamuna—kings! Nations are putting their trust in you, and people from all over the world are pledging you their lives. Is there any place for me in all of this? A poor peasant stable boy? Please. I don’t belong.”

“But I need you now more than ever!”

He looked up at her. “Really?”

“Yes! Do you think it’s easy for me to be caught up in all of this? You’re my closest friend, Nika. Without you, I’d feel totally alone.”

Her words gave him pause, but after only a few moments he frowned and shook his head. “No. I’m sure you can handle yourself without me.”

“Please,” she pleaded, looking him in the eye. “Don’t go, Nika. I know you feel out of place right now, but if you stick it out, I’m sure you’ll find your place before long.”

“Do you think so?”

“Of course! Everything’s going to be fine, just—just please, don’t go!”

He took a deep breath, his face more serious than she’d ever seen. He no longer looked like the boyish stable boy she knew, but a man who was very nearly broken.

“Just stay with us for the next few days,” she said. “If you absolutely cannot stay, then I’ll send an escort with you back to Aramand. Maybe things can work out for you there.”

“Maybe they will.”

“But don’t decide yet. Give it a couple of days. Maybe things will be better once we’re on the road again.”

She smiled at him, lightening his mood somewhat, but not enough to lift him from his melancholy. As she looked back on the events of the last few days, she realized that she’d neglected him. It would take time for their friendship to heal from that neglect.

 

* * * * *

 

“What is it, master?”

Alex followed the old sword keeper away from the camp, through the tall grass to the roadside spring. The sun warmed his skin as they walked, providing a sharp contrast to the cool mountain breeze. Without thinking, he scanned the road for other travelers. Except for a small wagon rolling away towards Akalika, they were alone.

“Forgive me,” Ivanar said as they reached the mossy spring. “Mistress Leladze and Master Tqabladze have things of a private nature to discuss.”

Alex frowned. “Is that why you led me here?”

“Indeed. I did not want you to disturb them.”

He glanced over his shoulder at the camp, but found it difficult for his eyes to focus. It was as if the wagons were a mirage, or perhaps a trick of his imagination. At first, he wondered if something was wrong, but then he remembered the pendant that Tamuna wore. He turned back to Master Ivanar.

“What sort of a discussion? Is it something I’m not supposed to know about?”

Ivanar sighed and sat down wearily on a nearby rock. “No, Alex, it is nothing like that. Master Tqabladze is merely having second thoughts about traveling with our company. I urged him to discuss the matter with Tamuna before leaving us.”

“So now the stable boy wants to leave us? When the sword is already in flight, and the enemy’s spies are all around?”

“I understand your concerns. The boy’s timing is less than ideal. However, you must strive to see things from his perspective, Alex. He was torn from his village only a handful of days ago. He feels out of place among us, and wholly inadequate around his only friend.”

That’s because he is wholly inadequate, Alex nearly said aloud. Instead, he folded his arms.

“So what does the boy propose?”

“He wishes to leave for Aramand. If he has any plans beyond that, I do not know.”

“Yes, but the problem is getting him back without alerting the spies of the enemy. If they find us—”

“I am fully aware of the hazards, Master Andretzek.”

Alex shook his head and paced angrily through the roadside weeds. “If he had made his decision while we were still in Akalika, this would have been a simple matter. Why did he have to put it off until now?”

“Patience, Alex. He’s just a boy.”

“That doesn’t make one damn bit of difference! If he leaves now, it could jeopardize us all.”

For that, Ivanar had no answer.

Alex stopped pacing and took a deep breath. “We can’t let him go. Not until we reach Momena in the south.”

“But the Southlands will be strange and unfamiliar to him. He will do better for himself here, where at least the local customs are closer to his own.”

“That doesn’t matter. What matters is keeping the sword safely out of the hands of the enemy.”

Ivanar sighed. “You make a compelling argument, Master Andretzek. But there will never be a better opportunity for him to leave the party than now.”

“He should have left us in Kutaisa, when he had the chance,” Alex muttered, storming off toward the camp.

He found Tamuna and Nika seated by the small cooking fire, eating their porridge and cheese. Tamuna’s cheeks were flush, as if she’d been crying. Alex stood in front of them and folded his arms.

“Well?” he said, looking straight at Nika. The boy stared at the ground, refusing to meet his gaze.

Tamuna frowned. “What?”

“I am addressing the stable boy, mistress. Does he have a tongue?”

“Don’t be rude. What do you want with him?”

“Master Ivanar told me that he plans to leave us,” Alex said, folding his arms. “That would be a foolish mistake.”

“I’m not leaving,” Nika muttered, his gaze still directed to the ground.

“I should hope so, stable boy. Do you know what would happen if you did?”

He shook his head.

“Your friend Tamuna is hunted by the most dangerous sorcerers in this world. Even now, they are using every means in their power to find her. At any moment, she could fall under their spell. Her only hope is to travel so swiftly that the enemy does not know where to look for her. Leave us now, and the enemy will use you to find her. And if that happens, you will be the one responsible for her death.”

“Enough!” said Tamuna, putting herself between them. “Lay off of my friend—I order you!”

Alex drew himself up, taking a deep and dignified breath as he did so. “Very well, mistress. But I urge you not to underestimate the enemy.”

“Nika already told you that he’s staying with us. Isn’t that enough for you?”

Alex glanced at the boy, who still stared melancholically at the ground. Alex held back a sneer.

“Better get your rest, mistress. We break camp an hour before sunset.”

He turned and left for his tent.

 

* * * * *

 

Nika tried to keep his promise. For the first few days, he even succeeded. But as the party moved west by southwest along the dusty high road, his doubts weighed on him until it was more than he could bear.

He tried desperately to make himself useful, taking up the role of camp cook. With his pots and pans, he was uniquely suited to the task. But the only ingredients they carried were cornmeal, cheese, and a few assorted vegetables. He tried to hunt for game, but the countryside was too barren, the opportunities too short. They made camp every day around midmorning and broke it before the evening was through, giving him too little time to catch game. Worse, since they camped while the sun was high in the sky, it was almost impossible for him to get any sleep. The daylight illuminated the white canvas of his tent, and the heat of the day made his blankets almost unbearable.

“When we reach the borders of Aramand, we will slow our pace and return to our natural rhythms,” Master Ivanar said. “But now, secrecy and haste are of the utmost importance.”

The old sword keeper’s words did not reassure him. To Nika, it seemed that they had reached the borders of the land already. Settlements were sparse along the high road—or indeed anywhere along this barren stretch of countryside. They passed a few strongholds, one of which was little more than a pile of crumbling ruins. The hills and scrubland stretched all the way to the craggy mountains, but even there, the forests on their south-facing sides were brown instead of green. Water was so scarce that whenever they passed a creek or a spring, they stopped for nearly an hour to replenish the barrels on the sides of their wagons.

By day, the air grew warmer, but by night it grew colder. With each passing day, Nika felt wearier than before. Tamuna always rode with him, but once they set up camp, she was too busy with her training exercises to pay him much mind.

As the dawn of the fourth day warmed his dust-caked clothes, Nika realized that he could bear it no longer. Tamuna had no use for him, except perhaps as a pet, which in some ways was even worse. He knew he’d promised to stay with her, but unless he left there was no way he’d ever make anything of himself. There was no more denying it—he had to go back.

He waited until the late afternoon before leaving. The camp wasn’t far from the road, and Isaac kept watch with a lazy eye. Nika left almost all of his belongings, even his pans, which no longer gave him any joy. After throwing a wool blanket over his pony, he walked it out as if to pasture, then mounted it on the other side of a copse of trees.

For some reason, leaving the camp only made his melancholy worse. When he was almost a mile out, the late afternoon sun casting a long shadow on the dusty road before him, he felt a sudden urge to go back. Like pangs of homesickness, a yearning to return to the familiar nearly made him turn around. But of course, it was too late for that. He’d made his decision, and it was the only decision that he could make.

Night fell, and the air began to turn cool. He shivered and pulled his cloak tight, the gelding’s hoofbeats pounding a monotonous rhythm on the dusty road. The stars began to appear in the clear night sky, but there was no moon to illuminate his way.

Something moved in the darkness to his left. Nika’s heart stopped, and his hand automatically grasped at his belt for a knife. He found none, though—he’d foolishly left the camp without one.

His pony froze, its head raised high and its ears facing forward.

Bandits, Nika thought, fear shooting through his veins like ice. He gripped his horse’s mane in panic.

At that moment, a noise from behind spooked his horse. It whinnied and rose up on its rear legs, throwing him to the ground. Nika fell flat on his back, the wind knocked clean out of him. The sound of galloping hoofbeats told him that his horse had gotten away.

Several dark figures gathered around him. Starlight glistened on steel. He tried to cry out, but hands pulled him roughly to his feet and covered his mouth before he could make a sound.

That was when he saw the black rider.

He recognized the figure almost immediately. It was the same rider he had seen near the village, when he had left in search of Tamuna. The hilt of the rider’s sword was mottled with red, which shone as if with its own light, even in the darkness. It was bloodstone—the bloodstone blade.

“Well, well, well,” said the rider. “What have we here?”

Adrenaline surged through Nika’s small body, but the hands that held him were too strong for him to break free. Fear made his legs go weak, even as the panic screamed at him to run.

“The peasant boy from Kutaisa, milord. One of Imeris’s companions.”

“Indeed. And he will lead us to her, I’m sure.”

Nika screamed, but with the hand held over his mouth, it came out as a muffled cry. Something hard struck his head, and the world around him spun as he passed out.



A Trap is Laid

 

The apprentice mage ascended the spiral stairway of the ancient stone tower. The torch in his hands flickered and hissed, casting dancing shadows along the narrow, uneven steps. Still, he climbed them with confidence.

At the top stood an old oak door with black iron fittings. He paused to catch his breath before tapping with his fingertips. The door immediately swung open.

“Enter.”

The grandmaster stood in front of the fireplace, a blazing fire banishing the cold autumn air. His back was turned, but still the apprentice mage bowed.

“Master, we have caught the boy.”

“I know,” said the grandmaster, still staring into the fire. His silvery hair, as fine as spider silk, stretched nearly to his waist.

“You have been observing us, then?”

“Of course I have been observing you. My eyes see everything in our search for the renegade sword bearer.”

Everything but the sword bearer herself, the apprentice mage thought silently. Such remarks were best left unspoken.

“You must be exhausted, master. I assure you, we will find her soon.”

The grandmaster threw back his head and laughed. “Exhausted? Tell me, when one has banished death itself, what challenge is there in banishing sleep?”

The grandmaster turned, his hands still clasped smartly behind his back. His face was ever so slightly misshapen, an artifact of the spells that kept the great-mage’s spirit from passing into the Void. His sharp eyes and high cheekbones gave him the appearance of youth, but his hooked nose and wrinkled forehead betrayed his age.

“Your strategy was a sound one,” said the grandmaster. “Few shared your foresight in recognizing the peasant boy’s value to the sword bearer. Her love for him is her greatest weakness.”

“That has yet to be seen,” said the apprentice. “We do not know that she will come after him.”

“Oh, she will. You can be sure of that. Love makes even the strongest men weak, especially when that love is misplaced. For women, even more so. We must exploit that weakness.”

“We shall do it at once, master.”

“I have no doubt of that. Tell me, how did you plant it into the boy’s heart to abandon his friends?”

“I planted nothing in his heart. I merely identified his greatest doubts and fed them.”

“Indeed,” said the grandmaster, clearly pleased with his answer. “Let that be a lesson to you that the seeds of every man’s downfall already lie within him.”

“Thank you, master.”

“Do you have any questions before you return to your labors?”

The apprentice paused. Was this another test? It was becoming increasingly difficult to tell.

“What will become of the boy?” he asked, deciding on a neutral question.

The grandmaster frowned. “Ideally, his resentments would be fed, his pride would be enlarged, and his ambitions would be cultivated. In time, he might even be persuaded to join with us. I understand that he has some latent talent for magic?”

“Indeed he has, master. His sensitivity was the weakness that allowed me to exploit him.”

“Yes. But in any case, he is in the custody of Araste now, who lacks our finesse. He will use the boy as a bargaining chip, and kill him when he is of no immediate use.”

The apprentice mage nodded, unsurprised. The boy was weak, and would inevitably fall prey to the strong. That was the order of things.

“A pity,” the grandmaster mused. “Given time, I’m sure you could have accomplished great things with him.”

“The boy is weak, master.”

“Do not discount a man’s potential because of his present circumstances. The renegade sword bearer is weak, yet we do not discount her.”

“Of course not, master.”

The grandmaster stroked his beard. “Perhaps the boy could still be of use to us. See what you can do with him.”

“I will not disappoint you, master.”

“Of that, I have no doubt.”

 

* * * * *

 

Alex realized almost upon waking that the stable boy was gone.

The sun was low along the mountains to the west, casting the clouds in purple and crimson hues. The cooking fire was lit, but most of the camp still slept, the sword bearer among them. After putting more than sixty miles between them and the city of Aramand, Master Ivanar had agreed to relax the pace. They would break camp about an hour after sunset.

When Alex stepped out of his tent, he noticed that the stable boy’s tent flap was hanging loose. He glanced at the grass between the wagons and frowned: the boy’s pony was gone. After hastily fastening his tunic, he grabbed his sword and walked over to the rock where Isaac was snoring.

“Wake up,” he said, kicking the mage’s feet. “How long have you been sleeping?”

“What?” said Isaac, sitting up at once. He made a grab for his crossbow, but quickly came to his senses.

“The boy, Isaac—how long has he been gone?”

“He’s gone? I don’t know. I only dozed off for… Oh, dear.”

Alex sneered and turned on his heel, heading straight for the wagon where his saddle was kept. Isaac ran after him.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize he would—”

“Make yourself useful, and help me fasten this saddle.”

It took them only a few minutes to fit the saddle onto Alex’s horse. By then, the sun was already beginning to set behind the mountains.

“What should I tell Mistress Leladze?”

“Tell her nothing.”

Without another word, Alex took off at a hard gallop.

The high road was almost completely empty, with only the faint light of a distant village breaking the twilit countryside. Though the horizon was ringed with mountains, only a few small hills graced the highland plateau over which the high road passed. Alex’s horse breathed hard in the thin mountain air, but he urged it on with all possible speed.

He reached a crest and stopped briefly to rest his horse and survey the land around him. No sign of any movement along the road, but the scrub and scattered boulders provided plenty of hiding places, with a forest not far distant. Alex gripped his sword and urged his horse forward.

It was supremely foolish for anyone to travel this way alone. Even if Nika had left only an hour ago, there was a very real chance that bandits had already killed him. If so, Tamuna would mourn him greatly, though the tragedy would cause no other lasting harm.

Unfortunately, there were far worse threats than bandits on the road. 

As he crested the next rise, a flicker of movement to the right caught his eye. He swiftly drew his sword and turned about to face it. In the rapidly dimming twilight, it was difficult to see, but he thought he could make out a horse some distance from the road. It was riderless.

He approached it slowly, taking care to mind his surroundings. It didn’t appear to be an ambush, but one could never be too careful.

The horse seemed spooked, though not from Alex. Its ears flitted every which way, its legs and flanks trembling with fear. Alex sheathed his sword and dismounted to approach it, whistling softly. To his surprise, the horse let him approach, hardly flinching at all as he gripped the animal’s reins.

Alex recognized the animal at once. It was Nika’s horse.

“Shit,” Alex swore. He tied the animal’s reins to the back of his saddle and returned to the road. The farther east they went, however, the more skittish the animal became. It was clear that something terrible had happened.

He found a woolen blanket lying in the middle of the road. It was Nika’s. When he dismounted to pick it up, something metallic flickered in the starlight. He bent over and found several copper coins.

So it wasn’t bandits, Alex thought grimly. A cool wind blew down from the mountains, and the howl sent chills down his back.

 

* * * * *

 

When Nika came to, his hands and feet were bound. He lay across the horse’s back like a sack of potatoes, or a kidnapped bride. The horse was riding so hard that it was impossible to right himself—in fact, it was all he could do to stay on.

They rode for a long time, and it was impossible for him to see where they were going. The road was gone, with nothing but mountain wilderness stretching in every direction. Even the villages that they’d passed along the high road were long out of sight. He looked out to the horizon to see if any of the mountains were familiar, but the starlight was too dim to see them by.

At length, they slowed and came to a halt. The rider dumped Nika unceremoniously onto the ground, scraping his elbows.

“Ow!”

“Silence!”

Nika tried to get up, but a foot pressed his face against the ground. He lay still.

A bonfire cackled a short distance from him. In its light, he could see numerous bedrolls spread out across the ground. There were weapons, too: swords, spears, and sabers all stacked against each other, with shields and bucklers nearby. It was clear that this was a military camp.

This can’t be good.

The foot released him, and hands pulled him roughly to his feet. He saw the bearer of the bloodstone blade sitting at the nearby fire. His helmet was pulled off, long black hair spilling over his armored shoulders. A scar ran diagonally across the length of his face.

“Bring the boy here.”

The men holding Nika did as they were told. The firelight cast shadows across the sword bearer’s face, but his eyes seemed almost to glow in the dancing firelight.

“Strip off his tunic.”

Again, the men did as they were told. Nika tried to resist, but one of them backhanded him across the cheek, nearly sending him to the ground. He put up no resistance after that.

“Please,” he asked. “What do you want with me?”

The men pulled off his shirt, leaving him naked above the waist. At a nod from the bearer of the bloodstone blade, they pulled his arms tight and braced his back. Araste rose to his feet.

“Do you fear me?”

Every muscle in Nika’s body trembled with fear, but he forced himself to look the man in his oddly incandescent eyes. 

“Answer me, boy!”

“Yes,” Nika admitted.

“Indeed,” said Araste. His lips twitched, and his arm moved as if held on the end of a string. But he quickly regained his composure.

“You will tell me where to find Imeris.”

Tamuna, Nika realized. If he finds her, he’ll kill her. He took a deep breath and shook his head.

Araste strode towards him, until he stood less than a hand’s breadth from Nika’s face. His breath smelled foul.

“You will help me find her!”

His voice rang in Nika’s ear, making him flinch before the man’s awful gaze. Still, he kept silent.

For several moments, no one spoke. Then, without warning, Araste began to laugh.

Nika’s legs went weak. He glanced over at Araste, whose face was contorted in a wicked grin. The man’s vile laughter chilled him to the bone.

“You will help me find her,” he repeated, more to himself than anyone else. Somehow, that was worse.

He returned to the fire and retrieved something. Nika realized that there were several knives in the coals. The blade in Araste’s hands glowed a dull red, and when he spat on it, it hissed. Panic rose in Nika’s chest as he realized what Araste intended to do.

“Please don’t hurt me,” he whimpered.

“Beg, peasant boy. Beg for your life!”

He pressed the flat of the blade against Nika’s collarbone. The burning pain made Nika scream. He tried to push it away, but the men held him firm as his skin sizzled beneath the heat.

Araste screeched with inhuman laughter. When he pulled the knife free, Nika’s skin still burned. Tears spilled down his cheeks, but he clenched his teeth.

You’ll never see me beg, you monster.

“Did you enjoy that as much as I did?” Araste asked. “If you didn’t, we can go again. I’m an expert in the arts of pain and death. I’ve been doing it for thousands of years!”

“I’ll never tell you anything,” Nika snapped.

His words wiped the smug expression from Araste’s face. He sneered as he returned to the fire.

“Do you see this, boy?”

He picked up a coal with his bare hand and squeezed it without flinching. The stench of burning skin made Nika wince.

“I embrace pain. I cultivate it. There is nothing you can endure that I have not already suffered.”

He ground the smoldering coal into Nika’s skin, making him scream.

“Do you think you can deny me? I have hunted Imeris for centuries. Who are you to deny me?”

His laughter made Nika shudder with revulsion, which quickly turned to fear as he picked up another knife.

“What shall we singe next, peasant boy? Your tongue? Your eyes? Your manhood?”

“I’ll never tell you anything!”

“Oh, but you don’t need to. When your friend sees what I’ve done to you, she will come to me.”

He ran the edge of the heated knife against Nika’s cheek. His bowels contracted, and he screamed like a girl as urine dribbled down his leg.

“Cry for me, boy! Cry!”

Nika’s resolve failed, and he screamed as he never had in his life.

 

* * * * *

 

“Did you hear that?” Tamuna asked.

Imeris frowned as he looked up from the chadrak board. “Hear what?”

A breeze whistled through the windows of the mountain sanctuary, but there was more to the sound than the howl of the wind. It sounded like someone screaming.

“There it is, again,” said Tamuna, rising to her feet. “It sounded like Nika!”

“Tamuna, I don’t think—”

But before Imeris could stop her, she was racing down the stone steps out to the main doors of the church. She burst through them and ran down the trail to the pond, hardly realizing where she was going. All she knew was that Nika was in terrible danger.

She reached the edge of the pond and gasped. Instead of her own reflection, she saw her friend. His chest was bare, his body covered in burns and blood.

At the sight, Tamuna collapsed to her knees, covering her mouth in shock. Imeris raced to her side.

“Tamuna!”

Without thinking, she dove into the water in a frantic attempt to save him. Even beneath the surface, she could still hear his horrible screams.

Imeris pulled her out before she drowned. She gasped for breath, her clothes thoroughly soaked.

“Calm yourself, Tamuna! This is no way to help your friend.”

“What’s happening to him?”

The screaming stopped, and the pond became still. A new image appeared on the face of the water, of a black-haired man whose face was crossed with a scar.

“I know you can hear me, Imeris,” he said. “You hide from me like a coward, but I will not let our business go unfinished. Not after all these hundreds of years.”

His faced twitched, and his lips turned up in an inhuman grin. Tamuna’s heart sank.

“Meet me on the high road, and we will settle our debts with a duel. To the death, and this time, none shall interfere. But if you are too cowardly to face me, then in two days’ time I will torture your friend until he is dead. Then I will hunt you down and destroy you!”

The image disappeared, and the screaming resumed. Tamuna covered her mouth, her heart racing. She felt as if she were going to throw up.

“Is that—is it really him?” she asked, hoping desperately that the screams were an illusion.

“Unfortunately, yes.”

Another awful scream rent the air. Tamuna’s knees went weak.

“How is that possible? When did Araste capture him?”

“He must have left while the others were sleeping.”

It’s my fault, Tamuna realized. I neglected him for too long. I should have been a better friend.

“It’s not your fault,” said Imeris, as if reading her mind. “Nika’s choices were his own.”

Tamuna clenched her fists. “And so are mine. We’re going after him.”

Imeris frowned. “That would be highly inadvisable. We are not capable of defeating Araste on our own. We have only a couple dozen warriors at our disposal, with no idea of our enemy’s strength, and the terrain does not favor us. Furthermore, even with all that I can teach you, he has a thousand years more experience than do I.”

“If we do nothing, will Nika die?”

Imeris hesitated to answer. His silence spoke volumes.

“Then we’re going after him,” she said. “I’m not going to let that monster kill my friend.”

“But Tamuna, what if this is a trap?”

“It doesn’t matter. We’ll find a way.” 

For Nika’s sake, they had to.



Raid and Rescue

 

Tamuna sat upright, experiencing a moment of disorientation as her eyes adjusted to the darkness. She was no longer at the remote mountain sanctuary, but in her bed at the camp. The cool evening wind rustled the canvas roof of her tent, the only sound in the peaceful silence. Even so, Nika’s awful screams still rang in her ears.

She cast off the heavy wool blanket and rose to her feet. At Alex’s insistence, she had slept fully clothed, so she paused only to fasten Imeris to her waist. If there was ever a time the others needed to see her as the sword bearer, it was now.

This is a very bad idea, Imeris told her. It’s not too late to change your mind.

“I’m not going to let Nika die.”

She threw aside the tent flap and stepped outside. The stars were just starting to come out, and the cooking fire was doused and cold. The acolytes were busy packing up and preparing to move out. Tamuna counted Isaac and Master Ivanar among them, but Nika and Alex were nowhere to be found.

“Ah, Mistress Leladze,” said Ivanar, striding over to her. “We were wondering when you would—”

“Where is Alex?”

He frowned and turned to Isaac, who came reluctantly forward.

“A thousand apologies, milady,” he said, giving her a bow. “The boy Nika wanted to make a purchase from some traveling merchants who passed by the camp while you were sleeping. Alex went with him as an escort.”

“Don’t lie to me, Isaac. I know that Nika ran away.”

Even in the dim starlight, Isaac’s face went visibly pale. “Milady, I—”

“Was Alex captured as well?”

Her question rendered Isaac speechless. The other acolytes broke from their labors and gathered around to listen. Before Isaac could answer, Master Ivanar stepped forward.

“We do not know yet, Mistress Leladze. For that matter, how do you know that Nika has fallen in with the enemy?”

Tamuna clenched her fists to keep from screaming.

“Nika is Araste’s prisoner—I’ve seen it. If we do nothing, he’s going to die!”

“The fault is mine,” said Isaac, dropping to one knee. “Please, end my life swiftly.”

His shocking request took her aback, and she stared at him aghast. Don’t be surprised, Imeris told her. Honor is more than life to the proud Southland peoples. You left him no way to save face.

“Look around you, Isaac Bin Alizar,” she said, recovering quickly. “We are too few in number to lose even one man. Reclaim your honor by helping us get him back.”

Isaac rose on unsteady legs and gave her a sharp salute. “Upon the graves of my fathers, Mistress Leladze, I will not rest until the boy is found.”

“Found?” said Master Ivanar, stepping between them. “Am I to believe that we are rescuing the boy?”

“That’s right,” said Tamuna. She turned to the nearest acolyte. “Fetch my horse.”

Ivanar took her by the arm. “Mistress Leladze,” he said, soft enough for his voice not to carry. “I know that Nika was dear to you, but if Araste has the boy, he is already lost.”

“That isn’t true. Nika is still alive—Araste is holding him prisoner to goad me into a duel. If we raid their camp, we can rescue Nika from his grasp.”

“Are you sure you are ready for this, mistress?”

Think about what you are about to do, Tamuna. Araste is a formidable foe.

“If I’m not ready now, I never will be,” she answered softly. Then, loud enough that all could hear, “Araste has been defeated before. A thousand years ago, it was Imeris who discovered his treachery and brought him to justice. We will defeat him again!”

Hoofbeats sounded on the road, approaching at speed. As the rider came closer, it soon became clear that it was Alex—with a second horse in tow.

“Mistress Leladze,” he said, reining in his horse. The one he had brought with him was Nika’s. It looked wide-eyed and spooked.

“Did you find him?” she asked breathlessly.

“Only his horse,” Alex answered, his expression grim. “It wasn’t bandits. I found some of his coin on the road.

Tamuna took a deep breath. “Very well. Thank you, Master Andretzek.”

He gave her a puzzled look.

“We are preparing a raiding party to rescue him,” she explained. “Araste has him at a camp not far from here. Can you track him down?”

For a moment, Alex hesitated. Tamuna braced herself, half expecting an angry tirade. To her surprise, Alex lifted his head high and gave her the warrior’s salute.

“There is no one in these parts I cannot track,” he answered. “I will go ahead of you.”

“And I will go with him,” Isaac said quickly.

Alex frowned. “Are you out of your mind, mage? You should stay with the sword keeper, to help disguise her movements.”

“She already has the amulet. Until she attacks, the enemy will not see her.”

Alex opened his mouth as if to protest, but Tamuna silenced him with a wave of her hand. “Very well. The two of you will scout ahead of us.”

“What of the camp?” one of the acolytes asked.

“I’ve already cast enough spells to keep it sufficiently hidden,” Isaac answered. “But if you desire, Mistress Leladze, I can cast a few more.”

“Do it, then. The rest of you, prepare yourselves for battle!”

As the acolytes hurried with the preparations, Tamuna took Imeris to a small boulder a short distance from the camp. Glancing over her shoulder to make sure she was alone, she knelt against the rock and closed her eyes.

“If we’re going to do this, Imeris, I need to be able to fight. Everything you know about combat, everything about swordplay—I need it all.”

But you are not prepared to receive it. 

“It’s now or never. I’m going after Nika whether you share it with me or not.”

Tamuna, if I share this with you, it will put you in far more danger than you realize. In combat, overextending yourself can be the difference between life and death. You are not ready.

She sighed. “I’ll keep that in mind, Imeris—really, I will. But without it, I’m nothing more than a peasant girl with a sword. I doubt you’ll make my chances any worse.”

Very well, Imeris said at length. If there is nothing I can do to dissuade you, I will honor your request. But remember, you are no good to anyone dead.

“I know,” she whispered. 

As Imeris’s deep well of knowledge began to flood her mind, she gripped the boulder with whitened knuckles. Countless battles flashed before her eyes, blood and fire and smoke-filled skies. She suppressed the urge to cry out as weapons of every kind plunged into her body, some of them inflicting mortal wounds. The world spun around her, and she lost her balance—only her hold on the boulder kept her from collapsing to the ground.

I’m coming for you, Nika, she thought inwardly, steeling herself against the awful flood. I’m not going to let them hurt you any more!

 

* * * * *

 

Alex dismounted to examine the tracks around a small cattle trough. They were almost two miles away from the road, and the trough was one of the few watering places aside from the roadside springs set up for passing travelers. The tracks from the place where he had found Nika’s horse had led them here.

“We’re wasting our time,” Isaac said impatiently. “Clearly, Araste’s horses watered at this place and moved on. We should follow the tracks northward.”

“Not so fast, mage,” Alex said, his eyes still fixated on the ground. “There’s a lot that these tracks can tell us about the enemy’s numbers. Would you have us lead the sword bearer into an ambush more than a hundred men strong?”

“This whole thing is an ambush,” Isaac muttered. “Can’t the sword bearer see that?”

Alex stood up and looked him in the eye. “If there is an ambush, we will find it and direct the sword bearer around it. But I don’t think that there is.”

“Are you blind, man? This is a trap!”

“I’ve slipped through traps worse than this one.”

“But has the sword bearer? She’s risking everything to rescue a mere stable boy. Do our lives really mean so little to her, to throw them away like this?”

“Of course not,” Alex snapped. “She’d do the same for any of us.” 

Inwardly, though, he wasn’t so sure.

“Do you think she’s ready to fight Araste?” Isaac asked. The wind howled, and he glanced over his shoulder like one who knows he is hunted.

“No,” Alex bluntly admitted. “But that’s why she has us.”

“Are you really so arrogant to think you can defeat Araste on your own?”

“That’s not what she asked of us, mage. Are you saying that we should turn and run?”

Isaac bristled. “If circumstances allowed, I would make you answer for that on the field of honor!”

“And I would accept. But we’re wasting our time.”

Alex turned his attention back to the tracks, stepping carefully around the muddy ground where they lay. It was difficult to tell, but he counted at least half a dozen war horses, perhaps as many as ten. The tracks were fresh, indicating that they’d passed through no more than two hours ago.

“Let’s go,” he said, quickly mounting his horse. He didn’t look back to see if Isaac was following.

Clouds began to creep up from the horizon to the east, shrouding the already dim stars. It made the tracking difficult, but the sword cut both ways: the darkness offered the perfect cover for a night raid.

“Can you use your magic to see ahead of us, mage?”

Isaac paused. “I can sense the presence of many men in the next valley, just over that rise. They are traveling in groups of three and spreading out in our direction.”

“Araste’s men. Can you tell how many?”

“About twenty, perhaps as many as thirty. But there may be others in reserve.”

Alex grunted. “Two can play at that game. We have reserves as well.”

“In Akalika?”

“Yes.”

“But Mistress Leladze hasn’t called on them,” said Isaac, his frown carrying through his voice.

“Only a slothful servant has to be commanded in all things. I’ve already sent word to them by carrier pigeon. They should be here in two days.”

Not that we can wait that long.

“Very well,” said Isaac. “What do you propose?”

Alex reined in his horse and scanned the jagged horizon. Even in the moonless darkness, his eyes were keen enough to observe the lay of the land.

“The enemy will expect us to take a direct path to their camp. They will also leave a few flankers on either side of the valley, in case we attempt to circle them.”

“Doesn’t leave us with many options, does it?”

“Not unless we provide them with a distraction. Can you do that, mage?”

Even in the darkness, Isaac’s pride was obvious.

“I’ve been doing that since before we left the camp, you oaf. It’s the only reason that we’re still alive.”

“Good. When the sword bearer reaches us, go south and make the enemy think that we are approaching on that flank. The rest of us will cross into the valley from the north, following the ridge line. From there, the raid will be a simple matter.”

“What makes you think that the enemy camp is so close?”

“By the fact that only three of the horses watered here,” said Alex. “Probably a rearguard who joined the main party as they returned.”

Horses approached from the west, no doubt Tamuna and the Order acolytes.

“Are you sure this raid is a good idea?” Isaac asked.

No, Alex thought silently. Still, it was gratifying to see Tamuna take a stand for a change. They’d been showing the enemy their backs since Kutaisa, which aggravated him to no end. This was as good an opportunity for a fight as they were going to get.

“See to your duties, mage.” 

He wheeled his horse around and rode back to meet the approaching party.

 

* * * * *

 

I’m a fool, Nika thought, his whole body aching. His skin was full of bruises and sores, worse even than the ones his father had laid on him. A thick cord rope bound him by the wrists to a boulder, his body naked to the waist. A cold wind blew down from the mountains, making him shiver.

Every now and again, the wind shifted to blow some of the heat off the nearby smoldering campfire. The brief, intermittent moments of respite from the cold were all that kept him from shivering uncontrollably. The light of the coals was just dim enough to give him a view of the man standing guard, one of the last soldiers left in the camp.

Nika turned his head to avoid looking at the man, if he could be called that. His eye sockets were empty, yet somehow his eyeless stare seemed even more penetrating for it. He stood unmoving like a statue, showing not a hint of fatigue as the hours slowly passed.

I have to get out of here, Nika decided. If this is a trap and I’m the bait, I have to get out before Tamuna falls for it.

The cords were too tight to give him much leverage. He scraped at the boulder with his fingertips, but his arms were bent at such an angle that he couldn’t get any purchase. The only way to get free was to trick his guard into releasing him.

“Water,” he moaned.

At first, the guard did nothing. When he moaned a little louder, though, the guard rose slowly to his feet and withdrew a large dipper from a nearby bucket. He carried it over and lifted it to Nika’s lips, letting the ice-cold water run down Nika’s chest.

So they’re keeping me alive.

Nika tried and failed to avoid the man’s eyeless gaze as he drank. The flesh of his sockets was black like tar, and gave off an odious smell. It was all he could do to keep from spitting the water out of his mouth.

“Pee,” he moaned as the guard returned the dipper to the bucket. “Have to pee.”

The guard only stared at him with his eyeless sockets.

“Please. I have to pee.”

Without a word, the guard pulled out a rope as thick as the one that bound Nika’s wrists. The end was tied in a noose. He walked slowly over and slipped it over Nika’s neck. His fingers were deathly cold.

After tightening the noose, the guard untied Nika’s wrists: first the right, then the left. As he worked on loosening the left, Nika took a shard of rock from a crevice in the boulder and clenched it tightly in his right.

The instant the rope fell away from his hands, he screamed and swung. The tip of the shard gouged the empty eye socket, and the guard let loose an inhuman cry. Adrenaline surged through Nika’s battered body, and he pulled the noose off as quickly as he could. Without looking to see what had become of his captor, he scrambled to the other side of the boulder and ran.

Sharp gravel dug at his feet, but he hardly felt it. The cool night breeze blew cold against his skin, but his heart was pounding so fast it felt as if his whole body was on fire. The inhuman cry sounded behind him again, and he ran as if his life depended upon it.

 

* * * * *

 

Tamuna’s mouth felt dry and her heart pounded as she followed Alex down the ridgeline toward the smoldering embers of the enemy camp. They walked their horses slowly, keeping as silent as death. The tension in the air was so thick she could practically cut it.

Is this always how it feels before battle?

Always, Imeris answered.

She swallowed and took a deep breath. Now that the moment had come, she was absolutely terrified. But then she remembered Nika, and his torture at the Araste’s hands. If she left him to die without doing all that she could to save him, she would never be able to forgive herself.

I’m coming for you, Nika, she thought silently.

At a signal from Alex, she motioned for the acolytes to stop. He raised a finger in the air to test the wind, then walked his horse back until he was alongside her. Only a couple hundred yards below them, the flickers of light from the enemy camp glowed like distant stars.

“We’re in position,” he whispered. “There are no guards posted.”

“Very well,” she whispered back. Silently, she drew the sword.

Be quick, Imeris advised her. Once we have the boy, there is no need to tarry.

I know.

With a shrill war cry, she shattered the silence and charged down the hill. The acolytes took up the cry and charged with her, fanning out along her flanks. Adrenaline surged as the memory of countless battles came to her, the remembered joy of battle mingling with her own fear of death. Though they were small in number, to her the hooves of their horses sounded like thunder rolling down the hillside. She gripped Imeris tightly with one hand, raising it above her head.

The acolytes surged ahead of her and broke through the edge of the camp. They smashed down the tents and trampled over the enemy’s gear. The sounds of splintering wood and tearing fabric met her ears, but there was no cry of surprise—no ringing of steel against steel.

She reined in her horse and stopped in the center of the enemy camp. In an instant, Master Ivanar was by her side.

“What’s wrong, mistress?”

“The camp,” she said, surveying it in the darkness. “It’s empty.”

Off to her left, a fire began to blaze from one of the smashed tents that had fallen into the coals. In its light, it was clear to see that the camp was abandoned. There was no sign of the enemy, either waking or sleeping. Nor was there any sign of Nika.

“Stop!” she shouted. “Form ranks—quickly!”

All around her, the acolytes stopped and looked around in confusion. But off near a clump of boulders, Alex charged toward an unseen target a short distance from the camp.

“What are you doing?” she yelled, riding swiftly after him. “I said stop!”

Alex’s sword flashed in the moonlight. When she reached him, she found him standing above a headless corpse, holding onto his horse by the reins. Sword in hand, he scanned the ground as if looking for something.

“What is it?” she asked, dismounting to join him.

“This man,” he said, gesturing to the corpse. “I don’t think he was running away from us. His face looked strange, as if he was missing his eyes.”

“His eyes?” Ivanar asked as he circled his horse around them. “Are you quite sure, Master Andretzek?”

“No. That’s why I’m searching for his head.”

Tamuna’s foot bumped against something wet that was too soft to be a rock. She glanced down and nearly threw up.

“Oh my gods!”

In an instant, Alex was beside her. He jabbed downward with the tip of his sword and lifted it, revealing the head of the man he had slain. In the light of the burning camp, she could see that his face was clearly eyeless.

“Damn!” Ivanar swore, his face as pale as death. “Alex, Tamuna—get to your horses!”

“What is it?” Alex asked. “Some kind of—”

“There is no time to explain. We must leave this place now!”

Alex leaped onto his horse and turned it swiftly about, scanning the horizon. As Tamuna sheathed Imeris, the ground beneath her feet began to rumble.

“Master Ivanar?” she asked, her knees going weak. “What is that?”

“Ride!”

He reached down from his horse and heaved her onto her saddle with one swift motion. It reminded her of when he had rescued her in the Void. The same uneasy sense came over her, as if something dark and evil was hunting her.

“For heaven’s sake, Master Ivanar, will you tell us what the hell is going on?” Alex asked.

“The enemy riders are possessed. They see and move as one body, which Araste controls. Even now, they are surrounding us. Ride!”

At that moment, a shrill inhuman cry rent the air. From the ridge to the south, half a dozen riders stormed into view. Their swords were drawn, their horses black. In the light of the burning camp, the shadows of their empty eye sockets gave them the appearance of ghosts.

Alex rode ahead of her and swiftly rallied a charge. The enemy fell upon them, but the acolytes were ready to receive them. As the ringing of steel filled the valley, an awful sinking feeling came over Tamuna’s heart.

“Nika—where is Nika?”

“There is nothing we can do for him,” said Master Ivanar. “We can only save ourselves!"

One of the acolytes screamed as a blade pierced his shoulder. Alex swung and beheaded the enemy rider, but the acolyte fell from his horse, crimson blood running down his arm.

“Gather the wounded!” she ordered as the last enemy horseman fell. But the rumble of pounding hooves told her another wave was approaching.

“We cannot fight here,” Alex shouted.

“I know! Just get the wounded, and—”

Her tongue froze in midsentence as her whole body went stiff. A cold chill came over her as she lost command of her arms and legs.

No! she screamed inwardly. Not now—not like this!

It was as if she was a spectator in her own body, unable to do anything but watch. A dark and oppressive spirit came over her—the same one that had wrenched her into the Void in Akalika. She could feel it pulling her now, the awful panic rising as it tore her from the land of the living with the sheer power of its undying hatred.

Her horse reared up in fright, and she fell to the ground like a sack of potatoes. Three more riders descended upon the camp, this time from the west. She tried with all of her might to stand back up, but her body refused to respond. It was as if she were caught in a nightmare, where she needed to run but was frozen to the spot.

Hands reached down and lifted her, though it seemed as if they lifted someone else. She was vaguely aware of Alex, shouting orders to the acolytes. Through clouded eyes, she saw Ivanar charge toward the approaching riders. 

As the acolytes threw her limp and unresponsive body onto one of the horses, Master Ivanar faced the ghoul-riders alone. The first one fell with a murderous slash to the throat, the second with a cut to his horse’s flank that sent him sprawling. But the third rammed his sword up through Ivanar’s chest and out through his back. The old sword keeper fell to the ground, using the last of his strength to pull the rider down with him.

NO!

Tamuna’s vision clouded over as the darkness finally swallowed her.



Hidden Talents

 

Nika woke up shivering in the frosty dawn. The sky was blue, but the sun had not yet risen above the eastern mountains. In the rapidly dissipating twilight, every leaf and blade of grass was coated in a gossamer layer of frost.

He climbed out of the small cave where he had taken refuge and rubbed his arms for warmth. The crevice had offered him some shelter from the cold, but without a cloak or tunic all he could do was shiver.

But he was free.

The cuts on his skin were still fresh, the lacerations deep and painful. The memory of Araste’s torture still made him shudder, and though his body ached with every footstep, fear drove him like a relentless taskmaster. 

As he scrambled over the rocks to the top of the nearest rise, he couldn’t help but chide himself for his own stupidity. What had he been thinking, leaving the camp? A deep sense of shame welled up in him for his stupendous lack of judgment. He didn’t even know if Tamuna would take him back.

No, he told himself. Tamuna would never abandon me like that.

But had he abandoned her?

A desert thrush sang from a nearby shrub, welcoming the coming dawn. Its clear, flute-like song eased a small portion of Nika’s growing anxiety. Whatever else was true, he was no longer in immediate danger. He stopped for a while to gather his strength, and at that moment, the sun crested the eastern mountains, warming him with its blessed rays.

Something about the sunlight calmed him. It enveloped him like a blanket, banishing the cold and filling him with a renewed sense of hope. He took a deep breath of the fresh mountain air and set off again, this time not nearly so troubled as before.

From the top of the rise, he used the mountains on the horizon to orient himself. The white-capped northern peaks seemed closer than he remembered, which meant he was probably north of the high road. His spirits lifted as he set off to the south. Even his empty stomach, which growled with hunger, seemed like only a light nuisance to him now. In the next valley, he passed a herd of cattle grazing near a spring-fed trough. He paused long enough to drink from the spring, and the water tasted more delicious than fine wine. 

Is Tamuna worrying about me? he wondered as tore a pair of rags off his pants to wrap around his bare feet. Doubts rose in his heart, but he knew that they were false. 

He reached the road before midday and set out immediately to the west. As he climbed a crest, he stopped and frowned. The way up ahead looked strangely unfamiliar. The sun was high overhead by now, lighting a scene that he had only before seen at night. But the longer he stared off to the east, the more convinced he was that he’d been that way before. 

If that was true, though, where was the camp?

A slight shimmer about a hundred yards off the road caught his attention. It looked like a mirage, except that it wasn’t. He could feel the presence of something in that direction, more than just the rocks and scrub that were visible to the eye.

He hesitated, wondering if perhaps it was a trap set by the Brotherhood. The fear soon left him, though, as a sense of peace reassured him that it would be all right. 

The air continued to shimmer as he stepped forward. Just as he thought it would envelope him, his vision cleared, revealing the wagons of the camp with the oxen grazing nearby.

His heart leaped. He was safe.

As he rounded the nearest wagon, however, he stopped and frowned. The horses were gone, the camp suspiciously empty. He walked to the nearest tent and parted the flap, but there was no one inside.

“Tamuna? Alex? Master Ivanar?”

Nothing. Even the fire had gone cold.

A chill ran down Nika’s back. Where was Tamuna? It made no sense—he was the one who had stumbled foolishly into danger, not her. Unless, of course, she had gone after him…

“Oh no,” he thought aloud, his legs growing weak. He sat down on a nearby rock, his mind a whirlwind. 

 

* * * * *

 

Alex greeted the dawn with little joy. He was exhausted from the long night’s ride, as was his horse. From the gaunt and tired looks of his companions, they felt much the same way. 

It had taken the whole night to lose their pursuers. They had split up multiple times, and twice fell into skirmishes with enemy scouts. Thankfully, they had sustained no casualties in either encounter.

That was more than could be said of the raid.

“How much farther to the camp, mage?”

“Not far,” Isaac muttered. “Don’t rush me, though. The charms surrounding the camp are so powerful, we may pass it without noticing.”

“I know the lay of the land. We won’t pass it.”

He glanced over his shoulder at the sword bearer, her limp body sprawled over a horse led by one of the acolytes. They had taken three casualties in the raid, more than they could afford with their limited numbers. Worse, Ivanar had been one of them. Alex’s eyes burned as he remembered watching the old sword keeper fall. 

“There,” said Isaac, pointing to an empty field. “I’m sure of it.”

Without a word, Alex led the band off in the direction that Isaac had indicated. The air around him shimmered, and he stopped his horse to urge the others on before. Once all of the acolytes of the Order had passed, he took up the rearguard. The illusion cleared, and the camp came into view.

Only then did Alex allow himself to relax. He sighed and dismounted, leading his horse to the spring-fed watering trough. The beast needed no encouragement.

“Alex!” Isaac called out. “You need to see this!”

Alex scowled. Don’t you know that your voice can carry? After last night’s ride, though, he was too weary to make an objection. He left his horse at the trough and rounded the nearest wagon to the cooking fire.

Nika sat on a rock next to the cooking fire, a blanket draped over his shoulders as he nursed a cup of something warm. He looked terrible, with scars on his chest and arms. 

“It looks like our raid wasn’t entirely in vain after all,” Isaac said with wearied cheerfulness. “At least we got—”

Alex grabbed Nika by the collar and pulled him to his feet.

“What the hell were you thinking, boy?”

“I’m—I’m sorry,” Nika stammered. “Tamuna—is she safe?”

“Good men are dead because of you. A lot more are going to die, too, perhaps even all of us.”

“Alex!” Isaac shouted. He leaped to his feet and pulled the two of them apart. 

“I don’t know why the sword bearer went back for you,” Alex continued. “It was a mistake to bring you with us. We should have left you in the village.”

“Tamuna,” said Nika, recovering somewhat. “Is she all right?”

Alex glanced at Isaac, who motioned to the nearest wagon. The three of them walked over and parted the flap.

“Oh no,” said Nika.

A mattress had been laid out in the bed of the wagon, with Tamuna set on top of it. She was still unconscious, with beads of sweat forming on her forehead. Her face was pale, and she looked feverish.

“The Brotherhood has her now. And the only one who can save her from them is dead.”

Nika frowned. “Ivanar?” 

“Yes. Dead.”

“I may be able to go after her,” said Isaac. “Though without a proper circle of mages, I—”

“No,” said Alex, turning away from the wagon. “The enemy will have thousands of mages pursuing her in the Void right now, and we need you here to disguise our movements. Our camp may be hidden, but our tracks certainly are not.”

“But Tamuna,” said Nika, his eyes welling with tears. “We have to—”

“What, boy? We have to do what?”

The boy looked so pitiful, Alex couldn’t help but hold him in contempt. When he remembered that Master Ivanar was dead because of the boy’s stupidity and selfishness, it was all he could do to keep from drawing his sword and striking down the miserable little cretin on the spot.

But then he thought of the compassion that Master Ivanar had always shown the boy. He never would have wanted Alex to be so cruel. If the old man were here, he would probably chastise him.

Alex sighed and turned away, his anger rapidly deflating.

“I’m sorry,” said Nika. “I—I never meant for any of this to happen.”

“Neither did I,” Alex muttered.

“It was stupid of me to leave the camp. It’s my fault that all of this happened. I won’t blame you if you never forgive me for it. I doubt I’ll ever forgive myself for what I’ve done.”

At least the boy has the sense to take responsibility for his own actions, Alex thought. But it was still cold comfort for the loss of his master.

“Question,” Isaac interjected. “How did you find this camp?”

Nika shrugged. “I went south until I found the road, then followed it west.”

“But what of the charm? The spells we cast to hide this place? How could you see through all of that?”

Alex laughed bitterly, remembering how Nika had found them on the way to the pass after fleeing from Tamuna’s village. The boy certainly had a knack for seeing through all their attempts at evasion.

“Is something funny?” Isaac asked.

“How can we expect to evade the Brotherhood when a stable boy can find our camp?”

“It wasn’t easy to find,” Nika offered. “From the road, I couldn’t even see it. But there was a shimmer in the air, and a feeling that this was the right place. When I followed that feeling off the road, it wasn’t long before the camp came into view.”

Isaac frowned. “What sort of feeling?”

“I don’t know. I just felt as if Tamuna were here.”

“But she was with us.”

“I know that now, but that’s the only way I can describe it.”

Alex swore. “What does it matter?” 

He walked a short distance from them, until he was alone. Behind him, the members of the order were busy taking down the camp, but ahead of him, there was nothing but open, empty land stretching all the way to the mountains. It reminded him of home. The enemy was nowhere in sight, and there were no travelers on the high road, so it wasn’t difficult to let his mind wander and imagine he was back.

Had he made the right choice to join the Order, so many years ago? Or was that, too, a terrible mistake? If the prophecies failed, he would have wasted his life, much as his brother had wasted his in his ill-fated revolt against the Empire. He found himself longing for the days of peace when his family still ruled the lands along the river. Those days would never return.

“Alex,” said Isaac, hurrying over. The stable boy was with him.

“We move south, toward the ridgeline,” said Alex, more to himself than anyone else. “There will be hiding places where we can take cover. We will select one of the gullies and fortify the entrance. That should allow us to hold off the enemy for a while.”

And then what? he wondered. There was little point in fighting if the sword bearer’s life was already forfeit.

“Alex,” Isaac repeated, “this boy shows an unusually high aptitude for magic. His sensitivity for spiritual things is higher than anyone I’ve seen.”

“And?”

“If the boy can slip past the enemy and meet up withour brethren in the order, he can then lead the reinforcements back to us, the same way he found this camp. We may yet be able to win this fight.”

What does it matter if Tamuna never wakes up?

“Please, let me do it,” said Nika. “I won’t disappoint you.”

“Do you know what it’s like to put all of your trust in something, only for it to fail?” Alex asked. His own question surprised him.

“Yes,” said Nika.

Alex cocked his head. “Do you?”

“When I left my village behind, all I had was my friendship with Tamuna. Then things changed, and I began to doubt that friendship. When I thought she no longer needed me, I decided to leave. It was the stupidest decision of my life.”

“Indeed, it was.”

“But all of my doubts were lies,” Nika continued. “Just like your doubts that Tamuna has failed. She hasn’t, Alex. She’s still fighting, and she needs us now more than ever. Will you let me help her?”

Alex looked into the boy’s eyes. There was fear in them, but courage and determination, as well. His body was battered, but his spirit was unbroken.

“You want a chance to redeem yourself?”

“Yes. Not for you, but for her.”

Alex nodded. “Very well. Take one of the horses and follow the road east. With luck, they won’t be more than a day behind us.”

“And take the amulet,” said Isaac. “It will keep you hidden from the eyes of the enemy. I have other ways to hide the camp.”

Nika was overjoyed. “Thank you, Alex—thank you. I promise I won’t fail.”

That’s more than any of us can say at this point, Alex mused darkly. He left the words unspoken, but they hung over him like a cloud.

 

* * * * *

 

The apprentice mage looked up from his seerstone and frowned. Around him, his brothers in the order continued their incantations, their attention wholly focused on the spells necessary to support Araste’s ghoul riders. It took no fewer than three mages to maintain each one, but the advantage of commanding soldiers who never tired was well worth the cost.

With the loss of the old sword keeper, the small band of rebels had been dealt a serious blow. And the sword bearer herself had been drawn into the void, where a legion of the Brotherhood’s most elite mages awaited her. Alone and with no one to guide her back to the mortal realm, there was little hope for her.

Then why did he feel so uneasy?

“You seem troubled,” said the grandmaster, startling him.

“My apologies, master. I did not hear you enter.”

“What is your report?”

The apprentice mage cleared his throat. “The ambush was a success. We slew the sword keeper and drew the renegade bearer’s spirit into the Void.”

“And yet?”

“The success was only a partial one,” he admitted. “In the confusion, the rebels managed to escape, including the boy. They evaded our forces and have returned to their hidden camp, where I can no longer observe them. I believe that the boy is with them.”

The grandmaster raised an eyebrow. “Is that what troubles you?”

“No, Master. But the main enemy body has departed from Aramand and is moving swiftly down the high road. If they manage to reinforce—”

“They must not be allowed to do that,” the grandmaster snapped. 

“Of course.”

For several tense moments, neither of them spoke. Only two of the acolytes dared to glance up from their incantations. The rest continued dutifully, ignoring the grandmaster’s sudden outburst.

“Araste is an avid tracker, master. He will follow them where we cannot.”

“Then they will flee.”

“If we move swiftly,” the apprentice offered, “we may be able to head their retreat.”

“Araste commands our forces on the ground. Your chief responsibility is the boy.”

“But Master, what threat can this boy possibly pose to us?”

“Don’t be a fool. It only takes one of them to send a message to their reinforcements. On his own, the boy managed to escape from Araste’s grasp and find the hidden camp. If you allow him to slip past us again, it could be our undoing.”

Blood rushed to the apprentice mage’s cheeks, but he held his tongue and accepted the criticism in silence. The grandmaster’s patience was clearly running thin, and he knew better than to tempt the great-mage’s wrath.

“Have you still maintained your connection with the boy?”

“Of course. But master, the boy’s spirit has been tempered by his ordeals. He may have become more resistant to my methods.”

“Then change them. There is no need to keep him alive. The sword bearer is the only prize that matters. Do you understand?”

“Yes, master.”

Without another word, the grandmaster left the chamber. The torches flickered as he passed, as if disturbed by a chill wind. Only when he was gone did the acolytes dare to look up from their labors.

One day, I will be the grandmaster, the apprentice mage thought, his lips curling downward into a scowl. Then they will fear and respect me as they fear him.

But first, he had a task to perform.



Lost in the Void

 

Tamuna gasped desperately for breath as her head cleared the water. Sharp rocks clawed at her feet and the current dragged her viciously down, but exerting all her strength, she grabbed a passing tree branch and held on.

She was in a deep ravine, with banks that stretched like a castle glacis on either side. The sky above was dark and full of stars. The tree she clung to was dead, the wood brittle. She used it to leverage herself onto a pile of rocks and collapsed.

Where am I?

The air around her was cold and clammy. The waters were dark. There was no sign of her friends anywhere: Alex, Nika, Ivanar—

Master Ivanar!

Memories of the raid on Araste’s camp flooded back to her. The ghoul riders with their empty eye sockets, swords clashing as the rescue attempt turned to an ambush. Was Ivanar all right? Then she remembered watching him fall to the ground, a sword driven through his chest.

She had killed him. He was dead now, and she was to blame for it.

Shivering in the dark, she drew her knees up to her chest and hugged them. How could she ever forgive herself for making such a mistake? She should have listened to him when he’d told her not to attempt the rescue. Now, he was dead and Nika was still Araste’s prisoner. Everything she’d worked for had come to naught.

Get up, Tamuna. Pick up your sword.

She glanced to her right and saw the sword Imeris lying on the rocks beside her. It glowed faintly, casting out the darkness that enveloped her like a mist. Gingerly, she gripped the hilt and lifted it.

We have a long way to go and no time to waste. Danger surrounds us on every side.

“I’m sorry,” Tamuna cried. “I should have listened to you. Master Ivanar—”

There will be time enough to mourn him later. Up, Tamuna!

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and stood. The cliffs rose up around her, but there was a path, if only a very narrow one. Sheathing Imeris and slinging the scabbard over her back, she grabbed hold of the nearest ledge and began to climb.

The Brotherhood has pulled us into the Void, Imeris explained. I do not know where we are, and for the moment, neither do they. But they are hunting us. Can you feel it?

Tamuna paused. A chill ran down her back as she felt a distant malevolent presence, far enough to ignore but getting gradually closer. She nodded.

Up, Tamuna. We must seek cover.

The climb was difficult. The banks only seemed to grow steeper the more progress she made. After several minutes, she stopped to catch her breath. The rapids thundered far below her, but she seemed no closer to the top.

“This isn’t working,” she said. “What should I do?”

There is a cave to your left. Make for it.

She looked and saw a narrow maw in the rocks, small enough to be hidden except from below. The way to it was treacherous, but not impassable. She steeled herself and pushed ahead.

When she finally reached the entrance, she pulled Imeris off of her shoulder and collapsed in exhaustion on the ledge. Inside, the thundering of the river was now only a dull roar, and the shadows were impregnable to the starlight outside. Still, the darkness did not seem to drag on her, and there was a cleanliness in the cool cave air that cleared her lungs. She regained her strength quickly and sat up, unsure how to proceed.

The evil, malevolent presence was growing closer. She could not tell if it approached from outside the cave or within, but the only way out was forward.

Draw me.

When she drew Imeris, the blade glowed, giving her a faint source of light. Though the entrance to the cave was narrow, she could see that it opened up into a cavern only a short distance from her. Stooping beneath an overhang, she made her way towards it.

A sudden movement to her right made her start. Her heart nearly leaped out of her chest, and without thinking, she dropped into a battle stance. But whatever had startled her refused to show itself. 

“What was that?” she whispered. In the deathly underground silence, even a whisper sounded like a shout.

I do not know. 

The main cavern was as large as a cathedral. Giant stalagmites jutted up from the muddy ground, while hundreds of stalactites hung above her like so many Damoclean swords. Tamuna lifted Imeris above her head, but the ethereal light from the blade was too dim to see the other side of the cavern. She walked forward, and the shadows seemed to move around her.

A sharp hiss came from her left. She dropped her stance and pivoted just in time to deflect an attack. A fell, black creature with sharp fangs and long, dagger-like claws lashed out at her. She was barely able to dodge the blow.

Tamuna! Behind you!

She ducked just as another clawed hand slashed through the air. It was a second beast—and there were more of them lurking in the shadows.

Screaming, she deflected another attack and sent a riposte into the second beast’s throat. Black blood spurted like a fountain as it fell. The first one circled her, warily keeping its distance, but another one leaped out at her from the shadows. She dropped to one knee and plunged Imeris into it, and it screamed and vanished into smoke.

For several long moments, the first beast only stared at her. Then, growling, it stepped back until only its eyes and fangs were visible. Sweat dripped down Tamuna’s face, but she stared the creature down until it disappeared.

“What were those things?” she asked. 

Souls of the damned. We must keep moving.

She followed the edge of the cavern to a small stream. The water was black and seemed to absorb all light, rather than reflect it. On the banks, she found a small boat. Knowing that the shadow beasts would rush her if she showed any sign of hesitation, she climbed in. The boat set off as if of its own accord.

The stream passed into a tunnel and merged with a wide underground river. It flowed swiftly, but made very little sound. The stalactites hung low enough to make her duck, some of them forming pillars all the way to the floor. There was an almost dreamlike quality to the place.

That was when she saw the skulls.

There were thousands of them, the jawbones gone, the teeth still attached. They were lined in what appeared to be rows, but as the current brought her closer, she saw that they formed steps in a long, steep stairwell that wound out of sight above her. Somewhere just out of view, yellow torchlight flickered.

Land the boat, said Imeris. That is where we must go.

“What?” said Tamuna. She shivered, her whole body tense.

It is no accident we are here. If we continue downstream, we will be truly lost.

Tamuna swallowed nervously but did as Imeris had said. The river widened at the base of the stairway, the current slowing. The boat stopped at the side of the bank, and she climbed out.

“I hope you’re right,” she whispered.

The skulls were old and brittle. Many of them were fractured. They reminded her of a story she’d heard of a barbarian warlord far to the west, who had slaughtered an entire city and built a tower out of their skulls. 

Hurry, Tamuna. There is no time to waste!

She looked behind her and saw a thick mist rising from the river. It was as black as the water itself, its tendrils snaking towards her. She gasped in fright and climbed the first few steps, but the mist rose even swifter.

She ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time. A skull cracked beneath her feet, making her stumble. Her thumb caught in an eye socket, touching something soft and wet. 

I can’t do this, she thought to herself, hugging her knees as she curled into a ball. I’m not a warrior.

Yes, you are, Tamuna. Not all battles are fought with blood and steel. Get up!

The mist was rising all around her, enticing her with the promise of eternal rest. She longed to lay down her head and forget this place, to let it all fade away like a bad dream. Then she remembered her friends, fighting for her in the mortal realm. She rose to her feet and picked up her sword.

That’s right. Go!

She stepped carefully and deliberately up the stairwell. As she did so, the mists began to recede, rising no higher than her ankles. The stairs held, and her confidence grew with each step.

She climbed for several hundred steps, the torches flickering as she passed. Spider webs filled the ceiling as she neared the end, but she ignored them and pressed forward. After what felt like hours, the air began to clear. She could tell she was near the end.

The tunnel opened onto a treeless waste, strewn with boulders. Never before had she been so happy to see the stars. The galaxy stretched like a milky highway from one end of the horizon to the other, and the night air was perfectly clear.

Not so fast. We aren’t through this yet.

Indeed they weren’t. As she scanned the waste before her, she could feel the evil presence still hunting her. It was closer than before.

“We must find a defensible position,” she mused aloud. “Choose the ground where we will face them. Unless, of course, we can find some way to escape.”

The only way back to the mortal realm is to defeat the enemy here.

“Alone?” she whispered. But she already knew the answer. There would be no rescue this time. 

She turned, looking for shelter. Behind her, she recognized the ruined fortress where Master Ivanar had rescued her before. Something about it called to her, which seemed strange, until realization struck her.

What is it, Tamuna?

“My father.”

His spirit called to her, though she had no idea how she knew it was his. She had no memory of him, not even from the earliest days of her childhood. But somehow, she just knew. Unlike the shapeshifting souls of the damned that had tempted her from the path, his spirit filled her with a sense of peace—a calmness that contrasted sharply with the darkness and shadow.

What will you do?

“I’m going to find him,” she said, climbing up toward the ruins. 

What about the enemy? They are hunting us swiftly and will be here soon.

“Then that is where we will make our stand.”

 

* * * * *

 

The dusty road raced beneath Nika, as if he and his horse were still and the world beneath them was turning. It was exhilarating. All his young life, he’d taken care of horses, but he’d never truly ridden them. Not like this.

The sun was low in the mid-afternoon sky when he finally stopped at a roadside spring. He emptied his waterskin and filled it from the trickling water while his horse drank thirstily from a wooden trough. They had passed no one since setting out from the camp earlier that morning. Strange for a route that was called the “high road.”

As he stood beside the spring drinking from his replenished waterskin, two dark figures on horseback crested a nearby hill. His blood ran cold, and he suppressed the urge to run. They were Araste’s riders, bold enough to show themselves in sunlight. Or desperate enough, perhaps.

“Steady,” he said, walking slowly to the mare’s side. She drank as if utterly unconcerned about the threat.

The riders stopped, scanning the horizon. For a very tense moment, they looked right at him. Then they turned and rode west, in the direction he had come. If they had seen him at all, they made no sign of it.

Nika let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. He pulled out the evil eye amulet from beneath his shirt and gently kissed it. Isaac was right—the amulet did protect him. 

He rode through the evening and into the night, stopping only briefly to let his horse rest. All the while, he thought of Tamuna lying unconscious in the wagon. She had come for him, and he had let her down. That would never happen again.

His wounds still hurt from Araste’s torture, but the pain was only a dull throb. Now that he was no longer in danger, he actually welcomed the pain. It kept him sharp and reminded him what he was fighting for. Araste would do worse to Tamuna if he ever caught her. For all their sakes, Nika could not allow that to happen.

The stars shone bright in the cloudless night. It felt as if all the world were asleep and he was the only one awake. Still he rode on, until his shoulders began to sag and he struggled to keep open his eyes. Realizing that he would make better progress if he rested for a few hours, he stopped on the side of the road and let out his bedroll. The ground was lumpy and full of rocks, but he was too tired to care.

Almost immediately, he fell into a deep sleep. It was as if the ground had opened up and swallowed him. For how long he slept, he didn’t know, but when he opened his eyes he found himself in a wild and overgrown forest. The realization didn’t strike him immediately, though. Only after his bedroll was stuffed and he couldn’t find his horse did it hit him that he wasn’t where he thought he was.

“Hello?” he shouted, chills running down his back. “Where am I?”

In the shadows to his right, he heard a growl.

Looking desperately around him, he could see no sign of the high road or any other trail. A few stars peeked through the shady canopy, but the forest was too thick for him to make his way by starlight. The thick, mossy tree trunks dampened all sound, making him feel as if he were trapped in a tomb.

The rustling of leaves far above him made him jump with fright. Something was out there. He heard another growl, and the next he knew, he was sprinting through the trees at full speed.

 Something was chasing him. He could hear it getting closer, though he had no idea what it was. There was a malevolent spirit to it, though. He ran blindly, leaves and branches whipping his face, but that hardly mattered. All that mattered was that he got away.

Through the trees on his left, he saw a flash of brilliant light. He couldn’t identify it, but it felt pure and good, like the first rays of dawn. Turning, he made for it as quickly as it could.

He rounded the nearest tree and saw a man riding a pure white horse. The man wore a white tunic with the emblem of the golden cross and wielded a sword that seemed to glow. In fact, the air all around the man glowed, as if he were surrounded by a pillar of light.

Nika’s eyes widened in surprise. It was Master Ivanar.

Several things happened at once. Master Ivanar swung his sword, which was bathed in blue white flames. An inhuman shriek made Nika fall to the ground, just in time to avoid being struck by a creature made of pure shadow. Its claws were long and sinister, but it screamed and turned to smoke the moment it was cleaved by Ivanar’s blade.

“What was that thing?” Nika cried as he scrambled to his feet. His heart raced, and his hands could hardly keep from shaking.

“The sword bearer,” said Ivanar. “Where is she?”

Nika opened his mouth to answer, but he could only stutter. In the shadows just outside the pillar of light, several pairs of glowing yellow eyes came into view.

“There is no time,” said Ivanar, the flames flickering about his sword. 

He grabbed Nika under his arm and lifted him bodily onto the horse. One of the creatures lunged at them, but Ivanar struck it deftly with his sword. The horse reared, nearly throwing Nika off. He clung to Ivanar for dear life.

A moment later, they were galloping through the undergrowth. Closing his eyes, he tried very hard to convince himself that it was just a bad dream.

At length, the horse slowed to a trot, then stopped. Nika opened his eyes and saw that they were in a large clearing, with an ancient stone circle in the center. The rocks were overgrown with moss, and the stars were so bright and numerous that they seemed almost to make a highway across the heavens. He stared up at the scene in wonder.

“Tamuna,” said Master Ivanar. “Where is she?”

“She’s with Alex and the others—they fled to the cliffs in the west. But I have no idea how to get there from here.”

“You are in the Void between the mortal and immortal realms,” Ivanar explained. “I don’t know how you came here. Are you being hunted?”

Chills ran down Nika’s back. He climbed off of the horse and took a seat on a nearby rock. Everything was happening so quickly, he felt nauseous and dizzy.

“Never mind that,” said Ivanar. He dismounted and sat down next to him, while the horse began to graze.

“You say this is the Void?” Nika asked.

“Yes.”

“Then what are you doing here?”

Ivanar sighed. “My spirit has been sundered from my body, Master Tqabladze. I have only a short time before I am called to the undying lands of the immortal realm.”

Nika’s eyes widened. “Are you an angel?”

“In a sense. Have you seen Tamuna?”

“Here?”

“Yes. Is she nearby?”

“I’m sorry,” said Nika. “All I remember was lying down on the side of the high road to sleep. I don’t know how I came here, and I don’t know who’s chasing me. I wish I could be more helpful.”

Master Ivanar clenched his eyes shut, as if he were in great pain. It seemed as if all the hope and energy had drained out of him.

“Then our cause is lost. The sword bearer will fall.”

“Hey!” said Nika, leaping to his feet. “How can you say that? The rest of the Order is only a day’s journey away. We can still save her!”

“Perhaps in the mortal realm, but not in the Void. An entire legion of archmages now hunt her.”

“That’s what I’m saying, Master Ivanar! If we can get the rest of the Order to Tamuna, they can use their power the way you did in Akalika to call her back. Don’t lose hope yet!”

The old sword keeper looked up at him. “What do you mean?”

“Alex and the others sent me out to call for reinforcements,” Nika explained. “The enemy was hunting me, but Isaac gave me the evil eye amulet and I was able to avoid them. If we can get the rest of the Order to Tamuna, can our mages rescue her?”

“Perhaps.”

“Then you have to get me out of here so that I can save her!”

Ivanar stared at him long and hard. Perhaps before, Nika would have shrunk under the scrutiny, but he stood tall and met the sword keeper’s gaze.

“There is a reason we are both here,” Ivanar mused. “I do not know what it is, but if all I can do before passing is to get you back to the mortal realm, I will do so.”

“Yes!” said Nika. Above him, it seemed as if the stars had smiled.

 

* * * * *

 

“Can’t you go any faster?” Alex asked.

The wagon driver shook his head. “Sorry, Master Adretzek. The terrain is just too difficult.”

Alex swore and swung his horse around. A storm was blowing in from the north, obscuring the stars. That gave them the cover of darkness, which was good, but did not bode well for their climb across the ridge.

Isaac rode up to him, his expression grim. It was too dark to read his face, but Alex could tell that the mage was exhausted.

“They know we’re here,” said Isaac. “I can’t hold off Araste’s riders for much longer.”

“Do you expect them to attack?”

“Not yet. They have an idea where we are, but not our exact position.”

“Good,” said Alex. He turned back to the wagons.

“Unhitch the horses and load them with supplies. Take only what we need for the next two days. We’re continuing on horseback.”

“What? But Tamuna—”

“We’ll have to prepare a stretcher for her. The wagons can’t make good time in this terrain, and time is all that’s keeping us from falling into the hands of the enemy.”

In spite of their exhaustion, the acolytes worked quickly, loading the saddlebags with food and filling all the waterskins from the company’s main water barrel. They worked in near complete silence, not showing any fear. But Alex could still sense it, just as he could sense the coming storm.

For Tamuna, they cut two saplings and lashed them to a saddle, with a length of canvas stretched out between them. On this improvised stretcher, they carefully lay her bed. The ride would be rocky, and it would be hell to hide the tracks, but speed was more important than stealth at this point. Once they made it to the ridge, the terrain would be in their favor.

Alex looked down on the sword bearer as they laid her on the stretcher. In the darkness, she seemed as if she were dead. There was no time for doubts, though. If they didn’t make it to the ridge, they would all be dead before sunrise.

They set out as soon as they were ready, following Alex without a word. Isaac fell back to the rear of the company, no doubt to cast spells of misdirection on their tracks. But they couldn’t rely on the mage’s tricks to throw the enemy off forever. Eventually, they would have to make a stand.

How long they rode, Alex didn’t know. But after what felt like hours, a parting in the clouds let through just enough starlight to illuminate the cliffs. His heart lightened—they were less than a mile distant.

At that moment, the cliffs in front of them began to glow yellow. Shadows from the lower trees danced across their face. He turned and saw a fire on the plains, the flames rising high in the storm dark night. 

It was the wagons. 

“Keep moving,” Alex urged his men, who now looked with fear at the conflagration behind them. “Scouts, fan out to find a place of retreat. The rest of you, keep moving!”

Isaac rode up to him, his horse’s hooves pounding the dusty waste.

“The wagons—they shouldn’t have been able to find them! I swear, I—”

“How much longer do we have?”

“I—I don’t know. If they could find our wagons, they must have a whole legion of mages searching for us. Perhaps they know where we are already.”

“If they don’t, they’ll be able to guess,” Alex muttered, low enough that the others couldn’t hear him.

“What?”

“I said, move!”



Purity and Redemption

 

The apprentice mage looked up from his seerstone and pulled back the hood from his face. Above him, the torches flickered, not unlike the fire of the wagons that the sword bearer’s followers had abandoned on the plains.

The jaws of the trap were closing. Events were in motion that would destroy Imeris and end the Order of the Twelve forever. It thrilled him to know that he was privileged to take part in the most important chapter in the history of the Brotherhood. In the coming days, when he was no longer an apprentice but a true master, he would take his place among the immortal great-mages whose right it was to rule all men. And this time, there would be no one to stop them.

But there was one last task to perform before he could claim that title.

He walked to the basin of water beside the window and plunged his hands into the water. After washing his hands, he splashed his face, letting the water run down onto his shirt and robes. That mattered little, though, so long as his mind was clear and active.

Turning to the shelves against the wall, he ran his fingers over a collection of jars, each with a part of a different animal. Wolf? No—wolves were pack animals, and he needed to hunt alone. Lion? A fearsome creature, but he only had a lock of the animal’s mane. He would need more than that to accomplish his task.

He pored over the jars until he came to one containing a shriveled slice of heart. According to the label, it was taken from a great northern bear, the kind that grew larger than a horse and was feared by even the most avid of hunters. His lips turned upward in a smile. Yes, that would do nicely. 

He pulled the bear’s heart out of the jar and combined it in a mortar with a tuft from the lion’s mane. He also took a vial of cobra’s venom and a chunk of fossil from an ancient extinct beast, along with several potent and bitter herbs. With mortar and pestle, he ground the mixture into a paste.

Last of all, he took a razor-sharp dagger from his belt and held it to his palm. With his hand held over the mortar, he pierced the skin and let his blood trickle into the foul mixture. The torches flickered above him, and outside the tower, the wind began to howl.

He stirred the concoction into a horn of wine and drank it quickly, repressing the urge to retch. When that was done, he returned to his seerstone.

Now I am ready to do battle in the Void.

 

* * * * *

 

Nika clung to the back of Master Ivanar’s tunic as they rode through the darkness of the forest. All around them, he could feel the presence of lost souls. To the eye, the forest was empty, but to him it felt as if they were riding through a crowd even larger than the marketplace in Kutaisa. Even that was not a perfect analogy, however, because one could walk through the midst of a crowd and still be alone. Here, it seemed as if every unseen eye was fixated on them.

“How soon can we be out of this place?” he asked.

“The Void is the space between life and death,” Ivanar explained. “I cannot take you back to the land of the living, Master Tqabladze, for I am dead. However, I can bring you to the gate and show you the way.”

A shiver ran down Nika’s back. “The gate? Will it be dangerous?”

“Do not be afraid. Time and space are not the same here, and physical strength is not nearly as important as strength of spirit.”

The truth of Ivanar’s words came instinctively to Nika. The light that emanated from his body was more than just to see by: It was power. Nika could feel it flow through him as he clung to Ivanar’s clothes. It kept the shadows at bay and dispelled the creeping darkness.

They rode in silence for what felt like an hour. Ivanar was right, though—time and space were different somehow, in ways that he could not describe. Though it felt like an eternity had passed, he remembered it as if it were only minutes.

“Here,” said Ivanar, stopping his horse at the mouth of a forest cave. “This is as far as we can travel on horseback. We must proceed on foot.”

Nika stared into the maw and shivered. The darkness of the cave was so thick, it seemed to absorb the light without being dispelled by it. He could sense the presence of evil within its jaws, something primal from before the foundations of the world.

“Are you sure?”

“Did you expect it to be easy, Master Tqabladze? This is a matter of life and death—and not just your own.”

Tamuna.

“Will you come with me?” Nika asked as he dismounted.

Master Ivanar climbed down and stroked his horse’s neck. “I will come as far as I am able.” He whispered into the horse’s ear, and it cantered off the way they had come. The shadows seemed to close after it.

Nika stood at the cave entrance and swallowed. The air inside was damp and cool, and a mass of cobwebs hung from the ceiling. He fought back the urge to turn and run away.

A roar sounded behind him. He turned just in time to see Ivanar plunge his blade into one of the shadow beasts. Its claws drew blood before it screamed and fell to the ground. Four other beasts stepped out of the darkness and circled the old sword keeper warily.

“Go!” Ivanar shouted at him. “Get out of here!”

Adrenaline shot through Nika’s whole body. Heart pounding, he turned and ran into the maw of the cave.

The ground was wet and slippery. He stumbled and nearly cut his hand on a sharp rock. With his hands groping the wall in the darkness, he pushed forward until the howls of the shadow beasts faded into silence.

Only then, as he stopped to catch his breath, did he realize that he was totally alone.

The chill, damp air was as still as death, the walls as silent as the grave. His arms trembled as he felt through the darkness, trying to get some purchase. He had no idea where he was or even if he was going in the right direction. If the cave had forked somewhere behind him, there was no way to know which turn he had taken. There was a very real chance he was lost.

Fear turned to panic, which grew with every step. He curled up on the muddy cave floor and pulled his knees tightly to his chest. Who was he to think that he, a stable boy, could face the Brotherhood and win? Tamuna was wrong to put her trust in him.

No, she wasn’t, a voice whispered in Nika’s mind. Get up, Master Tqabladze. Be brave.

He took a deep breath and rose unsteadily to his feet. As he did, a light began to emanate from the center of his chest. He looked down and saw it flowing through his arms and hands to the tips of his fingers. It was a warm, comforting light that calmed his panic and quenched his fear.

As he examined his fingers, he felt them close around something firm. The light flowed out of him and into a sword, which appeared unbidden in his hands. It looked heavy, but felt as light as a breath, or perhaps a thought. The grip molded comfortably into his hands, as if it had been made for him.

I am Parvalis, the Pearl Blade, the voice in his head spoke to him. I am the first sword of the Order of the Twelve. Araste sundered me from the mortal realm, but I live on in the Void.

With a start, Nika realized that it was the same sword that Master Ivanar had wielded. It was as magnificent as Imeris, with a pearl embedded in the pommel instead of an emerald.

“What about Master Ivanar?” he asked. “Is he all right?”

Do not fear for your friend. He sent me to you, knowing that he would be unable to follow.

“What do you mean?”

The way to the mortal realm lies deep within this cavern, on the other side of the river. You must cross it alone, Master Tqabladze, but I can guide you to its banks.

The sword’s words encouraged him, though it was humbling to know that he wielded one of the ancient enchanted blades. He felt wholly inadequate, and yet at the same time knew that the sword was right.

Forward, Master Tqabladze. For Imeris, and your friend.

“Yes,” said Nika. “For Tamuna.”

 

* * * * *

 

The ruins rose from the rock like a broken crown. Tamuna felt her breath coming short as she climbed to the top, the trail seeming to wind ever farther with each step. The crumbling battlements and collapsed arches bore testament to the unrelenting march of time, even in the starry darkness of the Void. 

At length, she reached the summit, climbing over the broken stones of the gatehouse. She remembered the last time she had been here, running for her life from the forces of the enemy. This time, her fear was not so total. The position was good: cliffs on three sides, and enough fortifications to force the enemy into a funnel. 

Still, with only herself to defend it, the position could not hold.

“Father?” she called out, turning to the main body of the ruins. The wind howled a lonely answer.

We don’t have much time, Tamuna.

“There,” she said, pointing to what had once been the stronghold’s chapel. “He’s there.”

Only the pillars of the chapel still stood, the arches and walls having turned to dust long ago. But the stairs to the crypt were still intact, and Tamuna felt her father’s presence as she examined them. Which was strange, considering how she had no memories of him. He’d left her with her Aunt Sopiko before she’d ever had a chance to know him.

Still, she felt no dread as she descended the stairs. Only peace.

She came to a large bronze door, unusually well-built for a mountain-church crypt. Fortunately, it was unlocked. It took her several tries to open it, and when she did, it swung only a short distance before the hinges jammed. She had to turn sideways and squeeze to fit through.

This isn’t a crypt, Imeris told her. It is a dungeon.

Tamuna held the sword above her in a defensive stance, not only to protect her from unseen attackers but to illuminate the way ahead. The soft glow that emanated from the blade showed her a long hallway, with cells on either side. They were made of thick, heavy wood, their windows barred with iron. She held the sword up to each window, checking inside. Except for a few rats that scurried out from the light, they were empty.

“He’s near,” she whispered. “I can sense him.”

So is the enemy.

At the last cell, she saw a man huddled in a corner. His arms and feet were shackled to the wall with thick iron chains. He looked up and blinked at the light, but made no other move.

“Father?”

It was him—she was sure of it. She didn’t know how, but she was as sure of that fact as of anything else in her life. The door was barred shut, but she was able to open it. Heart pounding, she ran inside.

“Father! It’s me, Tamuna! Do you know who I am?”

The man was clearly exhausted. His face was gaunt, though he did not seem overly old. A salt-and-pepper beard graced his chin, but his deep-set eyes were blue and bright. As he gazed upon her, recognition slowly dawned on him.

“Tamuna? My baby girl?”

“Yes!” cried Tamuna, jumping with delight. “You remember me!”

Instead of reciprocating her excitement, however, his head sunk down and his eyes turned away, as if avoiding her. He seemed even more broken than before.

“Father? What’s wrong?”

“I’m so sorry, Tamuna.”

“Why?”

He didn’t answer. In the back of her mind, Tamuna could sense the enemy drawing closer.

“We need to get you out of here,” she said, turning to the chains. “There’s a battle coming, and we’re going to need your help.”

How are you going to do that? Imeris asked.

She lifted the sword and swung it against the wall socket with all of her might. A shower of sparks spilled onto the floor, but the sword glanced off without hardly making a dent.

“What is that?” her father asked.

“Imeris, the Emerald Blade,” she answered, rearing up for another try. “It’s a long story.”

She swung again, but the chains were too strong. This time, the sword fell from her hands and nearly went flying across the room.

You can’t break them with strength alone, Imeris told her. Those chains are forged from your father’s guilt, and will not break until he forgives himself.

Tamuna frowned. “How do you know?”

“Know what?” her father asked.

“Sorry—it’s the sword. It speaks to me in my mind. Sometimes I forget that other people can’t hear it.”

“An enchanted sword,” her father muttered to himself. “It was just as your mother prophesied.”

“My mother?”

“Yes. She was a seer from the Isles of the East, taken captive by the Northlanders. I rescued her during the wars, when I campaigned with the Khevsurans as a mercenary.” His eyes turned glassy as he recalled the tale.

Tamuna knelt by his side. “What can you tell me about her?”

“She was a marvelous woman, Tamuna. Her eyes were bright, her skin fair, her hair as black as midnight. She moved with the grace of a queen, and she was kind to all, even those who meant her harm. No matter the evil she faced, she had perfect confidence that all would be well in the end.”

Tears came to Tamuna’s eyes. Though she had no memory of her mother, her father’s description rang true.

“What then?”

“After the wars, we settled on a farmstead in the northern foothills. It was a time of joy for us, but it was not to last. When she was with child, she foresaw that a great evil would hunt you, her daughter. She also foresaw that you would rise to greatness and bring the light of liberty to a dark and troubled world.”

“She saw all that?”

“Yes, though she did not tell me everything. In the end, I think she foresaw her own death.”

Tamuna swallowed. “She did?”

“Yes. When she gave birth to you, there was a tragic complication. The midwife managed to save you, but not your mother. With her dying words, she made me promise to do all I could to protect you.” He looked away. “I’m sorry, Tamuna. I should have never abandoned you.”

“What are you talking about?”

“After your mother’s death, the tides of war began to turn. Dark and evil men hunted me. Fearing your mother’s words, I fled for the Kevonas. But by myself, I was unable to protect you. That was why I left you with my sister at her tavern near Kutaisa. I had always intended to come back for you, after the worst of the danger had passed. But I was caught in a trap and slain.”

Tamuna knelt down in front of him and ran her hand across his cheek. “You didn’t abandon me, father. You did what you had to do.”

“And left you an orphan with no memory of your own father? No, Tamuna. I could have done far better.”

“We can all say that,” she said, surprising herself with the force of her own words. “We all fall short or make mistakes. But that’s not the way I see you.”

“And how do you see me?”

“As the father who gave me up so that I would be safe. I was safe with Sopiko. I grew up in a place that was far from any evil, because of what you did for me.”

“Do you mean that?”

“Of course I do. I love you, Father. Whatever your mistakes, I forgive you.”

She put her arms around him and gave him a hug. The tension within him dissipated, and he gently hugged her back. His shoulders began to shake, and she realized that he was weeping.

“Tamuna!” he sobbed. 

We need to move quickly, Imeris told her. The enemy is already here.

A bolt of fear shot through Tamuna’s body. She could feel it—the enemy had found her, and were fast approaching. Perhaps they were already here.

“What is it, Tamuna?” her father asked.

“I’m sorry, Father. We aren’t safe here. The enemy—”

The shackles around his wrists suddenly opened, and the chains fell from his hands and feet. He rose and stood before her, his fists clenched and his back straight.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I will fulfill the promise I made to your mother. And this time, I will not be slain.”

A sword and shield appeared in his hands. Tamuna retrieved Imeris and led her father out of the cell.

“I need to get back to the mortal realm, Father. They haven’t slain me yet. Do you know the way back?”

“No, but I know the way forward. Are you ready?”

Tamuna smiled. “Yes.”

 

* * * * *

 

The apprentice mage hurried down the stone steps. Already, the potion was beginning to burn in his veins. He had only a limited window before the potency reached its peak.

He swung the wooden doors open and stepped into the acolytes’ chamber. They looked up at him from their desks, startled from their work.

“Clear the desks,” he commanded. “Now!”

The acolytes recovered quickly and hauled the desks quickly across the floor. In the center was a mage circle, carved into the old worn stone. He walked directly to the center.

“Form the circle. I must enter the Void.”

“But sir, we—”

“Do it!”

Cowed, the acolytes formed the circle as he had ordered. Taking each other by the hand, they bowed their heads and began the incantations. The grooves in the stone gradually begin to glow.

Satisfied, the apprentice mage lay down on his back, his arms and legs splayed. He closed his eyes and felt the power of the incantations flow through him. The fire in his veins grew to a conflagration. It was as if his every nerve were on fire. The world began to spin, and he felt as if he were falling into an abyss.

Screaming into the Void, he convulsed in pain as hair turned to fur and fingernails to claws. He threw back his head, and his scream became a roar.



The Storm Breaks

 

The wind howled through the narrow canyon, blowing dust into Alex’s eyes. He shielded his face with his hand, knowing that they had only hours before the storm made progress impossible.

Behind him, the other members of the Order struggled up the jagged slope. Four of them carried the makeshift stretcher on which lay Tamuna’s unconscious body. Though none of them complained, Alex knew that they were at the edge of hope. After all, shouldn’t the sword bearer be leading them in the retreat?

He rode his horse down the line to Isaac, who had taken up the rear. “How much longer will your spells hold, mage?”

“Not much,” said Isaac, his voice ragged with exhaustion. “We need to dig in.”

“Just hold for a little while. There’s an overhang only half a mile ahead that will make for a defensible position. At the rate we’re making, we should be there within the—”

Hoofbeats sounded in the shadows behind them. Alex drew his sword.

“Archers, skirmish line! Quickly!”

The members of the Order dropped their supplies and hastily drew their weapons. Nearly a dozen of them notched their bows and took cover behind the scrub and boulders. A few managed to climb the canyon walls high enough to get a good vantage point. Those few on horseback drew their swords and joined Alex at the back of the line.

The ghoul riders came into view only moments later. There were six of them—a scouting party, no doubt. They rode swiftly toward the sound of Alex’s voice, blind to the fact that they were stumbling into an ambush.

It was impossible to tell who shot the first arrow. Soon, the canyon was full of the lethal shafts. An enemy horse screamed and fell, while another reared, throwing its rider to the ground. The other four riders surged ahead.

“Charge!” Alex shouted, raising his sword above his head. He spurred his horse into a gallop, the battle cries of his comrades filling the air.

The riders attempted to regroup, but it was too late. Alex swung his sword in a reaping arc and decapitated the nearest one. To his left, he heard the ringing of steel on steel. He rode his horse directly into the enemy and thrust his sword point through the rider’s heart. A blade whistled above his head, barely missing him. He dropped his sword and leaped from his saddle, tackling his attacker to the ground.

In the darkness of the night, the stamping of the horses and their whinnying cries seemed to come from everywhere. He screamed and drew his dagger, plunging it into his opponent’s chest. In response, the ghoul rider grabbed Alex by the neck and began to choke him. Alex’s scream turned to a gurgle, but he stabbed the ghoul rider over and over until it released him.

As quickly as it had begun, the skirmish was over. Alex staggered to his feet and surveyed the scene. In the darkness, it was hard to make out what had happened, but he counted five ghoul riders dead, along with three horses. Unfortunately, two of his own lay with them.

“Alex!” said Isaac, dismounting beside him. “Are you all right?”

“See to the wounded,” Alex ordered. “Get them to the head of the line. I see only five riders—where is the sixth?”

As if in answer, three of his men rode up, triumph in their eyes. The lead one carried the head of the sixth ghoul rider by the hair, its black blood dripping on the stony ground.

“We got him, Master Adretzek! This is one scouting party that won’t be returning.”

Alex let out a sharp breath. “Good work, Francis. How many did we lose?”

To his right, one of the wounded men was moaning. His white tunic was red with blood that gushed from his shoulder. Several of the archers rushed forward to help, while Isaac took out a medicine bag and saw to his wounds.

“Just two, thank the stars,” said Francis. He tossed the eyeless head to the ground and casually wiped the blood off of his sword. 

“Carry the wounded up on the horses. The rest of you, pick up the supplies and keep moving. We need to reach the overhang before they attack us again!”

Far overhead, a flash of lightning briefly illuminated the starless sky.

 

* * * * *

 

Nika gripped Parvalis tightly with both hands as he crept down the darkened cave. His heart pounded, but he focused his thoughts on Tamuna and pressed forward. He needed to reach the river so that he could return to the mortal realm and lead the reinforcements to her. For all he knew, she needed him now more than ever.

Up ahead, he heard the sound of water. It was faint, as if coming from around the bend of the next tunnel. He scurried up a steep incline, using the stalagmites to pull himself up.

Something closed around his foot.

He screamed and hacked down at the thing that had grabbed him. Parvalis swung almost of its own accord and sliced the tentacle in half. An unearthly scream filled Nika with terror, but the beast withdrew.

“What was that thing?”

Never mind that. You’re almost there. Keep going!

He scrambled to the top of the rise and squeezed through the tunnel on his hands and knees. When he emerged on the other side, he found himself in a massive underground chamber. Stalagmites as wide as his arm span stood like pillars off to his right, while ahead, he heard the gurgling of the river.

“Is this it?”

Before Parvalis could answer, a terrifying roar split the air. Nika’s eyes widened as a beast stepped into view unlike any he’d ever seen. It had the body of a bear and the mane of a lion, with claws like the talons of a dragon. It rose on its hind feet and towered so high that its head nearly reached the ceiling.

Every fiber of Nika’s body screamed at him to run, but he stood rooted to the spot. The beast regarded him with snakelike eyes, its fangs dripping with black venom. It dropped to all fours and charged.

Run, Nika!

Parvalis’s urging broke the spell, and Nika dove behind a stalagmite for cover. The beast shattered it with a swipe of its paw, but Nika was already on his feet, dashing out of reach. It roared.

I can’t do this, Nika thought, his doubts rising up to choke him. There’s no way—I’m not a warrior.

Those doubts aren’t you, Nika. Don’t listen to them.

He stopped just in time to duck, avoiding a crushing blow. The beast raised its claws to strike again, but Nika jabbed upward with all his strength. The sword pierced the beast’s paw, making it howl.

As the beast reared up in pain, he ran around it, desperately seeking to get past to the river beyond. But before he could get far, a memory came unbidden to his mind. It was of his father, beating his mother after coming home drunk. He remembered how powerless and alone he had always felt in the face of his father’s abuse. 

The beast dropped back on all fours and charged him, its eyes glowing red. Nika panicked and slipped in the mud, dropping Parvalis behind a boulder. He barely managed to scramble away.

Now his father was beating him for not bringing home enough coppers to buy wine. His mother was in the corner, sobbing because she couldn’t protect her own son. Bitter tears came to Nika’s eyes at the unbidden memory. His legs became sluggish and unresponsive, and he felt as if he were sinking into the mud.

The bear grabbed him with its jaws and hurled him across the cavern. Its fangs bit into his flesh, the poison and fear paralyzing him. He struck the far wall, and pain worse than Araste’s torture shot up and down his spine.

“Parvalis!” he shouted. But the sword was on the other side of the cavern, far outside of his reach.

The beast let out a triumphant roar that shook the very walls of the cave. It fell into a charge, the ground reverberating with every footfall. Nika knew that this was the end for him.

But then he remembered hunting trips with his cousin Levan. The fresh mountain air, the wide green meadows, the scent of pine and lavender on the wind. His cousin had always shown him kindness, taking him away for days. He had always looked forward to those times.

His strength suddenly returned, and he leaped to his feet just as the beast closed in. Its jaws snapped in empty air as Nika dodged the blow.

Now he was Araste’s prisoner again, the red-hot blade searing his skin. But the pain itself was not nearly as bad as the fear of the pain. Far from overwhelming him, the memory reminded him that he had the strength to endure.

The beast roared, but Nika stood his ground. A light began to shine around him, too weak to dispel the darkness, but powerful enough to renew his hope.

Parvalis, he realized. Without the sword, he could not defeat the monster.

He dodged a swipe from the beast’s claws and ran back to where he had dropped it. At that moment, every doubt that Nika had ever struggled with came rushing back to him. Who was he, a useless stable boy, to think he could defeat this monster? He was weak. He was useless. He had no friends, and even if he did, he had nothing to offer them.

But then he realized that was all wrong. He did have friends—Tamuna was his friend. She had always been his friend. He thought back to how she had offered to save up money with him to buy old Giorgi’s calf, selling eggs in the market. How she had hugged him when he’d brought her the fig jam and her favorite coat. How they had huddled together for warmth in the mountains. Finally, he remembered how she had begged him not to leave, and how he had failed to listen to her. All of his doubts were lies, and she needed him now more than ever before.

“No!” he shouted, breaking free of the spell. As the beast lunged forward with its gaping jaws, he picked up the sword and threw a cut across the beast’s massive neck.

Black blood spewed from the fatal wound like a fountain. It tried to howl, but the sound came out as a gurgle. As it began to rear up, Nika plunged Parvalis deep into its heart. The sword went in all the way to the hilt, burying itself in the beast’s foul flesh. It struggled for only a moment before turning to smoke.

 

* * * * *

 

The apprentice mage screamed like he had never screamed before. He felt as if a red-hot firebrand had been plunged into his chest, and he clawed at it, tearing off his robe. The pain—the awful pain!

The acolytes in the circle broke from their incantations and fell back in horror. He hardly noticed them, however. As he coughed and gasped for breath, blood filled his mouth. He was choking on it.

No, he thought desperately. How is this happening?

His limbs grew weak, and his vision began to cloud. The acolytes around him were shouting, but they could do nothing save him. As the darkness of the Void enveloped him once more, he realized with awful certainty that he was passing out of the mortal realm forever.

 

* * * * *

 

Nika rose unsteadily to his feet. The beast that had attacked him was gone, and the only signs of the battle were the broken stones around him. No blood, no body—it was as if the creature had only been as substantial as a nightmare.

The same is true of your doubts, Parvalis told him. They will only do you harm. Do not give them any power by listening to them.

“I won’t,” Nika whispered.

He gazed across the cavern and saw the banks of the river. The sharp and craggy rocks of the tunnel gave way to gravel and smooth, round river stones. Though he could not see across to the other side, a cool, fresh breeze told him that the way out was near.

“Master Tqabladze.”

He turned and saw Master Ivanar standing on the bank, next to a long, thin boat. The old sword keeper smiled, his whole person shimmering with angelic light.

“Ivanar,” said Nika, walking over to him. “I thought I’d lost you.”

“I must apologize, Master Tqabladze. When I told you I would follow behind you, I lied. The trials of the cavern were a test that only you could face. But I sent you Parvalis, and you passed them admirably.”

“Will I ever wield Parvalis again?”

Yes, said Parvalis. If your heart remains pure, I will always be here for you.

“I see the blade has already given you an answer,” said Ivanar. He sighed. “My spirit must soon pass into the immortal realm. There will be no sword keeper after me, for the last sword bearer has been chosen. Will you serve her, Master Tqabladze?”

“Yes,” Nika answered without hesitation.

“It is well. But now, the time has come for us to part.”

Tears welled up in Nika’s eyes. His heart sank as he realized that Ivanar had given his life because of him.

“I’m sorry, Master Ivanar. It’s my fault that—”

“Don’t dwell on your mistakes, Master Tqabladze. Learn from them. My time has come, and I hold nothing against you. Go now.”

Nika nodded, looking back on the old sword keeper one last time before turning to the mouth of the cave. As he climbed the jagged rocks, his footsteps lightened, and the light of dawn glowed just ahead of him.

“Tamuna!” he cried, his heart pounding. “I’m coming, Tamuna!”

 

* * * * *

 

Tamuna helped her father up the steep, crumbling stairs of the dungeon and out into the courtyard. Once free, she drew Imeris from the scabbard at her waist and scanned the ruined walls for signs of the enemy. Her father straightened his back and drew his sword.

They’re outside the walls, Tamuna. In just a few moments, they will be in.

She could feel the truth of Imeris’s words even as they came unspoken to her mind. The presence of evil was all around them both now, closing in like the walls of an unlit cave. Panic began to rise in her throat, but she swallowed and forced it down.

“To the gate, Father. We can hold them off there.”

As they arrived at the narrow opening by the gatehouse, her eyes widened. There, arrayed in the wastes before them, was a numberless army. Their shields were wide, their armor dark, and their weapons sharp and glistening. Their arms were infinitely varied: sword and dagger, mace and hammer, spear and axe. She searched desperately for a weakness in their lines, but found none. From one side of the promontory to the other, they surrounded the ruined fortress in multiple unbroken lines.

They greeted her with a battle cry that sounded like a mighty roar. The ground shuddered beneath her feet, and she realized it was their shields as they beat them against the ground in unison. She began to feel sick with fear.

At that moment, her father threw back his head and laughed. Confused, she glanced over at him.

“What?” she asked.

“The bridge,” he said, pointing. “All this time, my prison was in sight of it. Do you know where that bridge leads, Tamuna?”

“No. Imeris only told me that if we went that way, we would never return.”

“That’s because it leads to the undying lands. Your mother is there, Tamuna. Can you feel her? She’s waiting for me.”

Tamuna gazed across to the other side of the gully, squinting to get a better view. As she did, she felt something stir within her much as it had when she’d first set foot in the ruins of the courtyard. It was like a distant light in the midst of darkness, faint but unmistakable. Her fears threatened to choke it out, but if she ignored them, it became clear.

“That’s where we need to go,” her father said, pointing to the bridge. “Can you take me there?”

Before she could answer, the ground rumbled again, this time like an earthquake. The battle cries of the enemy split the air as they charged up the hill, racing toward them like a mighty flood.

Courage, Tamuna! 

She lifted Imeris high above her and charged headlong with her father. Heart pounding and adrenaline rushing, they met the enemy charge headlong.

Memories from a hundred ancient battles came to her mind, so real that it was impossible to tell whether she was actually reliving them. Sword cleaved shield, spear pierced armor, and the frantic cries of the dead and dying filled the air around her. 

She ducked beneath a battle axe and thrust Imeris deep into the belly of her attacker, the sword cleaving flesh and bone. Her enemy screamed and turned to smoke. The vision changed to another battle, this one in the high Kevonas. 

A spear grazed her shoulder as she expertly sidestepped it, landing a lethal downward cut into the neck of her attacker. Three others rose up in his place, but she deflected their attacks with a speed like lightning. One by one, they all fell before her.

You can do this, Imeris encouraged her. You’re doing it even now!

The thrill of battle exhilarated her to the very core. The scene changed, this time to a major battle against the Arbuli Empire, in the moment that the enemy began to break. The tension in the air was like the pent-up rains of summer after a lifetime of drought. The enemy made one last desperate charge at the very spot where she stood, but she screamed in defiance as she met them with her blade.

Before the line broke, however, the scene changed again, this time to a desperate ambush in a distant Northland forest. The battle was fierce, the ground littered with the bodies of her friends and allies. With her father, she was cut off from the main body with no hope of rescue. An axeman charged at her, and though she managed to sidestep his swing, her counter attack left Imeris buried deep in his shield just as two men with longswords rushed in to kill her.

Don’t let go, Tamuna! Keep your hands on your sword!

Somehow, she managed to wrench Imeris free and dodge the first blow. Deflecting the second, she struck back with a riposte that cut deep into her opponent’s wrist. He screamed as the blood spurted from the wound, but she had no time before his comrade launched a furious counter attack.

The scene changed again, this time back to the Void. They were halfway across the waste, with the bridge just visible on the other side of the last enemy line. Her father held the rear, striking and cleaving with all the fury of a madman.

“I won’t let them take you, Tamuna! I promised your mother. If we have to keep fighting for an eternity, I’ll do so gladly!”

As he spoke, a light surrounded them. It was exactly like the light that had surrounded Master Ivanar when he had rescued her from this place. This time, though, it emanated from her father and herself.

The enemy pressed the attack, but they could not keep her from seeing through the illusion. It was not a numberless army that they faced, but only a handful of warriors. She looked into their eyes and saw a vision of a far-off castle with mages in dark robes, chanting and swaying in a circle. She deflected a blow and plunged Imeris into her attacker’s chest. As he vanished, one of the mages screamed and fell to the stone floor. The circle quickly closed, and she realized that the floor was littered with the bodies of mages, some still twitching, others lying in pools of their own blood.

“We’re almost through!” her father shouted. “Come on, Tamuna—one last charge!”

Together, they met the last of the terrified enemy. It hardly mattered now that they were outnumbered, for the celestial light that emanated from them cut through the enemy like a blade. One by one, the servants of the Brotherhood fell. One by one, they vanished into smoke until the last of them were gone.

When the battle was over, she found herself standing beside her father at the entrance to the bridge. They both panted with exhaustion, their bows dripping with sweat. Still, they were victorious. Tamuna threw back her head and let loose a mighty whoop.

“We did it!” she cried, throwing her arms around her father. Tears of joy spilled down her cheeks, and as she looked up into his face, she saw that his eyes were brimming with them, as well.

“Thank you,” he said, gently stroking her hair.

“For what, Father?”

“For giving me a chance to keep my promise.”

He looked over toward the bridge, and as she turned to see what he was looking at, she saw a white-robed figure on the far side of the gully. The stars were already dimming as night turned to the twilight of dawn, with the sky on the other side beginning to lighten. Her father let her go and stepped onto the bridge.

“Wait,” she said, her curiosity suddenly rising. “Father, what’s your name?”

He turned to her and smiled. “What, Tamuna? You don’t know who I am?”

“I was too young to remember, and Sopiko never told me.”

“Of course,” he sighed. “My name is Johan. I was born in the foothills north of Kutaisa, in one of the kingdoms of the plains.”

“Johan,” Tamuna whispered. The name felt familiar and comforting to her.

“Come with me,” he said, gesturing for her to follow him. “I want you to see where I’m going. We can say our goodbyes on the other side.”

Tamuna hesitated, remembering Imeris’s warning. To her surprise, he urged her forward.

It’s all right, Tamuna. Just be sure not to set foot on the other side.

Without a word, she followed her father onto the bridge. The old wooden boards creaked beneath their weight, so she kept a short distance from him. Halfway across, a stiff wind began to howl in her ears, making the bridge sway. She looked down, and realized that they were suspended above an abyss. Fear paralyzed her.

Careful, Tamuna. Don’t look down.

She quickly looked up and fixated her gaze at the white-robed figure on the other side. As she did, the fear left her. She took another step, then another.

Just ahead, her father stumbled to the ground on his hands and knees. The white-robed figured reached down to help him up, and in that moment Tamuna realized that it was her mother. Their eyes met, and a lump the size of a fist rose in Tamuna’s throat.

“Mother,” she whispered.

“My child,” said her mother, her whole figure glowing with pure celestial light. A deep peace filled Tamuna’s soul, and she longed more than anything to fall into her mother’s arms. She began to hurry across to the other side.

No! Imeris urged her. If you cross over, you will never be able to return to the mortal realm. There is still a great work for you to do there. Do not leave it unfinished.

But as she took the last few steps to the opposite side, she felt as if she were waking from a nightmare. The sun was only moments from cresting the horizon, and everything from her past life was but a shadow before the glorious light of the eternal day. The prospect of returning to mortality faded next to this great hope and longing: to enter the undying lands and live there with her mother and father forever.

“Stop,” said her mother.

She stopped short, only one step away from the end of the bridge. Every particle of her being longed to take that last step, but she did as her mother commanded.

“Not yet, Tamuna. It’s not your time.”

Tamuna’s lips quivered, and her joy turned bittersweet. She gripped the rope walls so tightly that her knuckles turned white.

“But I want to be with you,” she said, her voice cracking.

“I know. And you will be, Tamuna, my beautiful little girl. But not now. You still have a work to do.”

Sobbing, Tamuna fell to her knees. More than anything else, she wanted to feel her mother’s touch. But something told her that that too would have to wait until her work was over.

How long she knelt there weeping, she didn’t know. But when all the tears had been wrung out of her, she rose to her feet.

“I’ll come back. I promise.”

Her father smiled, and her mother nodded. They stood beside each other, hand in hand.

“We’ll be waiting.”

With all the strength of will that she could muster, Tamuna turned and began the long and treacherous walk back over the abyss. Yet as the light of dawn faded, and the darkness of the Void swallowed the eternal twilight, the vision of her parents burned bright within her heart. 



The Final Gambit

 

Nika gasped and sat up with a start. His heart raced, and his whole body tingled as if it had lain paralyzed for days. Still, there was no grogginess, and his mind cleared quickly, though it took a few moments for the disorientation to fade.

Master Ivanar, the sword Parvalis—they were gone. So too was the murkiness, the underground caverns, and the eerie sense that something unseen was hunting him. Instead, he lay on a woolen blanket in a field of dry mountain grass, surrounded on all sides by the Kevonas. A cool autumn breeze brought the scent of distant wood smoke, while high overhead, an eagle circled in the sky.

The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the grassy landscape. That meant he must have lain unconscious for almost a full day, if not longer. He reached under his shirt and pulled out the evil eye. Clearly, the amulet had protected him, but how much longer before Tamuna and the others fell?

Without wasting any more time, he packed up his pans and rolled them into his bedroll. He found his horse grazing only a short distance away, still wearing his saddle. After taking a moment to stroke the animal’s neck, he loaded up and rode east.

Directly ahead of him, over the mountains to the east, loomed a thunderhead more massive than any he had ever seen. In the late afternoon sun, it glowed in hues of crimson and bloody scarlet. Lightning flashed, its sharp blue tendrils reaching from the base of the cloud almost to the very top. Beneath it, great sheets of rain fell like a shadowy veil.

It didn’t take him long to figure out that the storm was heading straight for him.

“Come on,” he said, reassuring his horse as they rode. The storm was making the old mare skittish, but there was nothing he could do except follow the high road into the approaching maelstrom. He tightened his cloak and pulled the hood over his head.

When the storm clouds towered almost directly above him, he saw dust rising from the road ahead. It was a large wagon party, with more than a dozen horsemen riding in formation ahead. As he drew closer, he saw that they each wore a white shirt emblazoned with a golden cross.

Nika’s heart skipped a beat. He urged his horse on will all possible speed.

“Hey!” he shouted once he was within earshot. “It’s me, Nika!” The horsemen drew up in confusion, but it wasn’t until he was nearly upon them that they caught sight of him.

“Who is it?” the captain asked, his sword drawn.

Nika drew up the reins so quickly that it nearly threw him from the saddle. Recovering, he unfastened his cloak to show them the emblems on his shirt.

“I come in the name of the sword Imeris,” he said breathlessly. “The sword bearer is in danger—she needs your help at once.”

The captain frowned. “What sort of danger?”

“A party of ghoul-riders led by Araste caught us in an ambush. Master Ivanar has fallen. Tamuna has been drawn into the Void. The rest of us fled to the mountains, with the enemy in pursuit. They sent me back to guide you.”

The captain looked him in the eye, as if testing him. Behind them, lightning flashed, followed by the crack of thunder a few moments later. At length, the captain nodded and sheathed his sword.

“I want every able-bodied warrior to make ready to ride,” he commanded in a loud voice. “The rest of you, circle the wagons and await our return. Understand?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Then move!”

A smile of relief crept across Nika’s lips as the men sprang into action. The wagons were hastily circled as almost a hundred men hurried to take up arms.

“We’ll get you a new horse immediately,” the captain said, turning back to Nika. “As soon as you’re ready, join us at the vanguard, Master…”

“Tqabladze. Nika Tqabladze.”

The captain nodded and gestured to the wagons with his eye. Nika wheeled his horse over that way at once.

“We’re coming, Tamuna,” he whispered to himself as the horsemen of the Order rapidly formed up. “Just hold for one more night.”

Above them, lightning split the sky.

 

* * * * *

 

“Hold the line!”

Alex surged forward, filling a gap that had opened in the woefully sparse combat line. Three ghoul riders rushed him, but his sword swung true, decapitating the first and forcing the other two to back down on the treacherous ground. Arrows flew all around him as his archers rained death down on the attackers.

After nearly ten minutes of vicious fighting, the enemy fell back to regroup and seek another way up the gully. Alex wasted no time.

“How many have we lost?” he asked, running down the line. “What are our casualties?”

“Not bad,” Isaac answered. “Dato, Giorgi, and Otto are wounded, but we held our ground.”

“That’s good, but we need to reposition. The enemy is testing us, trying to find a way around our line, and we can’t funnel them through the canyon forever.”

“What do you suggest?”

Alex squinted, surveying their position in the rapidly waning twilight. Off to the east, a flash of lightning briefly lit the canyon.

“Have the archers form a skirmish line. Everyone else, fall back to those boulders.”

“But that’s practically beside the camp!” one of the acolytes protested.

“Then that’s where we’ll make our final stand,” said Alex. “We don’t have enough men to guard a retreat, and there isn’t enough time to get to the horses.”

The men immediately went about following his orders. Isaac came forward, close enough to speak in confidence.

“What about the wounded?” he asked.

Alex grimaced. “Use your spells to hide them. We can’t spare the men to carry them back to camp.”

“But—”

“I don’t like it any more than you do. Just do it.”

Isaac frowned, but nodded. Alex sheathed his sword and quickly climbed up to the rally point.

Lighting flashed again, much closer this time. It briefly lit up the entire canyon, giving him a clear view of the deer path to the mountain meadow where they’d led the horses. The way was steep and rocky, with cliffs and boulders lining the approach. Just above the narrow funnel which they had successfully held, the ground widened ever so slightly before leading up to the next rise. It was there that they had brought the sword bearer, the men unable to carry her any farther. If they failed to repulse the enemy here, it would all be over. 

“Take up position,” he said, arriving at the boulders just below the rise. “Spread out as much as you need to, but make sure there are no gaps in the line. Remember, we hold the high ground.”

“Is the sword bearer going to stand with us?” one of the younger acolytes asked.

Alex took a deep breath. Lightning flashed nearly overhead, the crack of thunder echoing across the hills and off the steep canyon walls.

“I know this isn’t how any of us expected it to end. But whatever the legends say of us, let them declare that we were true to the very last.”

The whistle of arrows sounded in the funnel, indicating that the skirmishers had engaged. With luck, the archers would fall back in time to form another skirmish line, but the ground above them was treacherous, and the enemy would be upon them before the archers could give them covering fire. If they had just a few more men, they could form a second wave to cover for the first as they fell back. Their numbers were too few for that, though. He only hoped that the archers had managed to thin the enemy ranks enough for the rest of his men to repulse them.

“For Imeris,” he shouted as the enemy charged into the basin. “For the sword!”

Lighting flashed overhead, revealing what must have been at least half a hundred eyeless warriors charging together on foot. If the skirmishers had managed to thin their ranks at all, there was no sign of it. With dismay, Alex realized that this was no vanguard force essaying forth to scout their positions. This was the final charge.

“Hold the line!” he shouted as steel clashed upon steel. 

All around him, he could feel the rising panic of his men. He swung his sword with renewed desperation, hoping against hope to provide his men with something they could rally to. They were moments away from breaking—moments from falling back in a rout.

He struck down one of the ghoul riders only to narrowly deflect a blow from another. His feet slipped on the rocky ground, and he fell to his knees. The eyeless warrior lifted his sword to deliver the killing blow.

It never struck.

In a blur, someone rushed forward. Before the enemy warrior could react, a perfect cut sent his eyeless head flying high through the air.

Lightning flashed again, revealing Tamuna holding the emerald blade. Alex’s eyes widened.

“To me!” she shouted, raising Imeris high over her head. The enemy seemed to hesitate, and in that moment, a shout rose up from the men. 

Panic turned to frenzy as Tamuna led the counter charge. The enemy fell like flies before her, the sword Imeris singing as it sliced the air. Alex’s heart took courage, and he quickly joined the charge. “For glory!” he shouted, screaming his family’s old battle cry. The skirmishers sent a volley into the enemy’s rear, and they broke, falling back into the funnel.

“Hold,” said Tamuna, raising her fist. The men were so exultant, it was only her order that kept them from chasing the enemy down the whole length of the canyon.

Alex rushed breathlessly to her side. “You… you…” he stammered, barely coherent.

“What is our status?” she asked, looking him in the eye.

He drew a sharp breath and pointed to the hills behind him. “The horses are… in the meadow behind us. We have archers… flanking the approach.”

“How many wounded?”

“I don’t know.”

She turned to face the funnel, where the enemy was no doubt regrouping. Lightning flashed, and in that moment, with her head held high and the sword Imeris in hand, she appeared to Alex like something out of a legend.

“Araste!” she shouted, as if defying the bloodstone blade to strike her. Gone was all trace of timidity. She stood before him transformed.

Alex fell to one knee and bowed. 

“You are the sword bearer.”

Tamuna put a hand on his shoulder. “Stand up, Alex, and get the wounded to safety. I will deal with Araste myself.”

He frowned. “But—”

“You’ve fulfilled your oath with great honor. Now go and see to the others.”

A hundred questions spun in Alex’s mind, but Tamuna’s orders were firm, her leadership unshaken. He rose to his feet.

“I will lead a retreat to the meadow. Then I will take the remaining men and bring them to your aid.”

“Thank you, Alex. That’s all I can ask.”

He thumped his chest in the mountain salute. “If you asked us to march to the gates of Hell itself, we would do so without question.”

“Already been there. Now go!”

 

* * * * *

 

Tamuna sheathed Imeris and began the descent down the rocky mountain trail. Little more than a deer path, it took almost all of her concentration not to stumble in the darkness and fall.

Are you sure this is a good idea? Imeris asked.

“If we stand our ground, we’ll lose by attrition. You yourself told me that you can’t win against an equal opponent by playing a perfect game.”

True, Tamuna. But you’re in no shape to take on an army by yourself. You’re lucky you weren’t injured in the last charge.

That much she had to admit was true. Her arms ached, and her whole body felt sore, not only from however long she’d lain unconscious while fighting through the Void, but from overexerting herself in the charge down the hill. It was so frustrating: she had all the skills, but lacked the strength and stamina not to overtax herself. Imeris had been right to withhold his knowledge from her for so long.

Still, there were other ways to fight.

Lightning flashed almost directly overhead, filling the canyon with light. Barely three seconds later, a crack of thunder split the air.

“I’m not going to take on the whole army,” she said. “Just Araste.”

She climbed to the edge of an overlook. Below, the dismounted ghoul riders were preparing themselves for a second assault.

“Araste!” she shouted, standing tall above the rocks. A flash of lightning revealed him at the head of the group. There were at least fifty enemy warriors there, and all of them stopped to look at her with their eyeless gazes.

Araste stepped forward. In the dark, the bloodstone on the hilt of the sword seemed to glow.

“It’s me you want, Araste.”

Thunder echoed off the mountains. A single raindrop struck Tamuna’s face, while the scattered pitter-patter among the leaves told her that the storm was about to break. She took a deep breath and watched as Araste’s bearer lifted the sword.

“You are a fool, girl. This night will be your last!”

“Then come and get me!”

Without hesitation, she dashed for the nearest ridge. There was a good twenty yards of scree ahead of her and the ground was horribly exposed, so she moved as quickly as she could, slipping on the loose rocks. Fortunately, none of the enemy archers loosed their arrows on her. She was right: Araste wanted the kill for himself.

Don’t underestimate him, Tamuna. A man driven by rage is not easily defeated.

As if in answer, Araste’s shrill battle cry sounded behind her. She glanced over her shoulder and saw that he had already reached the overlook.

Heart pounding, she scrambled up the last few paces and dropped over the other side. A brilliant flash of lightning illuminated the ridge just a second before the thunder boomed in her ears. The ridge rose at a sharp angle for almost a hundred yards before leveling off at a clifftop. She scrambled up it as quickly as she could manage.

Her lungs burned, and her feet seemed ready to give out beneath her. With Araste in pursuit, though, she couldn’t afford to catch her breath.

Tamuna? What are you doing? Imeris asked her as she loosened the clasp on her scabbard.

“I’m sorry, Imeris. I just hope this isn’t a mistake.”

With all her strength, she threw the sword and scabbard over the far side of the ridge. It hit a clump of branches and clattered out of sight down the mountainside.

Araste’s inhuman war cry sounded almost in her ear. She glanced back and saw that he was almost past the scree. Her adrenaline surged as she scrambled for the top of the cliff.

At that moment, the heavens opened, sending down great sheets of rain like a torrent. Her hair and clothes were instantly soaked, the icy coldness penetrating her to the bone. Her feet slipped, and she nearly fell backward, but somehow she managed to recover and keep going.

“Imeris?” she cried out, her heart pounding. There was no answer.

Thunder and lightning split the air, so close that it made her scream. Her body began to shiver, her exhausted legs barely responding. It was as if she were in a nightmare, where a terrible monster was chasing her but she couldn’t get away. The awful taste of vomit filled her mouth.

“Imeris!”

Araste laughed. She turned and saw that he was nearly upon her. In panic, she dashed up the last short stretch of the ridge to the top of the cliff. There was nowhere left to run.

“Foolish girl,” Araste said, kicking her in the stomach. She cried out and hit the ground, a sharp rock cutting her face. He kicked her again, sending her into a roll.

For a terrifying instant, she thought she was falling down the cliff. Then she stopped and sat up, her back to a small boulder. The cliff was just beside her, only an arm’s length away. Lightning flashed, giving her a brief view of the plains below.

In the distance, she saw a large troop of horsemen approaching the entrance to the canyon. Their shirts were golden-white in the light of the torches they carried. Her heart leaped as she realized they weren’t ghoul-riders at all, but reinforcements from the Order.

Araste saw them, too. He paused, his hands clenched tightly around the sword.

“It’s over,” Tamuna told him. “You’re surrounded, in enemy territory. Once all your men are dead, you’ll have nowhere to—”

 “Foolish wench. There is no one here to save you. Now die!”

He lifted the sword high above his head, his terrible eyes gleaming. At that moment, the sky split as a brilliant bolt of lightning struck the sword. It shattered instantly.

Tamuna covered her ears as thunder rocked the ground. When she looked up, Araste’s bearer was standing as still as a statue. He tottered to one side, then fell off the edge of the cliff, still gripping the shattered hilt of the bloodstone blade.

“Imeris,” she whispered, still gasping for breath. “Are you there? It’s over—Araste is dead.”

Imeris was too far to answer, but she knew that he was still there.



Bonds of Friendship

 

The rain fell gently on the roof of the ancient mountain church. It was such a contrast to the fearful thunderstorm atop the cliff. Tamuna blinked and sat up from the warm woolen blankets that enveloped her.

“Well done,” said Imeris. He sat in an ornately carved wooden chair, beneath the apse of the chapel. A ray of sunlight shone through the windows, and the rain gradually subsided.

It took Tamuna a few moments to get her bearings. Her last clear memory was the lightning bolt that had struck Araste. Everything else was a blur.

“Am I safe?” she asked.

Imeris nodded. “You are safe in the care of the Order, at their camp at the head of the canyon. They have retrieved me as well, and returned me to your side.”

“That’s good to hear.” She stood up and stretched. “By the way, sorry for throwing you down the gully.”

“An unusual tactic, but I can see why it was necessary. Tell me, was it luck that Araste was struck by lightning, or was that your plan from the beginning?”

“A little of both,” she answered. “When I was a little girl, we had an iron weathervane on top of the tavern. It was struck in an awful lightning storm and nearly burned the place down. I always wondered why it had struck us and not any of the other houses in the village. Then a traveler from the east told me that lightning tends to seek the highest metal object. So when the storm struck, I figured that if I could bait Araste to follow me to the high ground, something like that would happen.”

“And how did you know that the lightning would destroy him?”

“I didn’t,” Tamuna admitted. “But I figured it would kill his bearer—or at least, what was left of him.” 

She shuddered as she remembered what Imeris had told her about the sword wielding the man instead of the man wielding the sword. It made her think of the eyeless ghoul-riders, mindless automatons controlled by dark magic. That was the way of the Brotherhood: to enslave all men, some with chains of iron and steel, others with chains of silk and honey, so light that they hardly seemed like chains at all.

“Regardless,” said Imeris, “Araste is shattered, and his evil form has passed beyond the mortal realm. You did well, Tamuna. Remarkably well.”

Blood filled her cheeks at the sword’s undisguised praise. “Well, I couldn’t have done it without the things you taught me.”

“Perhaps. But I think you deserve more credit than that. There is a reason why I chose you above all the others.”

“Yeah. About that—”

Imeris smiled and put a hand on her shoulder. “I know what you’re going to ask, Tamuna, and my answer is still the same. Some lessons are better self-taught.”

His cryptic non-answer was no less frustrating the second time around. Still, Tamuna was in no mood to dwell on it. She cast off her blankets and walked to the door of the church, which was open.

The scent of rain in the clean mountain air was remarkably refreshing. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, reveling in it. The sun shone on her face, warming her skin and making her feel alive. It was beautiful.

“We may have won this battle,” Imeris told her, “but the war is far from over.” He pointed across the pond, to the storm clouds that still towered on the horizon.

Tamuna frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Araste was a formidable foe, but to the enemy he was little more than a knight or a bishop. There are still four swords arrayed against us, and they are not nearly as brash or as reckless as the bloodstone blade.”

As if in answer, lightning flashed in the distant clouds. Tamuna folded her arms.

“We have time before they reach us. And when they do, they’ll find us well prepared to meet them.”

Imeris smiled. “I have no doubt that they will.”

 

* * * * *

 

At the first sign that Tamuna began to stir, Nika started at once. Ever since she’d come down from the cliffs, he’d been waiting anxiously by her bedside.

“Tamuna? Can you hear me?”

She blinked and slowly sat up, easing out of the heavy woolen blankets. The white canvas tent now shone with the light of the noonday sun, having long since dried out from the night before. Nika hurried and opened a tent flap, letting in the clean mountain air.

“Where is Imeris?” she asked.

Nika retrieved the sword from the foot of her cot and placed it carefully into her hands. He could see the relief on her face as her fingers stroked the ancient scabbard.

“We found it this morning,” he explained. “It was caught in a thorn bush on the far side of the ridge you climbed down from. What happened?”

“I had to abandon it. I hope that never happens again.”

“You’re safe now, Tamuna. The rest of the Order is here; I was the one who led them back. We killed all of Araste’s men—if that’s what you can call them—and set up camp at the bottom of the canyon. The supply wagons should arrive sometime later today.”

She smiled at him. “I’m glad you’re here, Nika.”

For the first time since Akalika, Nika believed it. At the same time, he couldn’t help but feel a deep pang of guilt.

“I’m sorry I left the way I did. It—it was just so stupid to…”

She put a hand on his arm, gently silencing him. A lump rose in his throat, and he bit his lip to choke it down.

“It’s all right. Things worked out in the end, exactly the way they needed to.”

“But Master Ivanar…”

Tamuna frowned and closed her eyes. Nika took a deep breath.

“I saw him. Not here, of course, but in a dream. At least, I think it was a dream. He told me he was looking for you.”

At those words, Tamuna sat upright. “You saw Master Ivanar?”

“I think so. I don’t remember very much of it, though. When he saw that it was me, he seemed disappointed, but he helped me fight my way back. Then there was a sword, and a monster, and a very dark cave.”

“What did he say to you?”

Nika paused, trying to recall. “It all seems so blurry now. But I do remember him telling me that I shouldn’t blame myself for his death. I don’t think he’d want you to blame yourself, either.”

Tamuna closed her eyes and sighed. “Thank you, Nika. I don’t know if I’ll ever stop blaming myself, but it’s good to know that he’s at peace.”

They sat together in companionable silence. It reminded Nika of their days in the village, when sometimes after their chores were done they’d just spend time together. It was good to know that they were still that close. Tamuna might be a legendary sword bearer, but she was still his friend.

“Do you miss the village?” she asked.

“Not really. To be honest I haven’t had much of a chance to think about it.”

“What about your parents?”

He shrugged. “They’re probably just glad not to have another mouth to feed.”

“Don’t say that. I’m sure that they miss you.”

The fervency of her words surprised him. She’d never really spent any time with his family, which was just as well. He’d always envied her for being an orphan; it was one of the things that had drawn him to her in the first place.

“Mother might miss me,” he admitted. “And I suppose I would like to see her again, when all of this is over.”

“You will, Nika. I promise.”

She cast off the blankets and rose to her feet, wearing only her cotton shift. Nika started to leave.

“I should let you get dressed. If you need anything, I’ll be outside.”

“Have they given you a position?” she asked.

Nika stopped. “Master Ivanar said it would take months to join the order.”

“Then I’ll make a position for you. From now on, you’ll be the horse master. That should suit you well, don’t you think?”

A grin spread across his face. “Certainly, Tamuna. Thank you.”

“I want you to come everywhere with me—except for the battles, of course. Unless that’s what you want, and you’ve trained for it.”

“I would like that very much.” After all, he thought, I’m not going to stand by while others fight for you.

“Then I’ll talk with Alex about your training. Are there any problems between you two?”

“Not really. I think I earned some respect for bringing the reinforcements last night. And even if I haven’t, I’ll do my best wherever you send me.”

“Good.”

He brought his fist to his chest in the mountain salute. Instead of returning it, she gave him a hug.

“Thank you, Nika. It really is good to see you, alive and well.”

“You, too.”

He let her go and stepped out into the warm autumn sunlight.

 

* * * * *

 

Alex surveyed the steppes from the back of his Arbuli warhorse. The golden-brown grass of the highland plateau stretched from the base of the cliffs to the high road, and beyond to the desert Southlands. They were half a day’s journey from the road, which led westward past Asvala to the border city of Momena. There, the Kevonas met the ancient, fractured kingdoms of the desert.

“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Isaac asked merrily, riding up to him.

“The air is always clearest after a storm,” Alex agreed. 

“Have you heard what the men in camp are saying? The stories about the battle last night are the stuff of legends. If any still doubt that Mistress Leladze is the rightful sword bearer, they won’t be doubting for long.”

Alex said nothing. The autumn air was crisp, even at noonday. They would have to break camp and move on soon.

“Did you hear me, Alex? What do you think?”

“Winter will soon be upon us. Perhaps moving to the Southlands was the right choice after all. If we can gather some allies before next year’s campaign season, we’ll be in good shape.”

“Especially with what they’re saying about Tamuna back in the camp,” Isaac added. “When she led that counter-charge that pushed the enemy back, some of them say she shone like an angel. Is that true?”

Alex was too deep in thought to answer.

“Well, whether it’s true or not,” said Isaac, a little miffed, “it sure makes for a good story. And that’s all that matters.”

“No,” said Alex, turning his horse about. “What matters is that Tamuna is the sword bearer of prophecy. The testimony of the men who fought alongside her is true—including my own.”

“Of course. I didn’t mean any offense.”

Alex grunted in acknowledgment and turned his attention back to the steppes.

“In any case, I’ll leave you to your own company, master sword keeper.”

Master sword keeper. That had been Ivanar’s title. It seemed strange to Alex that he should bear it now, not the least because the sword no longer needed a keeper. But stranger still was the realization that Master Ivanar was truly gone. In the urgency of the events that had followed the raid and ambush, Alex hadn’t had time to process that fact. Only now was it beginning to set in.

As he brooded, Tamuna rode up from camp on a white mare. She wore a simple mountain warrior’s tunic that fit her loosely, the sword Imeris sheathed at her side.

“Hello, Alex,” she said, pulling up alongside him. “Mind if I join you?”

“Whatever suits you, milady. Are you feeling well?”

“Much better. And please, don’t ‘milady’ me when it’s just the two of us. We’ve been through enough together.”

“As you wish, Tamuna.”

“We’ll have to break camp soon,” she said, squinting as she surveyed the land ahead of them. “Make for the high road and Momena. With luck, we’ll reach the Southlands before the first hard frost.”

Alex grinned. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

“I’ve decided to make Nika the horse master. He’s always had a way with animals, and I don’t doubt he’ll perform that duty well.”

“Neither do I,” said Alex, inferring the question her statement implied. 

“I’m glad you think so. He also wants to start his training as one of the acolytes of the Order. Can you see to that?”

“Of course.”

“Good.”

They said nothing for several moments, the warm autumn sun shining brightly overhead. At length, she turned and glanced at him.

“I’m sorry about Master Ivanar. I know how great of a loss his passing is to you.”

Alex drew a sharp breath. “He served well.”

“Yes, he did. And it’s my fault that he’s gone. I… I hope you will forgive me for that.”

“Tamuna,” said Alex, looking her in the eye. “You did not take Ivanar’s life. He gave it for you, willingly. Understand, we are all willing to give our lives for you. All we ask is that you do not waste them.”

She bit her lip and nodded. “But that’s the hard part, isn’t it? Deciding life and death, not for yourself, but for those whom you lead?”

“The fact that you treat it as such is probably why Imeris chose you.”

“I still wonder about that,” she admitted. 

There was a time when I wished the sword had chosen me, Alex thought silently. He remembered the day when he had tried to draw the sword, and the complex tangle of self-loathing and regret that had followed him for years afterward. But now, all that was behind him. There were other ways for him to serve—better and more honorable ways, even. In Tamuna, the sword had chosen well.

“You are the true sword bearer. It is an honor to serve you.”

“And to fight alongside me, as well?”

“Yes. There is no one else I would rather stand with.”

She smiled at him gratefully. Together, they rode back across the golden-brown grass, the hoary white peaks of the Kevonas standing like ancient sentinels on the horizon.



Author’s Note

 

The idea for this novel came to me in college, when I was taking Brandon Sanderson’s writing class at BYU. He had just published his novel Warbreaker, and I really liked the idea of a sentient sword as one of the characters. As with so many story ideas, I filed it away for later use, not sure when I would pick it up again.

Two years later, after graduating in the middle of the Great Recession, I was working a data entry job while trying to launch my writing career. I was about halfway through writing Outworlder, the first book in the Star Wanderers series, and found my mind wandering back to this idea for a fantasy novel. I plotted out the first half of it, but decided to work on other projects instead. 

My indie publishing career was less than a year old at this point. I’d published Bringing Stella Home over the summer, and book sales were discouragingly low. At the same time, it was really difficult to find any other work than dead end jobs. Grad school was a refuge that many of my friends had fled to in order to avoid the real world, but I had determined not to take that path. Instead, I took an online TEFL course and answered a recruiting call to teach English in the Republic of Georgia.

Georgia is a small country nestled in the Caucasus Mountains between Russia, Turkey, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. It has a long and tumultuous history stretching back to the ancient Greeks, and a rich culture of music, dance, and literature. I spent the spring in Kutaisi, the country’s second largest city (and yes, that’s where I took the name “Kutaisa”), where I lived with a family in an old Soviet apartment complex. After signing on for a second semester, the Ministry of Education flew me back to the US where I spent the summer with family, before flying me out to Georgia again to teach in a small mountain village called Rokhi.

It’s not an exaggeration to say that most of The Sword Keeper was inspired by the time I spent in Georgia. The anecdote that Nika gives about saving the littlest chick in the brood was something that I was actually trying to do at the time that I wrote it into the novel. Tamuna’s experience crossing over the mountain pass is based directly off of a backpacking trip I took with a Slovakian friend of mine. “Those aren’t clouds—those are mountains” actually happened to me. The Khevsurula is based on the Georgian dance by the same name. “Tqabladze” was the name of the family I stayed with in Kutaisi, and “Leladze” was the name of the family I stayed with in Rokhi. Almost all of the little details of the book’s setting derive from something I directly experienced while exploring the backcountry of Georgia.

I wrote the first chapter while living in Kutaisi, but didn’t start in earnest until October. The month before, I took some time away from writing to plan out the rest of the trilogy. Here’s what I wrote at the time on my blog:

 

…something amazing happened. All my ideas came together, and the ending just came to me—not just for the first book, but for the entire series. Seriously, I must have spent hours staring out across the Georgian countryside from my farmhouse balcony, totally in awe of the story in my head.

 

I wrote through the flight over the mountain pass to the arrival at Akalika before hitting a block and putting the project on the back burner. But first, I drew up a map of the Kevonas. It helped out tremendously with the writing, and was one of the things that helped me get through that first major block, as well as many subsequent ones.

It took a few years and a lot of stops and starts, though. I finished the first draft in September 2016, the second draft the following winter, and went through one final draft that spring. A lot of things changed over the course of those years, and for a while I didn’t know when I would finish this book. But I kept working on it until it all came together, in a way that reflected that vision I’d had back on the farmhouse in Georgia.

I hope you’ve enjoyed reading this novel. It is the first in a trilogy. The second book will be The Sword Bearer, and the final book will be The Sword Mistress. As of right now (August 2017), those books are not yet written, but I have a plan for them and will write them as soon as I can. I don’t think they will take as long to write as the first book.

In the meantime, if you enjoyed The Sword Keeper, please take the time to post a review or share it with your friends. You can also sign up for my email list or visit my blog, One Thousand and One Parsecs, to get all the latest updates and new releases. I’m not really on social media at all, but if you want to send me a message my email is joseph.vasicek@gmail.com. 

That does it for this one. Take care, and as always, thanks for reading!
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The Wormhole

 

Earth was a ghost that haunted me. She was the single greatest thing that set us space-born apart from the older generation, the five hundred members of the original mission team. Though Heinlein Station was the only home I had ever known, I soon learned that Earth, a world I had never seen except in pictures and videos, was where I was truly from.

My parents used to set the decorative screens in their bedroom to cycle through pictures of Earth. While they were busy working in the lab, I would often sneak inside and stare at those images for hours. The landscapes and skyscapes they depicted were always so strange and alien. The unbroken blue expanse called ‘sky’ overhead, instead of the grayish space rock of our asteroid. That line between floor and sky known as the ‘horizon.’ Solid ground underfoot, instead of the milky starfield shining up through transparent floors. Trees, plants, and shrubbery growing freely without the aid of hydroponics. Hundreds of human beings walking down wide open-air corridors called ‘roads’—more people than I’d ever known in my young life.

When I was a child, I used to ask my mother to bring out her photo album—the one with actual, physical pictures from the old world. I would sit on her lap and stare wide-eyed as she explained them to me. That was my uncle, that was my grandmother, those were my cousins: faces from an unreachable world nearly half a light-year away and getting further every moment.

One day, when I was about five years old, I glanced up from the album and saw tears in her eyes. That was the first time I had ever seen my mother cry. It made me feel frightened and vulnerable, even in her arms. 

I never asked her to show me the pictures of Earth again.

Perhaps you’ve found, as I have, that the things that frighten you incite more fascination than the things you love. I trace the beginning of my career as a planetologist to that childhood incident. Years later, when I began my graduate-level education, there was never a question in my mind what I would study. I had already chosen.

To me, planetology was never about physics, geology, or chemistry. Those were only the details. It wasn’t even about making a lasting contribution to the science—at least, not when I started. I studied alien worlds simply to turn the lights on—to dispel the ever-present ghost of Earth that had haunted me since my childhood.

Did it work? Not really. But as I grew, my fascination with Earth grew with me.

Fourteen might seem like a young age to enter one’s chosen field, but you must realize that half the people on Heinlein Station were highly trained physicists and engineers. With so many scientists on board, there was no shortage of teachers for those of us who grew up on the station. My parents personally tutored me, and they were two of the most brilliant physicists Earth had ever produced. They were, in fact, the station’s chief scientists.

The Mission was the closest thing to religion that I ever got growing up. If religious devotion is measured by sacrifices incurred on the basis of unproven belief, I suppose that everyone on the station qualified for sainthood. We had set out from Earth to create mankind’s first wormhole, or prove that it could not be done. For this, my parents had given up everything: family, friends, their homes. Everything. The only safe place for such an experiment was two light-years from Earth, and so we spent my entire childhood and youth in transit, not knowing whether the Mission would succeed or fail. 

My study of planetology won me a great deal of admiration from the old timers, much to my surprise. Grown-ups who had chastised me only a few years ago for playing hide-and-go-seek in the labs now treated me like someone important. They treated me as if I had run some sort of gauntlet or passed a test of tremendous faith. I was one of them, united in the hope of a successful Mission outcome—or, stranger still, a role model: someone with the faith they struggled so much to keep.

They could not have been more wrong. I didn’t want to explore new planets or set foot on an alien world. The closest I ever came to those frightening places was through the eyepiece of a telescope, and that was the way I wanted it. My studies were purely academic.

When I turned seventeen, we arrived at ground zero. The station became a flurry of nervous energy as we maneuvered into position and set up the hundred trillion kilowatt NOVA generators and focusing mirrors for the graviton beams. With everything spread out across hundreds of cubic kilometers of space, it took us nearly two months before we were ready.

On June 24th, 2143 C.E., twenty two years after embarking from Earth, the day of the experiment finally arrived. That day forever changed the course of my life.

At the moment of truth, I lay sprawled out on the transparent floor in my room, watching the stars turn beneath me. Large crowds had gathered in other places across the station to watch, but I preferred to be by myself. My father’s voice came over the station-wide radio, giving his moment-by-moment report. Though I was alone, the excitement was so thick I could almost taste it.

I hear that it’s common for people on Earth to dream about falling from a great height. I’d never had that dream—the concept of vertigo simply didn’t compute with my experience. I think I got a taste of it, though, as I watched the wormhole take shape.

The starfield began to spread away from a single dark point, the way a film of oil on water separates when it touches a drop of soap. The hole grew surprisingly fast, forming a circle of warped, diffused starlight around its edge. I gasped in fright; the center was pure black, the color of an abyss. As it grew larger, I felt as if it were sucking me in. 

Soon, however, the wormhole stabilized. As the station rotated, I discovered that it had warped the starfield beyond all recognition. I tried to find the constellations I’d known so well, but could only pick out one or two. It felt bittersweet knowing I’d never see any of them again.

The scientists didn’t take much time off to celebrate, but when they did, they went completely wild. Alcohol was everywhere in abundance, from numerous stores and hoards that had been kept for this very occasion. A spirit of happy, universal friendship swept over the station. People let down their guards, took off their masks, and momentarily forgot any hard feelings. It was a glorious time—the end of history.

Eventually, though, the celebration lost steam, the hangovers came and went, and we woke up to face the inevitable future. Our robotic probes explored the wormhole and made some basic observations of the other side.

Their findings were frightening enough to sober us all.

Graviton theory told us how to create an artificial wormhole, but it gave us no way to predict where it would open up. We could expect one of three possible outcomes: first, that the wormhole opened to a different location in our present universe; second, that it opened to a different location and different time in our present universe; or third, that it opened to an entirely different universe than our own. In every meaningful way, however, we were shooting blind. 

The first observations from the other side showed a universe very much like our own, with stars, galaxies, and nebulae. Just twenty light-years away, orbiting a yellow-white main sequence dwarf, the probes discovered a handful of exoplanets. One of them, a terrestrial world, orbited within the star’s habitable zone. An initial spectroscopic survey revealed that the atmosphere of the planet was rich in oxygen and nitrogen—just like Earth.

That was when we detected the anomaly.

The last probe to return picked up an unnatural high frequency radiation burst, originating from the system with the planet. It lasted only half an hour before dissipating, but was powerful enough for the probe to detect from halfway through the wormhole. No naturally occurring object emitted that kind of signal. The only possible analog was the radio emissions from a standard NOVA engine—but even then, the signal was more than a hundred times more powerful than anything our technology could produce.

In other words, something strange was out there—something we couldn’t explain. The only way to find out more was to send out a mission to explore the alien star.

As the only qualified planetologist young enough to survive cryofreeze, I was an obvious pick for the mission from the very start. Though I never wanted to go, I couldn’t refuse; if I had, I would never have been able to look my parents in the eye again. This, they believed, was our moment in history—our moment to make a truly historic contribution to science and humanity. Why wouldn’t I jump at such an opportunity?

I didn’t become a planetologist to set foot on alien worlds. That was the last thing I had ever wanted. After we opened the wormhole, however, what I wanted no longer mattered.

Or so I thought.
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