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	Written as a character sketch for The Farjanland Chronicles (my original fantasy world in progress)

The mountain Monastery of Gom-Kora.

A meditation cave filled with smelly tallow candles and dingy old brass bells, a worn circumambulation around an ancient statue wrought in dull blue stone of two monks crossing swords, a long row of austere quarters for the monks and acolytes carved into the cold mountain rock.  None of this concerned Jocquette.  She was at Gom-Kora for the arena:  a wide circular space of fine white sand, bounded on all sides by the crossed stone legs of two ancient statues facing each other in blissful meditation.

At Gom-Kora the monks and acolytes trained in the discipline of Emptiness.  They taught Jocquette to control her emotions, to void herself of passions, to be aware of the complete finality and total acceptance of death.  The teachings did not entirely take.

What did take was the swordplay.  Though her intensely passionate nature made her a less than perfect pupil of the Emptiness, her height and length and speed made her ideal for the sword.  She put up with the forced discipline, the extreme physical deprivations and inhuman spiritual training, because nowhere else in the world were there swordsman as there were at Gom-Kora.  She was determined to learn from the best of the best, no matter the cost.

The monastery itself had been founded by two brothers (whether they were birth brothers or monk brothers is unclear) who were themselves fine swordsmen.  They used lessons in swordsmanship as a method of teaching the Emptiness to their followers, and soon their reputation as swordsman and spiritual teachers grew.  Over the centuries, training with the sword remained a central method of spiritual instruction within the Order.


	Grandmaster Tozan Baggo was Jocquette’s instructor of sword, and also her spiritual advisor.  He was thought by many to be the finest swordsman then living.  Jocquette knew that he had forgotten more about fighting with a sword than she would ever learn.   

	“Shoulders back, girl.  Downward strike,” it was a movement she had seen a thousand times; she parried his blade away with ease.  But then something happened she did not suspect:  Grandmaster Baggo’s blade rebounded in an impossible upward thrust as if charged by lightning, its dull training point lightly touching her from hip to collar bone.  She’d not seen that move before.  Gritting her teeth, she leapt at the old man in a blind fury, her ferocity driving her blade in wild swings.  He flicked her assaults away lazily, then thwacked her across her back with the flat of his blade.  She spat fine white sand from her mouth as she rolled over and her long red hair was in her eyes as she felt in the sand for her dropped training sword.
	
	“We are undisciplined, and we are beaten.  Is this not so, Tahui, Acolyte?”  The old man’s eyes narrowed when he spoke to her.  He was mocking her again.  She wanted nothing more than to spit him upon her sword, like poking a needle through a grasshopper.

	“I was undisciplined, and you beat me,” she spat.  

	“You are full of anger.  Empty yourself, my child.  Feel nothing.”

	She screamed her fury and hurled her training sword at him.  He flicked the sword out of the air easily and again narrowed his eyes at her.  It was more than Jocquette could take.  She stomped out of the arena, exiting between the legs of one of the huge, silent stone monks.

	“Fuck you, too!”  She spat at the huge figure above her as she exited.

	Four hours later, Jocquette was still fuming.  She refused to answer the bell that called the acolytes to nightly prayer in the meditation cave, and instead remained alone in her cold, damp cell.  As she lay, she thought of her father, who had been the only true family she’d ever known.  He had been a corsair who rode the high seas, plundering the rich ships of the Bread Kingdom and retreating into the protection of the un-chartable labyrinth of the Spice Islands.  Her mother had died birthing her and she was raised by an old woman who may have been a great-aunt.  Her father’s returns to their modest inland home were rare, but they were the highlights of her young life. 
When she was six, her father had finally relented and taken her aboard his ship.  It was not a true run, just a short trip to a neighboring island to deliver a legitimate cargo of fruit and palm oil.  They had been ambushed by a vessel loyal to the Bread King eager to settle old scores, and fired upon without warning. Her father’s ship immediately began taking on water.  He himself placed her in a raft with a cask of water and a bale of fruit, and pushed her off into the sea, her screaming his name all the while.  Her father’s ship was still well within her view when it was boarded by the Bread King’s soldiers.  She would never forget her father’s face turning black and his neck stretching grotesquely, like a long snake’s white belly, when they’d hung him from the yardarm.  She blinked back hot tears from the memory.



Suddenly, he was there, in her cell.  He had appeared in complete silence and was standing alongside her cot.  She gasped in fright.

“We are undisciplined, child,” he said.  She could not see his face in the dark, but she knew his eyes were narrowed.  “We shall now teach you discipline.  Clear your mind, child.  Empty yourself.  Feel nothing.”  He lazily flicked off her robe with the point of his sword.  She was too terrified to scream, too terrified to fight, too terrified to feel the sudden cold.
	
	
















Years have passed.  Jocquette is now taller, over six feet.  Taller than all the monks and all but the largest of the acolytes.  She stands in the center of the circular arena, in a threadbare robe.  Her beautiful almond-shaped, amber-golden eyes are dead and lusterless.  Her cheeks are deeply hollowed.  Her head is shaved.  She has been at the monastery for seven years and has requested her release.  
	
	Grandmaster Tozan Baggo has not aged a day.  He is still the finest sword at the monastery.  He announces the event to the gathered crowd.

	“Our finest acolyte has requested her release from Gom-Kora.  She says that she has attained Emptiness.  That she has become Disciplined.”

	“It is the tradition of our Order for an acolyte to fight the Grandmaster in ceremonial combat on the day of his discharge.”  All present knew this, but tradition dictated that the words must be spoken.

	“Emptiness be within you, Acolyte.”  He addressed her from his raised dais, and then he walked down the steps toward her with light, youthful strides.  She saw his eyes narrow, but she felt nothing.  Another acolyte handed her a training sword and she assumed her ready position, knees bent low, sword gripped lightly overhead in both hands.  She felt nothing.

	The Grandmaster began playfully, simply.  His opening strikes were those that every acolyte learned within the first week of training.  He then progressed through more complicated maneuvers, all of which Jocquette returned with ease.

	The Grandmaster then left the script, attacking her at random with a variety of strokes.  She saw them coming from far away, as if she were detached from the combat.  She felt nothing.
	His movements had been a mystery to her for the better part of seven years, as they had been to every other swordsman who had faced or trained with the Grandmaster.  Yet now she saw his pattern clearly in her mind.  She knew each strike before it came and parried each blow with ease.  His eyes narrowed.

	Suddenly she saw it coming, saw it from a mile away, two moves before it happened.  Thrust, counter, parry, slash, parry, downward strike.  His blade rebounded like lightning from an impossible angle.  She flicked her blade lazily, expecting the master’s move, but instead of simply parrying away his strike, she slipped the point of her sword into the soft spot of flesh between his navel and ribcage and embraced the old man with her off arm.  She thrust cruelly into his gut until the point of her dull training blade emerged from his back.  Her eyes flashed like hot gold.  She pulled him tightly to herself and put her mouth close to his ear so that he could hear above the gasping crowd.
	
	“Grandmaster, I feel everything.”
	




	The crowd of monks and acolytes was too stunned to react immediately.  Jocquette leapt over the Grandmaster’s body and raced to the head of the arena, to the worn circular walk around the two ancient stone monks.  There were two crossed swords in their stone hands, swords of true steel.  She grabbed one in each hand and ripped them from the brittle stone.  They came away easier than she expected. 

The blades were such as she’d never held.  She wheeled on a group of young acolytes behind her, brandished the great swords, and they fled.  

She slipped around a corner and ran as she’d never run.














Seven months have passed since she executed the Grandmaster.


She travels alone on foot.  Her cloak is dusty and threadbare, and she covers her short-cropped head is covered by a hood.  There is no road, only chalky white dust and scattered black rock.  This is the land of Domelsk:  a vast lawless wasteland, larger even than the Kingdom of Bread, a place of wolves and bandits and few settlements.  It is a dry, inhospitable land of extremes; the summers scorch the earth into brittle chalk, while the winter winds howl from the north with bone-shattering cold.
	
Jocquette does not remember the overland route that took her to Gom Kora as a child; she remembers the boat and the fruit and her father’s hanging, but large swaths of time after that are lost to her memory.  Gom Kora is south of her now, many leagues south.  Perhaps a hundred leagues.  

She arrives at a rivulet of water and drinks deeply.  The desert plants that grew near the water are more nutritious than the moldy bread that sustained her at Gom Kora.  She has had no trouble keeping herself fed. Her strength has grown with the hardy diet.

She follows the trickle for a few miles and finds the tracks of many people and horses watering at a pool.  Following their tracks, she finds that the party is moving at a sedate pace.  By nightfall, she watches as a hasty camp is laid around a fire.  Soon, cries of pain and fear reach her ears.

She creeps slowly to the edge of the firelight.  She sees a young girl tied to a wagon wheel, and a large man is beating her with a chain.  It is a thin metal chain used in harnessing the mules, and it cuts through the air like a whip.  He whips her legs and she screams in pain.  He laughs at her scream.  He begins whipping her arms and shoulders with more intensity, and then he strikes her face.  The girl loses consciousness from pain and fear and sags from the wheel against her bounds.  The man loosens his belt, still laughing.

Jocquette walks silently into the firelight.

“Fuckin hell!” The man jumps back violently, startled by the sudden appearance of the tall, hooded figure.  For a moment he is too shaken to act.
“And who be you?”  he asks.

He gets no response, nor can he see the face of the figure before him.  The wounded girl moans.

“Untie her.”

“I’ll be fucked if I will.  She’s mine to do as I please.”

Two swords appeared from beneath the cloak, the bare steel red in the firelight.  The slaver grinned, showing black and broken teeth.  He reached to the ground and hefted a great double axe of black iron.

“I’ve another wheel to tie you on if me axe lets you live.”

He charged with surprising speed for a large man, and swung the heavy axe in a wide, deadly arc before him.  He was nothing as a fighter.  Any acolyte with six months’ training could have unmanned him.  Jocquette spun lightly outside the axe’s arc and countered, her twin blades singing through the night air and intersecting at the slaver’s throat.  Her hands felt the pleasant thunk of the blow finding its mark, and the slaver’s head exploded from his neck as the blades scissored together.
	She was wiping the blood from her blades upon his body when the girl moaned again.  Jocquette cut her bonds and laid her on the ground.  The girl had been severely beaten.  Jocquette found a water skin and cleaned the blood from her.  The wounds were deep and would surely scar, if the girl survived at all.

	


