Taming the Blade

Crimson streaks heralded the dawn as the sun struggled to crest the sharp peaks to the east.  This late in the year mornings were bitterly cold, but Larken ignored the chill as he dragged another stone into place.  He'd miss the cold soon enough.  

Straightening stiffly Larken knuckled the small of his back like an old man despite his youth.  Daikon had ordered him to build a circle twenty paces across, and he'd spent the better part of two hours laboriously moving stones into place.  The circle covered most of the clearing, all but the little campsite the two had used the night before.

He wasn't used to so much physical labor, nor did he like the bruises that criss crossed his body.  Everywhere hurt.  Just when he thought it might stop another lesson began, and if that weren't bad enough long days in the saddle left him even more sore.  Not that he had any choice in the matter.  Daikon owned Larken and had for the last week.

In a way Larken owed the man his life.  The magistrate had sentenced him to death, and only Daikon's intervention had prevented him from being burned alive.  The villagers hadn't wanted to let a 'warlock' go free, but had relented when the magistrate gave Larken into Daikon's custody.  Not that it made him feel any better about his situation.  He'd not only become property, but was being taken from the land of his birth.  Larken had no idea what Daikon planned to do with him either.  Why was he teaching him to use a sword?


"Good enough," Daikon allowed, though his hawk like gaze was disapproving as he eyed the circle. "Strip to the waist and bring the blades."

Larken obediently moved to the bedrolls and packs next to their horses.  Hera eyed him balefully as he knelt next to the mare, and she nuzzled his pocket while he picked up a pair of sheathed long swords.  Each was four feet of solid steel, though the edges had been dulled to prevent injury.  Pushing Hera away with an affectionate pat he headed back to the circle.  

Daikon loomed from the center of the hastily constructed ring, though the older man was only an inch or two taller than Larken.  His salt and pepper hair was cropped short, and his beard was as neat and orderly as the man himself.  The white tabard with its golden scales was pristine and looked as if it had been pressed, though the pair had been on the road for weeks.

Daikon stretched, thick muscles bunching in his chest and arms.  He held out a hand and Larken handed across one of the sheathed blades.  Taking the other he moved to the opposite side of the circle and attempted to imitate the man's grace.  Larken was a quick study, but he felt as ungainly as a stork with the blade in his hand.  

"Buckle the sheath around your waist.  You need to learn to move with it," Daikon ordered gruffly.  He followed his own instructions moving to the far side of the ring.  Larken awkwardly belted the scabbard around his waist.  No matter how he shifted he couldn't find a comfortable position for the thing.

"Now, loosen the sheath," Daikon did the same with his own, demonstrating as he spoke. He waited until Larken had finished before speaking again, "Good.  Now, unsheathe your blade.  What do you hear?"

Larken eased the long sword from its sheath.  He wondered what he was supposed to be listening for, "I hear nothing master."

"Precisely," Daikon grinned like a wolfhound. “In stories blades rasp when they're drawn, giving a warning of sorts to your opponent.  The truth is bloodier and a lot less romantic, and you'd best remember it if you want to live.  Blades are silent when they're drawn, and nearly so when they slide into a man’s heart.  Expect a warning that will never come and you'll end up with two feet of steel in the ribs.”

Larken gave the blade a couple of practice swings.  In the stories the blade would hum as it sliced the air, but his awkward slashes didn't make so much as a whisper. "I was expecting it to be heavier," Larken admitted.

"That's another misconception.  Most people assume a sword is heavy, but the best castle forged blade weighs no more than four pounds," Daikon explained.  He whipped the sword about without moving his arm.  Every movement came from the wrist.

"It's light, but I can't make it go where I want," Larken replied with a sigh.  He tried a few more swings, but there was nothing of Daikon's precision in his movements.  The blade wobbled and even if he hit something he wasn't sure he could pierce it.

"Your wrists are weak," Daikon explained.  He glided towards the center of the ring. "Nothing works a man's wrists the same way sword work will.  In time you'll get stronger, but that will come with practice.  Step forward and we'll begin."

Larken walked warily to the center of the ring until he stood three paces from Daikon.  He held his blade like a talisman, and spread his feet into the position Daikon had shown him the day before.  His master nodded approvingly.

"Master," Larken began hesitantly. "Why are you teaching me the sword?  I mean, isn't it risky to teach me to defend myself?  What if I try to escape?"

"You won't," Daikon's laughter was harsh, but probably not meant to be insulting.  At least Larken hoped it wasn't. "I've got something special planned for you, boy.  Not too many are as adept with the sword as they are with magic.  You have the potential to master both."

"But wouldn't that make me even more dangerous?" Larken's confusion was evident.  It just didn't make sense.  Why give a slave the tools to escape?

"How much do you know about the Bond?" Daikon asked mildly as he continued stretching.  His master was a great one for stretching.

"The Bond?" the capital was emphasized.  The Bond was well known, even in Olivantia. "I've heard that it links two people together.  What the Bondholder feels the Bonded does also."

"That's almost hits the mark," Daikon allowed with a nod. "The Bonded feels some of the emotions or experiences, but they are amplified.  If you were to punch a Bondholder the Bonded would feel the blow much more forcefully.  If you seriously injured a Bondholder the Bonded would die."

"I thought most Bonded were pleasure slaves?" Larken asked.  
    
"Most Bonded fall into one of two categories," Daikon explained.  He seemed full of patience this morning. "The first are pleasure slaves as you mentioned.  Any pleasure their master feels is amplified, which makes them love their job.  Those are the ones you're talking about, but not what I have in mind for you."

"What do you have in mind for me?" Larken asked after a moment's hesitation.  He wasn't sure he liked where this was going.  The man meant to Bond him?

"You’ll be the second type of Bonded," Daikon explained.  He pulled an arm behind his neck as he continued stretching. "They serve as bodyguards and companions.  Any hurt your Bondholder feels will be amplified within you, so if you want to avoid pain you need to keep your master from harm."

"So that's why you're teaching me the blade?" Larken asked.

"Exactly.  I'll see to your sword work, at least for now.  Once we reach Valys the Praetor himself will take over your training," Daikon finished his stretching at last.  He turned to face Larken before speaking again. "The Praetor has great plans for you.  But we're wandering far a field.  For now we have work to do.  Ready yourself." 

Larken nodded and waited for the man to begin the lesson.

"The sword is as old as mankind itself," Daikon began as he launched the first strike with a flick of his wrist.  His blade whistled through the air, and Larken's sword wobbled as it rose to meet it.  The shock that reverberated up his arm almost caused Larken to drop the blade, but he held on with dogged persistence.

"No matter how far back you look," Daikon reversed his stroke and launched a low strike towards Larken's knees.  He brought his blade down to block, this time more smoothly. "The sword has been the weapon of choice.  Our earliest ancestors used them to carve empires and bring order to the world.  Even mighty Dalanthar, most honored be his name, wields one.  Why do you think that is?"

Daikon's voice was soft and if he felt the exertion he didn't show it.  Larken's breathing was ragged when he panted out his answer, "There's some sort of connection between man and sword?"

"You may be right," Daikon's next blow knocked Larken off balance.  He tried to right himself, but Daikon's fist crashed into his jaw, hurling him to the ground several feet away.  He let Larken lie there for several heartbeats before continuing, "No matter how important the blade is, you must never think of it as your only weapon. You have hands.  You have feet."

Larken spat blood as he rolled to his feet and backpedaled towards the circle's edge.  Daikon pursued, but with unhurried steps and a predatory smile.  Maybe it was time to take the offensive.  Larken sprung into motion, stabbing with the sword as if it were a spear.  

Had Daikon not shifted the blow would still have missed, but before the blade came anywhere near him the older man batted it aside with a casual sweep of his weapon.  He jammed a foot between Larken's legs sending him stumbling to the far edge of the ring.  At least he didn't fall or drop his sword this time.  It wasn't much, but it was an improvement over yesterday.

Daikon rested his blade on one shoulder. "You're focusing on my sword.  You're watching my hands when you should be watching my feet.  All movement begins with your legs.  Learn to read those and you'll know what a man intends to do."

"Watch my feet closely," his master commanded.  Daikon glided about the clearing spinning his blade through an elaborate series of moves with the grace of a dancer.  Larken watched the man’s feet, and sure enough the muscles tensed in Daikon's calves just before each strike.

"I think I see," Larken replied as he brought his sword back into a guard position.

"Excellent.  Let's try again," Daikon sprung forward like a viper, but for the first time Larken was ready.  Or he thought he was anyway.  He raised his blade in time to block the man's blow, but the weapon went spinning away and landed several feet away with a clatter.

"What did I do wrong that time?" Larken asked with a sigh.  He trotted over and retrieved his blade.  A sheen of sweat coated his bare chest, which was a good deal less muscled than Daikon's.  At least he was no longer scrawny.  Now he might be called wiry.

"You held the sword too lightly," his master chided.  The man's smile never slipped.  It never reached his eyes either. "If your opponent realizes you've not got a good enough grip you're a dead man.  They'll have your blade in the dirt and your blood on the grass as quick as you can blink.  Always keep a firm grip."

Larken merely nodded.  Raising his blade into a guard position he advanced on Daikon again.  He kept his eyes on the man's face, but darted glances at the man's feet to watch for any movement.  This time when Daikon leapt he was ready.  He tightened his grip on the blade, and it only wobbled slightly when he brought it up to block.  A shock numbed his entire arm, but he parried the blow and kept his grip.  An idiotic grin spread across his face.

"Well done, lad," Daikon chuckled.  He backed off a bit and began circling Larken, "A few more days and you won't stab yourself in the foot.  Give me months and I you might make a competent swordsman."  Daikon lunged and Larken blocked.

It went on that way for some time.  Lunge, block, guard.  Lunge, block, guard.  Larken fell into the routine and the sound of blade on blade echoed through the clearing.  Sweat drenched him and he panted like a bellows, but whenever he thought he had nothing left to give Daikon forced him to his feet for another pass.

In the hour that followed Larken didn't land a single blow, but he kept his blade every time.  If he didn't block every blow, at least he saw them all coming.  Perhaps he could learn to use a sword.  If he learned it well enough maybe he could even use it to escape.

"Sheath," Daikon demanded when Larken could barely hold himself erect.  His arm shook so badly it took three attempts to sheath his blade.

"Master," Larken panted after he'd finally found his sheath. "What is Praetor Valys like?"

"You mean what sort of master will he be?" Daikon chuckled.  He sheathed his sword and seated himself on one of the rocks that formed the ring. "He's fairer than most, but he's a hard man. He'll expect as much as you can give, and not a hair less."

"Is he as good as you are with a blade?" Larken asked.  He darted furtive glances at his master.  Daikon seemed in a good mood, but it was never wise to press his luck on topics the man didn't want to talk about.  He'd been cuffed more times than he could count, and already had a scar from asking the wrong question.


"Fetch me a flagon of water and my pipe," his master waved a hand towards their belongings. "I'll tell you all about Praetor Valys."

Larken hurried over to the packs stacked near the horses.  The flagon was tied to the outside of a pack, but the pipe took longer to locate.  He added a small wooden box that smelled of marja.  Fishing out the flint and tinder he carried the pile over to Daikon's perch on one of the stones.

His master made a great show of packing the pipe.  Closing his eyes and inhaling deeply over the wooden box he took a small pinch of green leaf and pressed it into the bowl of the carved wooden pipe.  Biting down on the stem he used the flint to flick a single spark into the bowl. A thin curl of smoke wafted skyward, and the thick smell of marja filled the air.

"Well then," Daikon puffed experimentally as if deciding how to proceed. "You asked about Praetor Valys.  I've served the man for over twenty-five years, since I was younger than you are now.  He's famous where I come from, though I wouldn't expect you to know why.  The Praetor earned that fame killing your ancestors, the bloody Summoners that ran Olivantia up until a handful of years ago."

"Praetor Valys was a war hero?" Larken was surprised.  He knew very little about Hasra, save that the larger nation had been at war with Olivantia for centuries.  Those wars had finally ended over fifteen years ago when the people of Olivantia rose up to overthrow their dark masters.  With the Summoners gone there was no one left for Hasra to fight.

"Not just any war hero.  Praetor Valys is the one of the most powerful battlemages in all of Hasra, and the only man in living memory to tame the blade," Daikon's eyebrows flew apart like a flock of birds scattering before a hunter. "Do you know what that means?

"I've heard the term, master.  I don't know what it means.  Magic is outlawed in Olivantia," Larken explained with a grimace.  He hated admitting the limits of his own knowledge.

"I don't pretend to understand the Fae myself.  For that you'll have to speak to Praetor Valys when we arrive," Daikon puffed away contentedly, eyes half lidded as if close to sleep. "What I do know is that everything has its own identity.  Its own soul, if you will.  Rocks, trees, people- all of us are touched by the Fae.  Even things that have no intelligence have a primitive sort of awareness."

"Even swords?" Larken asked.

"Even swords," Daikon confirmed.  He opened his eyes and glanced up at Larken. "To tame the blade you must learn the name of your sword.  You must find that spirit, that soul, and you must bond with it.  Once you've done so the weapon becomes a part of you.  It is an extension of your arm, a part of your soul."

"Are you close to taming the blade, master?" Larken asked slowly.  He thought he had a grasp of what was entailed, but it was still a little muddy.  How did you learn the name of a sword that couldn’t talk?



"Me?  Not if I had another twenty years to practice," Daikon shook his head with a chuckle.  "To tame the blade you must understand the Fae.  Only those who can master both magic and steel will ever tame the blade.  You're either born with that sort of thing, or not.  I'll never master sorcery, but you will."

"I still don't understand taming the blade means.  Once you know its name does it make you faster?  Or stronger?" Larken's brow furrowed as he struggled to make sense of what his master was saying. "Is someone who tames the blade a better swordsman?"

"I am considered a master," Daikon answered as he tapped the pipe out on the rock.  "I've killed four men at once, though to be honest some of that was luck.  One of the fools had bad footing and stumbled into another.  The point is that few men are better than me with a blade."

Daikon rose and stretched.  He turned to face the rising sun, and didn't look at Larken when he spoke again, "A man who's tamed the blade could kill me without taking a scratch.  He could kill others just as skilled if he had a mind to.  Taming the blade isn't something just anyone can achieve.  You must master the blade, and that can take a lifetime of study.  Mastery of magic is just as necessary, and can take far longer."

"Do you think I have the potential to tame the blade, master?" Larken asked quietly.  The thought of being an unparalleled swordsman who could throw fireballs was very appealing.

"If you live that long," Daikon shrugged as he refilled his pipe.  He didn't light it immediately.  "I intend you to be the finest swordsman in Hasra.  Dalanthar willing you'll become one of its finest battlemages as well.  If you succeed well enough at both someday you may tame the blade.  If you do you'll bring honor to Valys, and I'll love you for that.  Serve the Praetor wisely and well, lad. "

Larken decided right then what his future held, and he needed no seer of Zelek to guide him.  He would master the sword.  He would master the Fae.  He would tame the blade, and then he would use it to escape.
