Chapter 1: Blade Master
‘And he shall fly on wings of death, calling forth the trumpets of chaos.  Claiming the eternal night as his own, his shadow devours the light of the land, and with it, the perpetual fires of hope.  With his hands, he brings a new nightmare to the world, from which it shall never awaken.’

                                                                                                              Unknown

Wielding a sword in each hand, I extended my arms to either side at shoulder level.  That gesture allowed me to better visualize my fighting distance, and also served as a warning to the three men that attempted to circle me.  Each of them had weapons similar to my own in their grasp, and tested the weight of their blades nervously as they eyed me with caution.  I knew that the only way to gain an opening in their defense was to drop my own.  Lowering my swords, I allowed the points to rest lightly on the ground, feigning an act of submission.

At once, the first instituted a series of fast and powerful strokes.  My weapons were already up by the time his initial strikes were headed toward me.  With as much agility as possible, I knocked his blade aside with a quick block from my left.  Then while spinning around to break free of the circle, my next strike took him from behind and impacted with the base of his skull.  As the man dropped to the ground, his companions muttered curses and retreated a few steps to assess the situation.

“To the dark Abyss,” the second spat.  “Now what?”

The third, a tall brute with only one eye, spoke quickly to the second.  “If we both rush him, he might not be able to defend.  We have to do this together or it won’t work.  You saw what he just did to Sabiar.”

The other nodded.  “All right… Together then.”

I shook my head slightly as they summoned up their courage to attack.  I could remember times when I faced six men like them.

“Now,” the third shouted.

Both men charged side by side, with their swords up and ready; another mistake of the day, as they were far too close together to make an effective attack.  For a Blade Master standing alone, such as myself, his or her best chance was to have all the opponents well within view.  

I jumped to the far side of the second and struck with both weapons to distract his attention while kicking him hard in the stomach with my boot.  He dropped to the ground clutching his gut and trying desperately to keep one sword up to block.  However, he wasn’t the one I sought.

Moving to the third man, who stood alone, I waited ever so patiently for his attack.  As expected, the one-eyed warrior overextended a thrust to my chest.  Taking advantage of his vicarious position, I easily knocked the weapon aside with one blade, while striking quickly with my second.  The final man fell to his knees from a hard blow to his leg.  Swinging around to finish the kill, I whacked him solidly in the back with an audible thud.

Cheers and clapping suddenly erupted around me in a chorus of over twenty different voices.  I nodded to them and turned my attention to the man lying at my feet.  I switched my practice swords over to one hand and extended the other.  

“Not bad, Tavoran.”  The one-eyed Blade Master looked up at me while nursing his thigh.  “You just need to watch your thrusts.”

He shook his head in disgust and took my hand.  “Aye, Master Khellaran.  I know.  You have told me that over a thousand times.”

I helped him to his feet and gave him a friendly pat on the back before moving to check on the other two.  Sabiar was already coming to his feet while the second man, Vordon, was still clutching at his stomach.

“Are you going to live, Vordon?”

He nodded his head.  “I’d like to think so, Master Khellaran.”

“Good.  I would hate to think I had injured one of my best pupils.”

He held out a hand for assistance.  “It’ll take more than a swift kick in the gut to keep me down.”

I helped him erect while letting out a short laugh.  “I truly hope so.”  I motioned everyone back to his or her place along the wall.  Once they were all seated on the floor, I tossed my practice weapons aside.  “What you just saw, could happen to any Blade Master who becomes too confident in their numbers.  Each one of them knew me, and knew my fighting ability, yet chose to come at me individually.”

“I had thought to join, but it didn’t work,” Tavoran spoke up.

I nodded.  “That’s true, but far too late to be effective in your case.  If it were done when you were three strong, you would have had a much better chance.  Each of you has bad habits to some degree that keeps you from advancing the way you should.  I know that neither I nor Master Dreckmoore taught Tavoran to overextend his thrusts, or for Sabiar to make his strikes without any thought of a counter.”

I added a little heat to my voice.  “I know that none of you are novices, so I would appreciate it if you would stop acting like them and start giving me your best.”  I waited for that thought to sink in for a time before continuing.  “Tomorrow is the Blade Master tournament.  I know that all of you are enrolled in the competition for the graduate title.  The simple fact that you are competing, shows me that your hearts are in the right place.  Though, being a Blade Master is not just about competitions, it’s also about defending what is right and just.  And protecting those weaker than yourselves.

“Everything that you are taught must always be used to help others.  Some of you may end up on the King’s personal guard or as officers in the infantry.  Either way, you will be a shining example of the true art of a swordsman.  You must always be a credit to your school, to your teachers, and to yourselves.  Blade Masters don’t look for fights, we end them.  

“I want each of you to do your very best tomorrow, and know that I will be proud of you no matter what the outcome.  If you are beaten, I want you to be able to walk away and tell me that you lost to someone better than you.  Not that you would have won, except for the block that you missed, or that opening you should have seen sooner.”

“How about you, Master Khellaran,” Sabiar called out.  “Are you taking the grand prize this year?”

Tavoran punched him playfully in the shoulder.  “What are you talking about?  He takes first every year.”

I held up a restraining hand.  “I hear there might be some tough competition this year, so it would do me no good to assume anything until it’s over.  Someone just might defeat me tomorrow.”

That brought a round of sarcastic remarks that came at me from every direction.  “Right, Master Khellaran,” Sabiar began.  “Maybe Jhondar Warthen will finally beat you.”  That remark only fed the class even more.

“Everyone hold your tongues.  Now just because Jhondar teaches our brother school, doesn’t mean we have to down-size his abilities.  Jhondar is an extremely formidable opponent, and you would do well to stand clear of him.”

I shook my head and smiled as the students continued their remarks.  My attention was drawn aside when I spied a woman standing near the front door.  She was stunningly beautiful:  Long brunette hair, parted on one side that cascaded down her shoulders to her middle.  And luscious, full lips, complete with large almond eyes and a curvaceous form.  I was surprised that I had not noticed her leaning against the door frame, carefully studying the class.  

My students quieted to a dead silence as they followed my eyes to see what had captured my interest.  She smiled a sweet, knowing smile that immediately melted my heart.  I turned back to the class.  “Well… uh… I guess that’s it for today.  Everyone just… uh… rest up and I will see you at the competition tomorrow.”

I knew my obvious attempt to be tactful had failed, and my discomfort at our guest didn’t go unnoticed by my class.  Everyone quickly began gathering his or her things.   Several students, including Tavoran, patted my arm and winked as they departed.  I forced a smile and tried to ignore several comments I heard under students’ breaths.

Once everyone was gone, the woman entered the room and walked up to me, hips swaying with each step.  She peered intently at me with beautiful, deep brown eyes.  I did my best to keep my voice steady.  “Welcome to the First Blade Master School of Phondari.  I’m the resident instructor, Khellaran Senturik.  How may I assist you?”  

My unease around women came from lack of experience with the opposite sex.  My life had been about training, teaching, and more training.  I never had time for anything but my students, and as a result, didn’t get outside the school very often.  I could only recall one particular instance where I had fallen for a new student that Master Dreckmoore was teaching.  Though nothing could have ever come of it, Master Dreckmoore always frowned on relationships within the school.  He had said that it took away from the purpose of being where we were.  He was probably right.

The woman cocked her head to one side.  “I have always been interested in sword fighting, and I just thought I would stop by and learn what it takes to be a Blade Master.  I had heard you were the best to study under.”

I could feel my face heating at the musical sound of her voice.  “Well… I don’t know about that, but I would be delighted to speak with you of the histories and the requirements.”

“That would be wonderful,” she purred.

I took a deep breath and gestured ahead of me.  “This way, please.  I’ll give you a tour while we speak.”

She took hold of my arm.  “Lead the way.”

Feeling my heart quickening, I decided the only way to get through the tour was to imagine she was just another ordinary applicant.  “This large chamber that we are in is one of the main training rooms.  It’s used mostly for graduate and expert students.”  I pointed to the weapons I had discarded earlier.  “Those are some of the practice swords used for mock fighting.  We rarely ever spar with the real blades.  This is to prevent accidents until you reach a more advanced level.”

I led her out and into the main courtyard.  “Sometimes Master Dreckmoore, the founder of the Blade Master school, practices with the novices out in the open air.  He claims it helps keep students awake.”  That brought a slight giggle from her.  “We also have schools in the cities of Breck and Annis.  I sometimes travel with him to check on their progress.  However, we have two of the largest schools in Phondari.  Though, you probably knew that.”

The woman was content to smile and asked very few questions throughout the remainder of the tour.  We made a brief stop by the armory and went through the novice quarters and the kitchens.  I explained to her of the requirements of strength and skill that all beginning Blade Masters must pass in order to gain entry.  The tuition was insubstantial, due to the royal aid that filtered in for the turn out of elite guards and officers.  

Any man or woman could try out for a novice position if they so desired, although classes were relatively small, considering the amount of applicants.  Master Dreckmoore had always preferred quality to quantity.  In the last class however, I was surprised to find that he had accepted almost every applicant that entered.  That had almost doubled our normal class size as a result.  He had explained later that he was feeling generous and wanted to try something new.  Who was I to question?

Though, I had noticed other types of erratic behavior from him before, so I wasn’t overly worried.  For instance, he had spent much more time traveling than before.  He usually visited his foreign schools four times a year and was gone for a few weeks.  More recently, he had been gone much longer and more frequently.  But once again, I wasn’t one to question my mentor.

Finally, we arrived back at the main training room with her still attached to my arm.  “And I guess that’s all for now.  We should be having a new class ready to begin testing in another month.  If you would like to return then, I would be more than happy to put in a good word with Master Dreckmoore.  If you prefer not to wait, the other Blade Master school, ran by Jhondar Warthen, is about to begin a class.”

“Does your Master Dreckmoore teach classes at the other schools as well?”

I shook my head.  “He rarely teaches anywhere but this one, and even then it is not very often.  He’s a very busy man owning six different schools.”

“I see.”  She ran her fingers through her hair, forcing me to self-consciously do the same.  “So you teach all the classes here by yourself?”

“No.  I have students that are appointed within the classes to aid me in running through exercises and special drills.  I am afraid that my obligations sometimes require me to be in several places at once.  But who knows, you might end up being an instructor yourself.”

The woman folded her arms under her breasts while looking about the room.  “It’s refreshing to see that some still believe that women can fight just as well as men.”

“Of course.”  I shrugged my shoulders.  “Being a Blade Master is not about gender, but about skill.  It’s being able to work around your enemy’s weapons, not bully your way through them.  Then, once you’re inside, you must be able to find the weakness in their armor and exploit it.”

“Have you ever had to kill anyone?”

She seemed to be aiming for the heart with her questions.  “No.  I have always been able to keep a fight from escalating to that level.  That’s the difference between a warrior and a Blade Master.  The Master makes the decision of whether or not someone needs to die that day, not the other way around.  No one would dare challenge me in the open, and in due time, neither would they challenge you.”

“What about another Blade Master?”

I lowered my voice slightly.  “I would not take lightly the challenge of another Master of any level.  To do so would earn them no quarter.  I won’t tolerate that of any of my students nor any other Blade Master.  This is not a competition to see who is best.  That’s what the tournaments are for.”

The woman nodded.  “I see.  Thank you for showing me around, Khellaran.  I hope to see you again real soon.”  

“Of course.  I’d like that very much.”  As she turned to leave, a thought suddenly came to me.  “By the way, what’s your name?”

She looked back at me without speaking, and gave me that special smile that she had given me when she first arrived.  My heart melted once again, forcing me to forget what I had asked her.

“Who was that?”

The voice behind me nearly startled me into a cry.  Master Dreckmoore had the unnerving ability to walk through a room without a sound.  I turned to meet my mentor’s icy blue gaze.  “Master,” I began respectfully.  “That was just someone interested in the school.”

Master Dreckmoore rubbed his short, dark beard in thought.  “Somehow I find that hard to believe.”

I furrowed my brow.  “Why would you say that?”

Without answering, he stepped over to the door to watch her as she disappeared into the crowd.  Valen Dreckmoore was of medium build and nearly as tall as I.  His face shown him to be of at least forty summers, except for the fact that I new he was much older than that.  How old I could never say, as he seldom spoke of it.

He had changed very little since I had first come to the school at the age of eight.  Before that, I was living on the streets of Phondari for as long as I could remember.  At times, I would sweep floors and run errands for merchants just for something to eat.  There were many times, though, that I went for days without food.

I didn’t believe anyone could ever understand what I was going through, until one day when I was asked to deliver a written message to Master Dreckmoore.  I had brought it to him with all haste, and was ready to leave, when he caught me by the arm and stared me up and down for some time.  Finally, he spoke and offered me a place to stay if I would assist him with various tasks around the school.

Not believing my fortune, I immediately accepted and was given a room down the hall from Master Dreckmoore.  The next day I worked at cooking, cleaning, and carrying the practice weapons from the training rooms.  I could remember sitting for hours watching the Masters train with their swords like a graceful dance.  I wanted so badly to be like them.

After spending enough time with the beginning students, I began to carefully watch the exercises they performed each day.  Later that night I would mimic what I saw.  Weeks went by with my private training, before I was finally caught exercising in the practice room by Master Dreckmoore.  Fearing punishment for taking equipment without permission, I fled from the room and hid in the courtyard for the rest of the night.

The next day, I went on with my duties as if nothing had happened.  However, when I entered the training room to distribute the practice swords, Master Dreckmoore called me to the front of the class.  I went, knees trembling at what would come.  Instead of punishment, Master Dreckmoore announced to the class that I would be joining the practice sessions from that point on.  I couldn’t remember a day in my life when I had felt more excitement.  I was training with others three to four times my age, and given the same respect I would have expected as an adult.

It would be several years later before I was finally allowed to take the Blade Master test.  Though, with the countless hours of training, and the extra work with Master Dreckmoore, I became the youngest Blade Master in the history of the schools.  From that point on, I began assisting Master Dreckmoore with the teachings of his classes.  No one ever resented me for my age, but instead respected the perseverance that I showed in my training.

It didn’t take long for me to start winning matches in the Blade Master tournaments.  Valen worked hard to ensure that I continued my training.  Within a few years, I had finally won my first title as Grand Champion of the Blade Master Tournament.  I didn’t believe I could ever feel as much pride in myself as I did that day.  

From then on, I won each year, never allowing a single hit to be scored against me.  I was Master Dreckmoore’s pride and joy.  People began to recognize me on the streets as my reputation grew.  After a time, I found my own self-satisfaction in watching the men and women I taught, advance as I did.  Being an instructor was the most rewarding job of my entire life.  I owed Master Dreckmoore a debt that I could never repay.

“I wonder who sent her?”  Valen’s words brought me back to the present.

“What do you mean, Master?”

He turned to me, looking absently in my direction.  “Nothing, Khellaran.  Just speaking to myself.”

I shrugged it off.  “How was your journey to Annis?”

“It was well.  The Masters from there are looking forward to the tournament tomorrow.”

“That would include me as well.”

Master Dreckmoore laughed warmly.  “I’m certain you will take the Grand Prize for the seventh year in a row.  The others believe that you’re taking the fun out of competing”

I shrugged.  “I don’t mean to.  Anyone could get as good as or better than me if they had the same desire to succeed that I do.  It is only a matter of hard work and practice.”

“You make it sound simplistic, Khellaran.  Many of my Blade Masters will struggle their entire lives without achieving what you have in a few short years.  I have always been proud of you, but now is the time for change to come about.  The prophecies speak of this change, and you must be ready for it.”

I rolled my eyes.  “Not that old parchment you found again, Master.  ‘The coming darkness,’ as you put it. ”

He shook a reproachful finger at me.  “Like it or not, it speaks true.  It is a powerful message from the past to the future of things that will most certainly come about.  Take care that you don’t mock me, Khellaran.”

“Forgive me, Master, but I don’t see how you can interpret something as cryptic as that.  The language is in the ancient tongue, so no one can be sure that it is even being translated properly.  You always taught me to live for today, not worry about things of the past.”

Master Dreckmoore shook his head.  “I doubt that you would ever understand.  I suppose that like an insect, you will have to be burned by a fire before you learn to respect it.  That’s the way you have always been.”

“I still have yet to believe the fire even exists.”

Valen’s tone became suddenly dangerous.  “Oh, it exists all right.  Soon you and the rest of the world will tremble in fear when it comes to pass, while I will be basking in its glory.”

I stood my ground, which against Master Dreckmoore was more than difficult.  “The prophecy speaks of death and darkness.  How can you see any glory in that?”

“See beyond the words, my friend.  You must see beyond the words.”  Valen motioned for me to follow him.  “For many years now, I have trained Blade Masters.  You’re very good, Khellaran.  Although, far from the level of achievement that I had hoped for.  You train endless hours, but to what extent?  Knowledge of the skills that make a Blade Master is only a fraction of what being a true Master is all about.  That’s why you’ve not come even close to my abilities.  You haven’t opened yourself to the real gifts that are hidden inside.  

“You are so much more than what you have become.  I saw it in you a long time ago.  You are very special; different from all the rest of the Masters that I have trained.  However, you must remember that no matter how good you think you are, there is always someone better.”

“Really,” I asked.  “Even better than you?”

Master Dreckmoore raised an eyebrow.  “We weren’t talking about me.”

The next day the great arena was alive with the activity of visitors from all of Kohr that had come to see the legendary Blade Master tournament.  The roster was filled with hundreds of participants, all competing for one of several titles.   Phondari had always been a great center of trade, but was best known for its gladiator bouts.  The Blade Master tournament was one such event.

The royal arena held thousands of spectators, and was centrally located in Phondari.  That allowed for easy access to all the people from within the city and those who journeyed from afar.  On the southern side of the city, were the wealthier citizens and the noble market.  The northern side of Phondari held the poorer district.  There, pods of stone and wood structured houses took up most of the city property.  The bazaar located to the west, was filled with many strange, exotic goods and even a few magical trinkets for sale.  

On the far side of the great city-state of Phondari, lay a magnificent palace of white stone.  It is said that the palace took nearly two hundred years to complete, due to the rarity of the building materials.  

Snuggled deep within the mountains of The Belt, Phondari was one of the more unique cities in all the kingdoms.  That was due to the fact that it hovered magically atop a giant gorge.  No one knew exactly how it was accomplished, only that the powerful sorcerers of ancient times had something to do with it.  The city could only be entered by way of the west gate.  So as a result, it gave Phondari a strategically sound defensive capability.  Many armies have tried to penetrate its massive gates in the past, but found them to be impervious to attack.

An added bonus to Phondari's military posture, were the Blade Masters.  They formed an elite guard to the King of Phondari.  King Toranious was the powerful monarch that ruled all of Phondari with his beautiful wife, Queen Celynn.  His royal position had been passed down for three generations since the Dark Emperor's reign over fifty years gone.

The Dark Emperor, Dakreal, was a cruel dictator whose dreams of destroying his neighboring kingdoms nearly became reality.  The people of Phondari were taxed to the extreme, and all men able to fight were recruited into the army.  Soon the people formed a secret resistance to stand against the evil tyranny.  They called it the Crimson Alliance.  It was formed mostly of powerful magic users of the Sects of Feldorbe and Green Flame.  Master Dreckmoore claims to have known members of the secret society.  

After several years of revolt, the people of Phondari finally defeated him within his own castle walls.  On that day a new king was appointed from the ranks of the Crimson Alliance.  It was never known what happened to the Dakreal’s counsel of advisors, as they quickly departed soon after the castle was stormed.  It was believed that some of them ended up as prominent citizens, while others may simply have fled the city.  Whatever the truth may have been, the Emperor had managed to keep their identities carefully anonymous. 

 As with every year, since my first victory, I was seated in the royal balcony to oversee the Blade Master games.  That was an honor bestowed upon me for my rank as reigning champion.  King Toranious and Queen Celynn sat close by with their two personal advisors and captain of the guard, Braggoran Darkwood, whom also happened to be a Blade Master.  The King and Queen rarely missed such an important event.

Toranious took a brief look around and turned to me.  “Khellaran, why isn’t Valen here?”

“I’m not sure, my King,” I answered, also looking around.  “It is unlike Master Dreckmoore to be late to such an important event.”

The king shook his head sadly.  “Well, I suppose we must begin the games without him.”  With that, he stood to a fanfare of trumpets and held up one hand to quiet the crowds.  “Citizens of Phondari, and all visitors from other lands, welcome to the annual Blade Master games.” The introduction brought an excited roar of screaming and stomping from the crowd.  Again he held up a hand.  “As with every year, we’ll start with the novice category, then continue to the graduate, and then to the tests of skill.”  He paused for a moment.  “After these are completed, we’ll move to the expert Blade Master competition, where Khellaran Senturik will defend his title as Grand Champion of the Blade Master Games.”

Standing to acknowledge my name, the crowd cheered and stomped in a cacophony of roaring thunder.  Being the center of attention can be somewhat unnerving at times, but then again it was infinitely better than being at the center of attention at an execution.


After I was seated, King Toranious gave the final command, “begin the games!”  A short distance away, the trumpets once again played a short fanfare to signal the events to start.


The arena was divided into four equal sections to accommodate several matches at once.  That would let the games move faster and also allowed people to see the battles more closely.  Once the referees moved into position, they began calling out names.  Two Blade Masters stepped out into each of the four rings and readied themselves.  


The object of the games was to score a hit on your opponent by slapping him or her with the wooden blade.  The idea wasn’t to draw blood, but to show skill and grace with your swords.  To injure another was grounds for immediate disqualification.  Once a hit was scored, the match stopped to acknowledge the hit and then continued.  After a Blade Master scored three hits, he became the winner of that round.  From there on, it was just a matter of elimination until one champion remained.


The matches began at once, and sounds of swords clashing together could barely be heard above the clamor of the spectators.  Hits were scored and matches went on until a victor emerged.  The referees declared the names of the winners of that round and then called for the next challengers.  


That went on for some time before I finally excused myself from the royal balcony.  I decided to see if I could locate Master Dreckmoore.  The first place I was bound for was the Blade Master School.  I figured something must have been occupying him there.  The cobblestone streets were fairly empty, as all of the vendors and merchants had moved their carts to the stadium to peddle a great variety of foods and trinkets.  Even some of the local tavern owners had closed down their businesses for the day to set up wine and ale stands.


As I neared the school, a few people still wandering about called out to me in recognition.  I held up a hand in greetings and then walked up to the door.  I then withdrew a small iron key from a pouch at my side and slipped it into the keyhole.  As soon as the lock on the door clicked open, I entered to a darkened room.  None of the candles or lanterns were lit to signify if someone were there.  Still, I went in and searched the grounds.  It seemed no one had been inside since I had left in the morning, so I decided to check Master Dreckmoore’s quarters.  When I approached the door, I found it securely locked.  Master Dreckmoore valued his privacy and I would think twice before ever trying to enter uninvited.  After receiving no response to my knocks, I locked up the school and headed back to the games.


Upon returning to the arena, I went down to the waiting area for the Blade Masters who were getting ready to enter the contest.  It looked as though the novices were down to the semi-finals, since there were only four remaining.  


“Well met, Master Khellaran,” said one of the four Masters.


I smiled in acknowledgment.  “Well met Laktor, have any of you seen Master Dreckmoore today?”


He scratched his head in thought.  “I fear not, though I’m sure he’s about.” 


I was really beginning to worry.  “Well, I guess I’ll just stay here for the rest of the tournament and hopefully Master Dreckmoore will be along.”  I was fairly certain that something had to be wrong, but there was no sense in worrying anyone else.


The novice tournament finally came to a conclusion with Laktor as the champion.  He would receive his award after the day came to a close, as would the three runners up.  The waiting area in front of the gates quickly filled with the graduate challengers.  The look of anticipation filled their eyes.


“Khellaran,” called a woman’s voice.


I turned to suddenly find myself holding a shapely, slender woman with long, dark brown hair.  “Kryssanna, what are you doing here?”


The woman released me from her grip.  “What do you think I’m doing here.”  Kryssanna looked genuinely surprised.  “Competing for the graduate title, what else.”

 
“Sorry, I guess my mind is somewhere else right now.  Have you seen Master Dreckmoore by any chance?”


Kryssanna thought for a moment.  “No, I can’t say that I have.  You of course remember my sister?”  She motioned for another woman, who stepped forward.  “This is Dellanous.”


“Of course,” I began, “she completed her Blade Master training shortly after you.”


“It’s nice to see you again, Master Khellaran.”  Dellanous gave me a warm smile.

Dellanous Malik was one year younger than her sister Kryssanna, who was around twenty-three summers.  I remembered them training hard together with Master Dreckmoore after class.  Kryssanna seemed to learn the Blade Master discipline fairly easily, as did her sister.  Master Dreckmoore would often speak highly of them while we ate dinner.  I knew Kryssanna Malik was special the first time I saw her, and I was especially glad that she stuck with her training and passed the Blade Master test.  I had hoped she would stay around longer.  However, she and her sister left for their home in the city of Breck shortly after.

Breck was nearly as large as Phondari and lay to the northwest.  A counsel of wizards supposedly ruled it, even though they had a monarch.  I had been to Breck only a few short times, mostly to train other instructors for Master Dreckmoore.  Thinking back on my life, I really didn’t get out that much.  Everything had been fairly methodical for me.  I got up, practiced most of the day with students, and took time off to eat every now and then.  On my day off, I usually went to the bazaar with Master Dreckmoore.  The magical trinkets people would try to sell him always amused him.  And amazingly enough, he could tell what was real and what was fake.  “Will you two be in Phondari long?”


Kryssanna thought for a moment. “Possibly.  Though, I suppose that depends on the people we are here with.”

“And who might that be,” I asked, trying to sound a little jealous.


Kryssanna gave a slight blush.  “His name is Artis Nemendes.  He was traveling with a man and a woman named Trydus and Aarondane.  They are all in the stands right now waiting for us to compete.”


“Well, I’ll have to meet this Artis.”


“Don’t worry, you will.”  She gave me a wink. “He’s competing in the expert Blade Master tournament.”


That startled me slightly.  Trying to sound confident, I asked, “really, is he any good?”


“I’m not sure, ask Master Jhondar Warthen.  He had the chance to practice with him a little bit yesterday.”


Since Jhondar was a competitor of mine from one of Master Dreckmoore’s other schools, we rarely spoke more than casual greetings.  He had taken second and third place in the Blade Master games in the last three years.  I was almost positive that he would be at the tournament.  


Before I could make any comments regarding Jhondar’s ability, the referees began calling names to begin the graduate competition.  Kryssanna glanced toward the arena.  “Well, my sister and I had better get ready.”  She reached up and pulled her hair back.  Slowly, she began to braid her long locks to keep her hair from falling into her face during the matches.


“Move fast and fight hard,” I said before giving Kryssanna a friendly pat on the back.  

“Thank you, I will.”  She smiled and headed over to a table with wooden swords lain out for the tournament.  Both she and her sister picked out two each and set their real blades off to the side.  They then headed out for a place to practice and warm up.

The graduate games went by fairly rapidly.  Those matches were always much more fun to watch than the novice games, as the level of mastery was much higher.  The two sisters were no exception.  With each match won, they came back to the gates baring smug grins.

 I stood there watching all the matches with great interest, until Kryssanna ended up winning third place and Dellanous seventh.  Either one of those awards was something to boast about, as there were over one hundred competitors in that division of the tournament.  The first place winner probably should have been in the expert tournament by the way he fought.  However, it is really hard to place people in the correct categories without knowing their fighting ability.  Tavoran, from my graduate class took second place.  That feat, I was very proud of, since I had worked so hard with him to overcome his loss of one eye.

After the final graduate competitors left the waiting area, the King called for the tests of skills to begin.  Almost immediately, Blade Masters began appearing by the gate.  Not nearly as many came for that part of the games.  Maybe a couple dozen showed up, since it was one of the greatest ways to either appear fantastic and professional, or end up looking like a fool. 

I immediately recognized some of the participants.  I began talking to a man called Narious, who often came into the school to practice with Master Dreckmoore or myself.  Once the first game was announced, Narious departed for the arena.  

The first game to be played was the disarming match.  A Blade Master was placed in the arena with ten regular guard recruits from the palace.  He must then try to disarm as many opponents as fast as he can, given only one strike per guard.  If that sounded incredibly difficult, it was.  However, one of the first things a student was taught at the school is how to successfully remove a weapon from someone’s hand without harming them.


I carefully watched each Blade Master attempt the extremely complex maneuver.  Everyone managed to disarm between three and six opponents, except one.  I was unable to hear his name due to the cheering of the crowds, but I watched him step into the ring and ready himself.  When the referee signaled him to begin, he swiftly drew his blades from his sheaths and began whirling through the air in a fit of blinding speed and fury.  Weapon after weapon flew from hands until only two remained.  

After surveying his work, the Blade Master shook his head in disgust as if unable to believe he had missed the last two.  However, despite his error he was declared the champion of that event.  Thoroughly impressed with his display of skill and grace, I made it a point to meet him as soon as he returned to the waiting area.


The Masters slowly trickled out of the arena, and several could be seen congratulating the champion on his victory.  As soon as he crossed the gate, I lightly touched his arm to attract his attention.


“Excuse me, Master.”  The man turned his head and looked upon me with deep brown, penetrating eyes.  He was nearly as tall as I, with dark hair and a strong muscular frame.   His skin tone was bronzed by the sun and his face held handsome features.  He was obviously not from Phondari, as the people tended to cover more from the harsh rays.  Continuing on, I asked, “I was wondering if I might speak with you for a moment?”


The man smiled and nodded his head.  “Of course, what can I do for you?”


“My name is Khellaran Senturik,” I began.  “I was the champion of the Blade Master tournament last year.”  For just a moment an unreadable expression went across his face, as if he suddenly remembered something at the mention of my name.


“Really?  You must be proud.”  


His tone was a little facetious, but I ignored it and continued on.  “I was very impressed with your skill, and was wondering what school you came out of?”


The man paused for a moment before answering.  “I came from a Blade Master school located in Annis.”


“Really, I thought all the Blade Master symbols were the same in every school,” I said with conviction.


He glanced down at his medallion, which showed two swords crossing in front of a flame, surrounded by a circle.  One sword was a scimitar, identical to the weapons at his sides, and the other was a broad sword.   Calmly answering he said, “It’s a rogue school.”  He gave a smile and folded his arms.


“By the way,” I asked.  “Might I have your name?”


“Artis,” a woman suddenly yelled nearby.  Kryssanna appeared from nowhere and greeted the Master with a warm hug.  “I knew you could do it.”


I arched my eyebrows and glared at the display.  “So, this is Artis.”      

     
Kryssanna turned to me and smiled, “Yes, isn’t he fantastic!?”


“Great,” I answered with the same sarcasm he used on me earlier.


A few moments later, Dellanous appeared with another man trailing close behind her.  He was even larger than Artis, with a heavily muscular frame and the same bronze skin tone.  A brown cloak with brilliant white feathers lining the inside rested on his shoulders, while his wrists held elaborate bracers that matched his belt.  He looked impossibly strong.  I knew without a doubt that he had to be Trydus, the one traveling with Artis.


“I assume you must be Trydus?”


“Yes, I am.”  He gave a friendly smile and held out his hand to greet me.  “Trydus Kalenthos.”

Clasping wrists, I smiled back.  “I’m Khellaran Senturik.  It’s good to meet you.”

Trydus’s eyes suddenly got wide for a moment before he glanced over to Artis.   



Just then a lean man with light brown receding hair, stepped up next to me.  “Greetings, Blade Masters.”  Jhondar’s timing was perfect as always.  “Are we ready to see who the real champion is?”


Everyone, including myself gave off a quick laugh.  “Jhondar,” I began.  “Are you still dreaming of taking my title?”


“Me, always.  But you should really watch out for this character,” Jhondar said, nodding toward Artis.  “He’s really quick.  I got a chance to test his skills yesterday morning when he stopped by my school.”


“So I heard.”  I was about to ask another question when the King signaled for the final Blade Master competition to begin.


Trydus finally spoke up.  “Well ladies, we must return to our seats before they are lost.”  The women nodded their heads in agreement.  Kryssanna gave Artis another warm hug and they all departed for the stands.  “The gods’ luck,” Trydus called over his shoulder.


Finally alone with Artis and Jhondar, I noticed that over two hundred Blade Masters had gathered while we spoke.  The referees called out names to begin the first round.  One by one the competitors entered the rings and prepared themselves for battle.


Jhondar turned to Artis, “Now where is that pretty lady that you enrolled into my Blade Master school?”


“You mean Aarondane?”  Artis looked around.  “She was sitting with us in the stands earlier.  Maybe she just didn’t want to come down to visit.”


“Why is that,” Jhondar asked carefully.


“Well, Trydus actually found her, or more to the fact, she found him.  I don’t believe Aarondane has ever really cared for me.  I can’t say why either.  It’s as if she’s trying to keep her distance.”  Artis shook his head sadly.  “I have never understood her.”


“She’s different, I’ll give her that,” Jhondar said thoughtfully.  “However, I think she’s a lot more skilled than she lets on.”


Artis’s head shot up and looked at him questionably.  “What would make you say that?”


“As I was testing her for entrance, she passed all the trials without any problem.  And what’s more, is that she seemed to be almost holding back.”  Jhondar thought for a moment.  “I have been around enough students to know when they aren’t using their full potential.”


Artis nodded his head in thought.  “I see.”

The first competitors ended their matches and I was called out next to compete.  As I passed through the gates, the crowd erupted into screams and cheers.  Assuming it was for me rather than the scarred, slender man who followed me to a ring, I held up a hand to greet the crowd.  Once in place within the ring, I turned and brought up my swords.   Crossing them in front of me, I nodded to the referee and then to my opponent.  Instead of returning the gesture, he began a series of whirling motions with his swords which I assumed symbolized what he intended to do with me.  It was rather obvious attempt to disrupt my concentration.

The referee quickly explained the rules and then stepped back for us to begin.  At his signal, the match began.  My opponent rushed forward, twirling his wooden blades about wildly, in order to confuse me.  Matching his speed, I quickly feigned a swing with one sword and struck cleanly with my other.  A point was immediately scored.  We stepped back and readied ourselves again.  This time however, the scarred Blade Master didn’t appear as confident.  Upon the next signal, I blocked a series of frenzied blows before striking back to score yet again.


With his confidence truly shaken, my competitor came in a lot more carefully.  Waiting for me to strike, we circled the ring until I finally became weary of the bout and shot in to score the final point.  Once the match was over, I then realized to my great embarrassment, that the crowd was chanting my name.  I often tended to concentrate so acutely on my opponent that I blocked all distractions out of my mind.  It was a great quality to have as a Blade Master, but can be dangerous if there are multiple enemies.

The referee declared me the winner, and I saluted my opponent once again.  Finally he repeated the gesture.  I walked back to the waiting area to find Jhondar standing at the gate alone.  I went and stood next to him and saw him staring out into the arena.  He shook his head in bewilderment.  Curious as to what he was looking at, I followed his gaze.  Artis stood in a nearby ring holding a sword up in triumph.  His opponent scowled at him as the referee declared him the winner.

“I told you he was fast,” Jhondar said smiling.

“I didn’t get to see the match.”

“There was nothing for you to see.  It was over before it started,” returned Jhondar.  He turned to look at me with his eyebrows arched high.

Artis crossed the arena to join us behind the gate.  “I just heard your name called, Jhondar,” Artis said as he approached.

“Thank you.  Wish me the gods’ luck.”  

Artis gave him a friendly slap on the back as they passed and he came over to stand beside me.  Draping his arms over the gate he turned his head toward me.  “Well, done.”

“You saw my match?”

“No.  But if you’re still here, then you must have won.”

I smiled at that.  Despite any rivalries we might have had, I found Artis to be very likable.  Together we watched Jhondar easily defeat his opponent.  After he rejoined us, we were able to speak for a while longer before our next match.  

I looked down and regarded Artis’s swords.  “So why is it that you have come to train with scimitars instead of straight swords?”

Artis gave a knowing smile.  “I was taught that the Blade Master discipline was based around scimitars.  Besides, it’s more like a shamshir than a scimitar.”

I looked at him skeptically.  “Really?  That’s the first time I have heard that.”

“Maybe you haven’t been listening as careful as you thought?”

“You could be right,” I conceded.  “Though, I have never seen Master Dreckmoore with anything but normal blades.”

Artis stared hard at me flexing his jaw muscles at the mention of Master Dreckmoore’s name.  I figured in my mind that since he learned a Blade Master style from his so called, ‘rogue school,’ that he probably would not have the same respect for him that I had.

He finally softened.  “Trydus favors a strait blade as well, though I really don’t know why.  He was trained the same as I.”

I shrugged.  “Maybe he knows something you don’t?”

“Maybe,” Artis allowed.  “Though, unlike many Masters, he has the strength to make them work.  The lighter the blade, the faster you become.”

Shortly after we began the next series of matches and I defeated my contender quickly, as did Jhondar.  It was then that I was finally able to witness Artis’s skills against another opponent.  His movements were quick and accurate.  Upon winning his match, I knew he would not be an easy victory for me.  He returned with that same regal smile plastered to his face.  He really seemed to enjoy what he did.

Ranked in the top twenty-five, we each won several more matches to come down to the semi-finals.  With only four of us left, we were given a break while the field was rearranged for the final matches.  Kryssanna came down once again to fawn over Artis and his victories.  Just before she left, she whispered something in his ear that made him stare after her with one eyebrow raised.

I stepped over to him.  “What was that about?”

Still staring in her direction he answered, “she told me that she’d still be proud, even if defeated by you.  I’m so glad she has such confidence in me.”

I couldn’t resist the opportunity.  “Don’t worry, I’ll be proud of you as well.”

Artis turned his head, slightly grinning and now giving me the raised eyebrow.  I couldn’t help but laugh at that, and walked him back to the gate with my hand on his shoulder.  Soon, the matches were ready and I was paired up with Jhondar.  Artis was placed with a man who was in the finals in the previous year.

The crowds roared to life as the competition began.  Jhondar was fast and fearless.   The clacking of wood on wood erupted from our ring, as well as the one nearby.  On several occasions he nearly caught me with a strike, but I managed to bring my sword around for a block.  

Finally the contest ended, like every other opponent I faced, he never scored a hit.  I looked over to the other ring in time to see Artis deal the final blow to make him the victor.  Just as I had feared, it all came down to my battle with him.

Jhondar shook his head at me smiling, “I can’t believe you got me again.”

“Maybe next year, old friend.”

Jhondar and the other losing contender left the arena, leaving Artis and myself to enter the ring and stand ready.  We were allowed a few moments to rest before referee announced the final challenge that would make one of us the Grand Champion of the Blade Master Tournament.

At the signal, Artis flew forward with blinding speed.  I blocked and countered with a series of feints and jabs.  Everything I dealt was immediately deflected and sent right back at me.  I tried for his legs thinking he might have a vulnerability; but I was mistaken.  After several minutes of darting and thrusting, I finally managed to strike his left arm.  The crowd cheered.

“Point.  Khellaran.”  The referee’s voice was like music to my ears.  Maybe he wasn’t as indestructible as I had previously thought.

We began once again, and repeated our swordplay.  The next time I got little more bold and stepped in too far.  My foot caught the dirt and knocked me slightly off balance.  Artis was quick to catch that moment of weakness.  Dodging aside, he swung his left sword to deal me a hard slap on my back with his blade.

“Point.  Artis,” the referee called out.

After that, I had a much greater respect for his abilities.  No one within the last four years had managed to score a single hit on me, until then.  Concentrating hard, I charged in as fast and furious as I possibly could.  My efforts were rewarded with a strike to his right hand after several minutes into the melee.

When the referee called the point, Artis dropped his swords on the ground and nursed his hand for a moment before readying himself.  I was well winded after my last attack, and knew that would be to my disadvantage.  I was correct.  Shortly after we began the next round, Artis dealt me a bone-jarring strike to the knee, scoring his second point.

The score was tied, and not only was I breathing heavy, but also my leg ached to the bone.  Artis seemed barely winded by the ordeal.  A welt on his hand had shown bright red, though he seemed unaffected by it.  As soon as the referee called us to begin, I jumped forward and felt a sharp pain as my knee gave way.  I dropped to the ground holding my swords up in defense.  I expected an onslaught of attacks but instead found Artis still on the other side of the ring looking past me to the sky.  His swords were lowered, and his mouth was open in amazement.

I slowly turned my head toward the sky behind me.  Dropping my weapons, I stared in awe.  Hundreds of dots filled the sky to east, and were heading straight for the city.  Closer and closer the came until I realized to my horror that they were huge chromatic dragons, named so for their ability to change color to any background like a chameleon. 

Screams of panic filled the stands, as the monstrous creatures began to release their fiery breath weapons over the city.  Brownish gray dragons of various sizes, cast great shadows over all of Phondari.  A large, scaled titan swooped close to the arena.  Opening its massive jaws, a cone of blazing inferno erupted from its throat.  The effect was devastating, as fiery cinders of wood and flailing bodies flew through the air.


“Come on,” I heard Artis scream.  Suddenly, I found myself slung over his shoulders like a sack of grain.  Moving with labored steps, Artis rushed out the gates of the arena to take cover beneath the large archway.  Setting me next to the wall, he strapped on his scimitars and watched the passing masses run by until he spotted what he was looking for.  Waving and calling frantically, Artis finally caught sight of Kryssanna, Dellanous, and Trydus.  “Where’s Aarondane,” Artis demanded over the screaming from the fleeing people.

“She left before the final match,” Trydus began.  “She should be at the school.”

“Good.  Khellaran is injured so you will have to carry him.”  Trydus nodded and hoisted me up over his shoulder as if I had no more weight than a goose feather pillow.  “Let’s get out of the city.”

Phondari was in chaos with fires raging out of control and people scattered looking for loved ones.  We passed the remnants of a home, as the fire burned away at the walls and supports.  The smoky stench emanating from it burnt my nose and lungs until we were finally clear of it.

Together, we all ran through the now smoke filled city and out the main gates.  We didn’t stop until we had cleared a hill nearly a mile from the city.  I was incredibly surprised by Trydus’s endurance, as I continually expected him to collapse from exhaustion.  

The dragons could be seen in the distance heading west, seeming to do nothing more than take a passing interest in the city.  We were safe for the time, but why we had left the safety of the city was still a mystery.

