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The arena trembled with life, a thousand voices crashing like waves against stone walls.

“Montclair! Montclair!”

The chant rolled through the stands, swelling with each repetition. Hands pounded against wooden benches, boots stomped against the packed earth, a relentless rhythm of expectation and bloodlust. Banners bearing his crest rippled in the wind, their crimson and gold catching the midday sun.

In the center of it all, Cedric Montclair stood tall, the polished steel of his armor glinting as he shifted his weight. His gauntleted fingers flexed around the hilt of his sword, feeling the familiar weight, the perfect balance. Across from him, his opponent paced, his own armor dulled with wear, his grip tight with the tension of a man who knew he had already lost.

But the crowd did not care for the outcome. They had come for the spectacle, for the clash of steel, for the moment Montclair—their Montclair—delivered the final blow.

Cedric inhaled, slow and steady, feeling the rush of air thrum through his chest. Then, with the grace of a predator, he lifted his sword.

The crowd roared anew.

Sir Cedric de Montclair stood at ease, his stance radiating effortless confidence as he surveyed his fallen opponent. The poor knight—one of the kingdom’s supposed finest—lay sprawled in the dirt, his sword skidding a few feet away. He gasped for breath, blinking up at Cedric as if he had been struck by the gods themselves.

Cedric sighed, rolling his wrist as if even this victory had been a tiresome chore. “A word of advice,” he mused, stepping forward to nudge the fallen knight’s weapon with his boot. “Next time, try not to telegraph your strikes so terribly. I saw that last swing coming before you even stepped onto the field.”

The words, laced with mockery, earned laughter from the gathered nobility. 
The stands trembled with anticipation, a restless tide of bodies leaning forward, waiting—no, yearning—for the inevitable moment of triumph.

“Montclair! Montclair!” The chant rippled through the arena, voices rising in perfect unison, their fervor thick enough to choke the air. A few spectators pounded their fists against the wooden railing, the vibrations rattling through the stands.

Near the front, a lady in a gown of soft lilac pressed a hand dramatically to her chest, her breath hitching. “Oh, he’s magnificent,” she sighed, fanning herself furiously.

“Absolutely divine,” another agreed, barely able to contain her giddy laughter. “The way he moves—it’s like poetry in steel.”

Behind them, a third woman let out an exaggerated sigh. “If only he would spare me a glance,” she lamented, watching the way Cedric Montclair dismounted his steed with effortless grace, his armor gleaming like captured sunlight.

“Oh, darling, if he did, you’d surely faint.”

The men, standing stiffly beside their swooning wives and sisters, exchanged looks of weary resignation. One gave a begrudging clap. “Another match, another victory. How shocking.”

“Yes, yes, glorious Montclair,” another muttered, rolling his eyes as the ladies dissolved into another fit of excited whispers.

Cedric himself barely seemed to notice. He strode across the arena with the casual ease of a man who belonged in the light of admiration, his grip firm on his sword, his expression unreadable beneath the weight of his reputation.

The herald stepped forward. “The match is decided! The Champion—Sir Cedric de Montclair!”

A deafening cheer rang through the air, banners bearing the Montclair crest waving with a sea of movement. Cedric lifted his chin, flashing a dazzling smile, the golden locks of his hair catching the light just so. He was well aware that half the kingdom wanted to be him, and the other half wanted to be with him.

Victory was as natural to him as breathing, and admiration his rightful due.

As he exited the arena, servants rushed forward to offer him a goblet of fine wine and wipe away the sweat that barely clung to his brow. His armor gleamed without a single dent, a testament to how little effort had been required to dispatch his foe.

A group of noblewomen gathered near the entrance, whispering excitedly. One of them, Lady Vivienne, dared to step forward. “Sir Cedric, you were magnificent,” she said, her voice a practiced blend of sweetness and adoration. “A warrior and a poet. Truly, there is no knight in the kingdom to match you.”

Cedric chuckled, accepting her praise as one might accept an expected tax. “My lady, if I had any true rivals, I assure you, they would have been defeated long ago.”

Another knight, Sir Aldous, scoffed from a nearby bench, arms crossed over his chest. “Arrogant as ever, Montclair,” he muttered. “One day, that pride of yours will be your downfall.”

Cedric turned, the ever-present smirk tugging at his lips. “Ah, Aldous. Still nursing the wounds from our last match, I see.” He tilted his head, voice dripping with amusement. “If I were you, I’d focus less on cursing my name and more on improving my footwork.”

Laughter rippled through the onlookers, and Aldous’s face darkened with a scowl.

But Cedric had already turned away, basking in the glow of his latest conquest.

He was invincible. Unrivaled. And utterly untouchable.

Or so he believed.

Later that evening, the victory feast was in full swing. Wine flowed like the river, music filled the halls, and Cedric found himself seated at the grand table, enjoying the lavish attention of his admirers. Every noble sought his company, every knight begrudgingly toasted his skill, and every lady hoped for his favor.

It was amidst this revelry that an unusual figure entered the great hall.

She was cloaked in midnight-blue silk, her movements effortless, like a shadow slipping between flickering candlelight. She bore no emblem of house or station, yet as she stepped forward, the room seemed to hush, as if the very air held its breath.

The sorceress.

Cedric barely spared her a glance as she approached the high table. He had heard whispers of her name—Lady Morgana, the Enchantress of Eldrin Vale—but what was a sorceress compared to a knight of his caliber?

She stopped before the dais, her gaze steady, her expression unreadable. “Sir Cedric de Montclair.”

He smirked, leaning back in his chair. “Ah, a rare guest. What business does a lady of spells have among warriors and kings?”

Morgana did not smile. “I have heard of your skill. Your undefeated record. Your unshakable arrogance.”

The hall fell silent at the last word.

Cedric raised a brow. “I see my reputation precedes me.” He gestured lazily toward the knights at the table. “Shall I take that as admiration or an attempt at insult?”

“A simple truth,” Morgana replied coolly. “But I wonder, Sir Cedric, if your blade is truly as great as the legends claim—or if it is merely the arrogance that wields it.”

Gasps echoed throughout the hall. Challenging a knight was one thing, but challenging Cedric?

He chuckled, slow and indulgent. “Are you proposing a duel, my lady sorceress?” He tilted his head, amusement flickering in his gaze. “Do you wish to trade your spells for steel and test your strength against a knight?”

Morgana’s lips curved into something that was not quite a smile. “You jest, but I am quite serious. A duel. Not of magic against steel, but of skill.”

“Ridiculous,” one of the nobles scoffed. “A sorceress fighting a knight? What could she possibly hope to prove?”

But Cedric, ever drawn to spectacle, found himself intrigued. He had never faced a sorceress in combat, not in a true test of skill. And if she wished to throw herself into such folly, who was he to deny her?

He stood, rolling his shoulders as if loosening them for yet another effortless victory. “Very well, Lady Morgana. If you wish to see how a knight wields a blade, I shall oblige you.”

A hush spread through the hall.

The match was set.

And as the sorceress inclined her head ever so slightly, a glimmer of something strange passed through her gaze—something that might have been amusement. Or perhaps, just perhaps, something far more dangerous.

But Cedric, ever the arrogant fool, did not notice.

The courtyard was silent.

A rare thing, given that duels—especially those featuring Sir Cedric de Montclair—were usually accompanied by raucous cheers and bets being exchanged in hushed whispers. But this was no ordinary match.

A knight against a sorceress? It was scandalous, absurd, and yet, no one dared look away.

Cedric stood at the center of the dueling grounds, his stance casual, almost lazy, as if this whole affair were a minor amusement in an otherwise eventful evening. Across from him, Morgana stood with a stillness that unsettled the gathered nobility. She had not removed her cloak, though the wind toyed with the edges, revealing glimpses of dark silken attire beneath.

She was unarmed.

Cedric exhaled a quiet sigh, shaking his head. “Are you certain you wish to go through with this, Lady Morgana?” His voice carried across the courtyard, laced with indulgent amusement. “I understand sorcery must be terribly exciting in its own way, but this—” he gestured lazily with his sword, “—this is a world of steel and skill. Not parlor tricks.”

Morgana’s lips barely moved. “Are you quite done?”

A chuckle rippled through the audience at her sharp retort, though Cedric merely smirked, rolling his shoulders as he stepped forward. “Very well. I shall make this quick.”

The duel began.

Cedric lunged, swift as lightning, his sword slicing through the air in a dazzling arc. He expected her to stumble back, to be overwhelmed immediately by his speed. Instead, Morgana merely shifted, sidestepping the strike with an eerie grace, her cloak barely stirring.

His brows lifted. Interesting.

He pressed forward, his blade a blur, striking high, low, twisting, pivoting. A relentless display of skill that had felled countless opponents before her. And yet—

Morgana did not fall.

She did not strike back, nor did she cower. She simply… moved. Each time Cedric attacked, she was already gone, anticipating his every maneuver with an almost preternatural awareness.

The crowd murmured.

Cedric’s jaw tightened. A trick. It had to be. Some unseen magic at play, making a mockery of his skill. His strikes turned sharper, more aggressive, each one meant to corner her, to force her into a position where she had to defend herself.

But she never did.

And the longer the fight stretched, the clearer it became: she was toying with him.

Cedric’s pride burned.

Enough of this.

He feinted left, then twisted suddenly, slamming his boot against the back of her knee.

Morgana stumbled, just slightly, but it was all he needed. The moment her balance shifted, Cedric moved like a viper, pressing the tip of his sword against her throat.

The courtyard stilled.

He exhaled, a slow smirk curving his lips. “And so it ends, Lady Morgana. A valiant effort, truly.”

For a long moment, she simply stared at him. And then, she laughed.

Low, quiet, and brimming with something far older and far more dangerous than amusement.

“Dishonorable,” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. “A knight who cannot win without treachery. How very fitting.”

Cedric’s smirk did not falter. “Victory is victory, my lady.”

Morgana’s expression did not change, but something in the air around her shifted. A weight, unseen but palpable, pressing against the gathered audience.

“You are a man defined by his sword,” she said softly, though her voice carried through the courtyard. “It is your pride, your power, your very identity.”

Her eyes darkened.

“Then let it be your ruin.”

She raised a single hand.

The air shook.

A surge of unnatural wind exploded outward, knocking Cedric back with force he could not comprehend. His grip on the sword faltered—it tumbled from his grasp, clattering against the stone.

And then, the pain came.

A searing force unlike
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