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Chapter 1: Mastery Testing

 


SalLia and RinTorl looked over the final
testing schedule. This year the testing session was once again on
Fleron, and to complicate matters, Taarl, I’lle, and Seala were all
testing for advanced mastery levels. As usual, they were all fully
booked evaluating testing sessions, but with I’lle testing for Lar
mastery, they had decided it would be unfair to have her managing
the schedules and had instead tasked young E’Mal with that duty
with N’Jill providing a steady hand to aid him. N’Jill had seen
I’lle put it together before, but had not been asked to assist, and
E’Mal had never had to coordinate something with so many variables
before. It had taken a considerable number of iterations before
they came up with a schedule that appeared to get all the
candidates through the testing cycles within the allotted one week
period.

Now SalLia and RinTorl were trying to figure
out how they would be able to shift some of the evaluation sessions
to allow them to observe I’lle and Taarl for at least one session
each. With Seala testing for Prin mastery, there was no option but
for them to both be involved in her testing, but I’lle and Taarl
were virtually members of the family as well.

“I think we are going to have to get I’lle
involved at least long enough to find a way for us to be free for
sessions where she and Taarl are testing. N’Jill could not come up
with a combination that worked and next to I’lle she is the best
organizer that I have ever met. Unless you see something, I think I
am going to call I’lle in.”

“If we are going to call her into this, we
need to do so now, so she can figure it out and get back to her
preparation before the testing begins.”

“Damn, I wanted to give her the freedom to
prepare without stressing over the organization of this tournament.
But you are right, the sooner the better.”

RinTorl keyed the communicator and instantly
saw I’lle’s pleasant face.

“Yes sir. How can I be of assistance?”

“I am sorry to bother you I’lle, but we have
exhausted all our other resources, could you come to my private
office to help SalLia and I figure out how to arrange the
tournament events so that we can attend at least one testing
session each for you and Taarl?”

“Yes sir, I am right next door, I will be
there shortly.”

“Thank you. Sorry to have to drag you into
this.”

“I am honored to serve, sir. And truth be
told, I have been anxious to see the schedule anyway.”

As she finished that statement, RinTorl and
SalLia heard the quiet very recognizable knock at the door that
announced I’lle’s arrival.

“Come on in, I’lle. We have the schedule up
on the main viewer.”

In minutes, I’lle had rearranged a couple of
sessions and not only would RinTorl and SalLia be able to monitor
the martial arts and power color tests she and Taarl were involved
in, but she would be able to monitor Seala’s power colors testing,
and Taarl would be able to see her martial arts test, which had not
previously been possible. RinTorl shook his head in amazement again
at the skill of his young assistant.

“You are absolutely amazing I’lle, we all
fought with this problem for more than a day, and you walk in and
see a solution in minutes. What am I going to do when you find
something you like better than being my assistant?”

“I cannot imagine a time when that would be
true, but thank you for the compliment. N’Jill and E’Mal did a fine
job with the schedule; I just made a couple of minor tweaks. If
this were not their first time doing this, I am confident they
would have seen the same solution easily enough. And I suspect you
and the first lady were so focused on making sure everything worked
perfectly for everyone else that you did not consider the
option.

This is going to be an exceptionally exciting
testing session. The last time we had it here on Fleron, we did not
have half as many candidates as this time. Who would have believed
that the day would come when Taarl and I could test for Lar mastery
together and not have to compete with one another on any of the
skills? And there are four candidates for Prin mastery this cycle
with Seala being the only one with less than 5 years at the Nar
mastery.

I always believed in you, but it is so
exciting to see your plan for rebuilding the mastery coming to
fruition. The only thing remaining is the successful testing of
candidates for the Srin mastery, and it is clear that we are not
more than a couple of sessions away from Master H’San and you,
ma’am, climbing that mountain.

Wow, I am really running off at the mouth
today. Please forgive me, it must be the excitement.”

“I’lle, never apologize for speaking your
mind to us, we value your friendship immeasurably. And you have had
a great deal to do with the successes we are experiencing in the
mastery. Remember that.”

“Yes ma’am, thank you. I really should be
getting back to my preparations. Thank you for letting me get a
preview of the testing cycles, Taarl and I were concerned we might
have to compete against one another during the testing. We did not
know if we could remove our emotions and work to eliminate one
another from the testing. He will be as relieved as I that we will
not have to deal with that issue.”

“You would have handled it well I am certain,
but it is good that you don’t have to. Good luck with your testing,
we are looking forward to seeing you both on the promotion
stand.”

“Thank you Sir. Good day.”

“Good day.”

The door closed quietly behind I’lle as
SalLia took RinTorl’s hand in hers and pressed it against her
cheek.

“You know that those two are going to tie the
knot one of these days, and eventually they will want a family and
possibly more. We really should look for an opportunity to secure
their future and the future of their children. They have been more
than loyal, putting us ahead of everything in their lives.”

“I agree my love; unfortunately, we are going
to need them desperately as we move forward with our plans for the
future. You know that we must face the witch hunters eventually,
and when we do, I will need Taarl and I’lle to keep things in order
here while we focus on a war that must be won.”

“I know sweetheart, and they will do whatever
you ask them to. Even more reason for us to find a place of
security for them should anything happen to us.”

“Did you have something specific in mind? The
only positions I can think of that are more secure those they
currently hold is an ambassadorship, and even that is subject to
the whims of the First Seat.”

“No nothing specific, an ambassadorship would
be okay, but appointing them would take them away from here, and I
don’t like that idea. I was thinking more along the line of
establishing hereditary rights positions for them. Something like
‘People’s Liaison to the First Seat of the High Council’.”

“I don’t know if I really want to create more
hereditary bureaucracy, but I will think about it. For now, we will
have to assume that Seala or RamSon will succeed me and they both
love I’lle and Taarl.”

“That’s true. Speaking of which, I should
check on Seala to make sure she is aware that she has martial arts
testing first thing tomorrow.”

SalLia leaned over and gave RinTorl a kiss as
she swept out of the room on a mission. He paused for a moment to
watch her go before refocusing on the mass of communications before
him. He really needed to get caught up today since he would be
fully engaged in the testing for the next several days.

…Early the next day I’lle awoke to find Taarl
already up and gone. She would see him at the opening ceremonies,
and then they would be off on different paths for the next several
days. She had seen the schedule and knew it was going to be very
tight trying to watch his testing sessions between her own. In fact
their extra sensory skills sessions overlapped one another. The
only testing session that was scheduled so that she could see the
whole session was his martial arts testing, and only her power
colors testing session was scheduled to allow him to comfortably
watch the whole session.

No time to worry about that now, she quickly
went through her early morning rituals and hurried over to her
office to check the incoming communications before heading toward
the University for the Opening Ceremonies. Surprisingly there were
only a handful of communications that needed attention, and E’Mal
had already handled most of those. She felt a little twang as she
realized that the government would function just fine while she was
away focused on her testing. She knew that RinTorl’s active
involvement in the testing sessions had become widely known and the
government was adjusting to his unavailability during the testing
cycles. But it still felt uncomfortable knowing that others were
handling things effectively in her absence.

I’lle got up and began preparing herself for
the testing, mentally reviewing all the required skills, techniques
and weaves that she would need to demonstrate effectively over the
next couple of days.

…Taarl finished his security review and walk
through making sure that everything was in place for the security
of the High counselor and his family during the testing. He was
pleased to see that his team had efficiently and effectively
scheduled members to cover all the anticipated activities of the
first family. In addition they assigned staff to monitor all the
surrounding activities in anticipation of the family’s famous
detours. The team was well trained and efficient and he felt pride
as he realized that they would function efficiently while he was
occupied with testing.

He felt the tension dissipate as he walked
back toward the senior mastery testing area where he would meet up
with I’lle for the opening ceremonies before they headed off in
separate directions to begin their testing cycles. He ran through
the skills, techniques and weaves he would be required to
demonstrate in the testing as he walked across the University
pavilion toward the senior testing area. This would be the third
time he and I’lle had tested in the same cycle. Each time they had
both been successful, although it was touch and go at the Kre level
when he had been forced to defeat her in the martial arts testing.
Fortunately there was no one else in the group capable of defeating
her in any of the required skills and she made it through. He was
extremely relieved yesterday when she told him that there were
enough candidates to form two groups for the Lar mastery and they
had been placed in separate groups.

Taarl reached the designated testing area a
little early, and I’lle had not yet arrived, but he heard a
beautiful soprano voice speak to him as he settled into a chair to
wait. There was no mistaking Kre Master Sharl. She came across the
room to give him a hug and kiss on the cheek. Taarl instantly
turned red with embarrassment which made Sharl giggle. She seemed
to truly enjoy embarrassing him. He looked up and saw I’lle enter
the room as Sharl gave him another kiss on the cheek.

“Oh if I’lle didn’t have you locked down, I
would have to see if I couldn’t get you beyond that
embarrassment.”

“Yes but I do have him locked down. I think
you embarrassed him enough, can I cut in now?”

Now it was Sharl’s turn to blush as she
jumped at I’lle’s voice. And Taarl had to smile a little at her
discomfiture.

“I.. Yes, of course. I mean I was just
teasing him a little.”

“I know Sharl, we have been friends a long
time and I know how much you enjoy picking on poor Taarl.”

I’lle smoothly slipped between Sharl and
Taarl and gave him a very possessive and thorough kiss, causing him
to blush once more.

Sharl giggled again.

“And you don’t enjoy embarrassing him at all
do you? Have you seen the schedule, it looks like we will be in the
same testing group this cycle. I hope we don’t get matched up in
the power colors testing, I hear Seala has taught you some of the
new weaves she has been developing.”

“She has, but she made us promise not to use
them in peer sparing, so there is no need to worry about that just
yet. We have a break after our power colors test and I plan to go
see Seala’s power colors test, are you interested?”

“Yes of course, her incredible rise through
the mastery is the kind of thing legends are made of, I would not
miss witnessing it for anything. How about you Taarl?”

“Alas, I am evaluating extra sensory skills
testing at that time. I will be able to watch her martial arts
testing though.”

Just then the gong sounded indicating that
Srin Master RinTorl would be giving his opening address shortly.
Everyone turned toward the large monitors and watched as he walked
gracefully toward the podium. Most of them had heard him give the
opening address many times before, but everyone was glued to the
displays anyway hanging on his every word as he spoke of the
rebuilding of the mastery, and reestablishing the glory of the Tali
Sector here in the Free Colonial System. Taarl always felt a twang
of anticipation as RinTorl spoke of such things. He knew that the
High counselor would attack the witch hunters and defeat them
someday, and all this rebuilding was just preparation for that
day.

The opening address ended and suddenly they
were all moving toward their scheduled testing stations. Neither
Taarl nor I’lle had testing in the first session, but I’lle was
evaluating Kre level testing for power colors. Seala was testing in
the martial arts though, and Taarl really wanted to see her test
against others of her skill level, and Prin Master H’San who was
among the most accomplished martial artists in the realm.

Taarl took the security passages and arrived
at the senior mastery testing gym just before the candidates
completed their forms. Seala’s forms were crisp and perfect as
usual, and Taarl was pleased to see that the other three candidates
also demonstrated their skills perfectly in the final couple of
forms. Four candidates for Prin Mastery, that was amazing. When
Srin Master RinTorl began the regular testing cycles there were no
Prin Masters in the realm, now there were three and four new
candidates this cycle. Of course it was unlikely that more than two
of the candidates would make it through and it was possible none of
them would succeed, but having so many was amazing.

The initial sparring pairs were announced and
Seala was paired with a man nearly twice her size. Taarl remembered
from the security reports that this man was a veteran soldier and
commander of the Special Forces team that was most often deployed
to deal with pirates along the borders and occasionally to recover
captured spies in the witch hunter territories. He was a very
dangerous man and Taarl would not want to have to deal with him one
on one.

Seala entered the assigned ring and knelt in
her corner. Taarl could see the transformation as she released
every other concern and focused entirely on the task at hand. She
was better at that than anyone he had ever heard of, it was why she
had outpaced every other master, rapidly moving from one level to
the next almost without effort.

The candidates were called to the center of
their rings, bowed formally to the judges and then to one another
and the referees started the matches. Seala walked casually to the
center of the ring and tapped gloves with her opponent, then moved
like lightning, striking him three times before he could mount any
sort of defense. She kept pressing the attack and had him backed
against the ropes in seconds. The look of surprise on the man’s
face was priceless as Seala executed a perfect two leg take-down
and passed his guard before the man knew what hit him. She
immediately began striking him repeatedly in the face. Here though
his strength aided him and he was able to take a few strikes while
grabbing her waist to throw her off of him.

Seala hit the mat rolling and came to her
feet catching the man with a solid turning round kick to the face
as he climbed to his feet once more. He fell backwards into the
ropes slightly dazed from the force of the kick and covered up for
a few seconds as he recovered.

Realizing that the round was quickly slipping
away from him, the man became a little desperate and
uncharacteristically made a mistake. He dropped his head and tried
to bull rush Seala, hoping to take advantage of his significant
size and strength advantage. Seala was much faster than he was
though, and quickly moved to one side and executed a leg scissor
take down moving swiftly to the man’s back slipping in her hooks
and simultaneously locking in a rear naked choke.

The man fought to get free using his massive
neck muscles to keep from having his airway completely shut down,
and trying everything he could think of to dislodge her. Eventually
though, Seala’s tenacious grip won out and his strength failed. He
tapped out with two minutes remaining in the first round.

“Wow, she is amazing. I’ve seen that man
fight before, and he destroys everyone in the ring. Seala made him
look like an apprentice just learning his moves.”

Taarl had not seen RinSon slip in beside him,
but he had to smile at the sound of pure adoration in the man’s
voice.

“I heard that you and your mother were coming
to the testing this cycle. Yes she is very definitely on a
different level with the mastery skills. It is hard to believe that
she once had difficulty dealing with someone who was physically
stronger. Clearly that is no longer a barrier for her.

Does she know you are here?”

“We both know that I could not hide my
presence from her if I wanted to. But no, I have not spoken to
her.

She has been so reserved and distant since
her trip to Whisper. I am hoping that I can see her while we are
here.”

Taarl’s heart went out to the man. Seala had
thrown herself into the mastery and ignored everything and everyone
else for the last several years. She had to be focused to deal with
the memories she acquired from the assassin on Whisper. But RinSon
was clearly in love with her and it had to be torture for him to
have her ignore him the way she had been doing.

“I’m sure she will make time for you, RinSon.
Just be patient and don’t press her, she has some scars that won’t
heal for quite a while, and I would advise avoiding the topic of
Whisper and what happened there. She will tell you someday, but you
should wait for her to bring it up.”

“Can you tell me? I would like to help her
deal with it.”

“No. This is one of those things that should
not be shared without her approval. You will have to wait for her
to tell you.”

“I completely understand. Thanks anyway. How
are you and I’lle doing?”

“Very well, thank you. She is judging a Kre
mastery testing session right now, but plans to watch Seala’s power
colors testing session. We are both testing for the Lar mastery
this cycle, but maybe we can get together with you and Seala during
the evening meal in the next day or two.”

“That would be great.

Oh, they are about to start the next set of
bouts.”

This time Seala was paired with the loser of
the other bout, a small slender young man renowned for his power
color skills. It was unfortunate that he would be paired with Seala
this round. It was likely that his testing cycle would end early.
There had been significant discussion about that when they learned
there would be four candidates and it was decided that the losers
of the bouts would face the winners of the other bouts in order to
ensure that Seala did not eliminate all of the others during the
testing cycles. It was still touch and go, and all the Prin Masters
were present to step in as sparring partners if the field slimmed
too quickly. In the event the group slimmed to two candidates
during the martial arts testing, the remaining candidates would not
face one another in an elimination scenario again during the
testing cycle. This had been arranged because it was widely
believed that due to her life experiences and extreme focus, Seala
was closer to Srin mastery than Prin at this point in her
studies.

The second sparring session began and Taarl
watched intently as the young master stepped forward moving
immediately into a sweep kick. Seala stepped back and the young
man’s head snapped back as he fell to the mat unconscious. There
was sudden silence as everyone looked up at the vid display to see
the super slow motion replay. The man had moved in, started his
sweep and was struck solidly on the jaw by a right cross from
Seala. Taarl had been watching closely and did not see the strike
at full speed, but in super slow motion, everyone could see that
she had indeed struck him flush on the jaw. There was a collective
sigh and appreciative cheer as the speed of that strike was
understood. Taarl looked back down to the mat and saw that the
referee had declared the match over and Seala was already on her
knees next to the young man laying a healing weave on him as tears
ran down her face. She clearly was apologizing to him
repeatedly.

“Oh my god! I didn’t even see her strike
until the replay. Did you see that? I’ve never heard of anyone
moving that fast. There are rumors that the High counselor is
exceptionally fast, but to move so fast that onlookers cannot see
that you moved at all? This has got to be a first.

Why is she crying? Oh no, is she hurt?”

“No, she is not hurt, at least not
physically. She is crying because she knows she just ended the
young man’s opportunity to achieve the Prin mastery in this
session.

When she is focused nothing interferes with
the task at hand, but when the focus drops she has an empathy that
is just as intense as her focus. She knows the pain of failure and
she is most likely experiencing that disappointment with the young
man right now.”

“Has she always been that way? I don’t
remember that happening in the cycle when we tested together. I
really need to spend more time around her, I have missed so
much.”

“No this is a relatively new manifestation of
her trials. She went through a period where she appeared to not
feel anything, but in the last couple of years, she has developed
this incredible empathy. It has made her an exceptional doctor, and
does not seem to have impacted her ability to handle things, but we
are concerned about her emotional stability with such a strong
talent at a time when she is already dealing with so much.”

Taarl looked over to the other match and saw
that it was not going to last much longer either. The man Seala had
defeated in the first round had overpowered the young woman he was
sparring with and was cranking on a kimura hold that would
dislocate the woman’s shoulder soon if she did not tap out. She was
very game, but overmatched, as her bruised and bloodied face
attested. As he watched she finally tapped out, disgusted with her
performance.

Three of the four contestants had survived
the peer sparring sessions, now they moved on to the multiple
opponent and senior master sessions. Srin Master RinTorl stood and
announced that they would be implementing the special rule at this
point and the candidates would not face one another in any further
sparring sessions either martial arts or power colors based. He
called in the other masters and paired them up for the multiple
opponent sessions as a third ring was raised and the three
candidates each moved into a ring and knelt in their corners
waiting for their opponents to arrive and stretch. When the warning
bell sounded the three stood and faced their opponents. The first
session would be four opponents each at a variety of skill levels
up to and including Prin mastery as the three current Prin Masters
moved down from the judge’s tables to the sparring rings.

Prin Master H’San would be among those facing
Esah, the remaining male candidate, while Prin Master SalLia
entered the ring with Giln the female candidate who had not had to
face Seala in the peer rounds, and Prin Master Amyl stepped into
Seala’s ring. This would be the first time the candidates faced
multiple opponents that included one from the mastery level they
were testing for. This only occurred at the more senior levels and
this format had been created to shorten the testing by combining
two different multiple opponent tests into one more difficult
session.

Taarl remembered the arguments between the
Srin Master and the three Prin masters over this approach. Masters
H’San and Amyl had argued that this would eliminate 75% of the
candidates slowing the growth of the mastery, but Srin Master
RinTorl stated unequivocally that he would not agree to make it
easier to accomplish the mastery levels to speed the process. The
consolidation of tests in his mind was more about ensuring that the
limited number of evaluators could handle the ever growing number
of candidates and while it would be more difficult to pass this one
test, it would reduce the number of tests that had to be passed and
therefor was fair.

In the end, as happened most often when
issues of the mastery came up, Prin Master SalLia sided with her
husband and the other two capitulated. Now the process would be
tested and it was certain that the three Prin masters would do
their best to eliminate the candidates, both to ensure the
integrity of the process and to prove their points on the testing
approach.

When the signal came to begin the matches,
the three Prin masters held back for the first minute as had been
agreed, giving the candidate a period of time to deal with the
other opponents first.

All three candidates immediately took the
offensive with Giln and Esah both taking out two of the opponents
before the initial minute had expired and the Prin masters joined
the battle. But Taarl hardly noticed as he watched the smooth and
deadly efficient movements of Seala in the other ring. She was
facing a Nar Master and two Mir Masters, and when the bell rang she
immediately went fully offensive putting all three into desperation
defensive mode. Her speed was overwhelming and she quickly had all
three opponents bloody and bruised from strikes and kicks that came
in a blur. Within seconds she had herded them into a tight cluster
where they were bumping into one another as they struggled to
defend themselves. With them tightly bunched, she executed an
incredible flying combination striking the Nar Master with a flying
side kick to the face, followed by a knee to the face of one Mir
Master and a solid superman punch to the jaw of the other Mir
Master. The Nar Master was unconscious before he hit the mat, and
the two Mir Masters were both dazed by the strikes. Seala landed
neatly and immediately went airborne once more securing a rear
naked choke on one of the masters and a scissor choke on the other
as she pulled them both to the mat with her. They both quickly
tapped out and Seala rose to her feet gracefully moving over to
face Amyl as she waited patiently for the one minute delay to
end.

As the seconds ticked away, the audience grew
more and more restless anticipating a high action and possibly
brutal battle between two exceptional martial artists both known
for their speed and use of strategy.

The one minute gong sounded and a blur of
action that left Taarl longing for a slow motion vid unit, ensued.
The two women were non-stop motion with kicks, punches, and elbow
thrusts intertwined with takedown attempts and submission
moves.

It took nearly two minutes for it to become
obvious that Seala had a slight speed advantage. Welts were
developing on Amyl’s face, arms and legs. Seala had a mouse under
one eye, but otherwise appeared to be pretty much damage free. They
both kept pressing the action and Taarl felt the tension in his
muscles as he reacted to the intensity of the match.

He had to focus to force his muscles to
relax, after all he would be facing his own test soon enough. Then
suddenly it was over. At the beginning of the eighth minute, Seala
successfully executed a counter to a takedown attempt from Amyl,
and landed neatly on her back slipping in the hooks and cranking in
a rear naked choke. Amyl refused to tap out and eventually slipped
into unconsciousness and the referee stopped the match. Seala
immediately drew in the power colors and laid a healing weave on
Amyl as she clearly apologized to the master repeatedly.

Taarl watched until Amyl got to her feet and
raised Seala’s hand in the air signifying her acknowledgement of
the defeat. He looked over to the next ring just in time to see
master SalLia land a turning round kick knocking master Giln out
and eliminating her from the promotion testing.

In the third ring, master Esah was holding
his own against master H’San, but was clearly in defensive mode. He
had taken out the other three opponents but was being hard pressed
by H’San. Finally, just at the end of the time limit, H’San made a
slight miscalculation in one of his attacks and Esah was able to
grab hold of his arms swinging him neatly into a full body slam
take down. With H’San dazed slightly Esah was able to move into
position and execute a triangle choke just as the final bell rang.
That bout would be decided by the judges, but he would most likely
survive the match and move on to the senior master match.

Taarl checked the time and realized he would
not have enough time to watch the final matches before his own
testing. He would almost be willing to forfeit his own testing
session to watch Seala battle RinTorl, almost.

He rose and said his farewells to RinSon
before hustling back across the university arriving at the
designated gym a few minutes early. He settled down and began
establishing his focus in preparation for his own testing session.
First up was martial arts, that was appropriate since he had spent
the better part of the last two hours watching Seala demonstrate
complete mastery of those skills.

…I’lle rushed across the university, she was
irritated. The power colors session she had been evaluating went
well past the scheduled duration and now she would be late for
Taarl’s martial arts testing. She should have anticipated the
duration overrun, they had too many candidates scheduled in that
group. She had been so happy that the schedule allowed her to make
it over for Taarl’s testing that she had not even looked at the
size of the group. She looked at the time display in the main hall
as she rushed along and saw that Taarl’s group was starting already
and she was still several minutes away from the assigned gym. She
could see the audience entrance to the gym in her mind’s eye, and
suddenly she could see it with her actual eyes as well.

“Oh my god! I can’t believe I did that.”

Teleporting from and to frequently occupied
spaces was very dangerous. She looked around her and was relieved
to see the hall was completely empty except for her. She was late
enough all the spectators had already entered the gym. She took a
moment to calm herself and regain her center before entering the
gym.

As she entered the gym, she looked around
quickly to find a seat where she could see the sparring rings
clearly. Then she glanced down at the gym and noted that they were
just finishing up the kata section. Taarl was moving smoothly with
very crisp chops and kicks accenting an almost artistic flow of
movement. She smiled to herself, he had always been crisp and clean
in his kata, but the smoothness was new for him, she taught him to
see it as a dance and move as though he had a partner who was
trying to follow him. She thought about the hours of practice and
blushed a little remembering how often they had gotten
sidetracked.

They completed their kata demonstrations as
I’lle reached her chosen seat and settled in. A few minutes later
the candidates were divided into pairs and assigned to sparring
rings. Taarl had been paired with a short red headed woman with
powerful looking legs and masculine biceps. I’lle remembered seeing
her in the workout rooms the previous day. She was skilled and very
powerful, with extremely dangerous kicks, but lacked somewhat in
her ground skills. I’lle had figured to take it to the ground
quickly if she had to face the woman. Taarl had not been there to
see her and he preferred stand-up himself, so this could be a very
interesting match.

The referees started the matches and I’lle
focused in on Taarl’s ring. There were a few seconds of feeling out
work as the woman snapped a few tentative kicks at Taarl’s legs and
he blocked them countering with punches and chops. Then suddenly
Taarl attacked using that deceptive speed and his unusual pairing
of strikes and kicks he quickly drove the woman into the ropes, but
then she responded with an amazing combination of kicks and sweeps.
Taarl was forced to give ground and soon was nearing the ropes
himself. The woman pushed her advantage for nearly a full minute
before she started to show signs of slowing. Taarl caught one of
her high kicks and swept her other leg dropping immediately into
side guard as he took her to the mat. In seconds he had worked a
full mount and was pounding away at the woman waiting for her to
make a mistake. She was very good and pretty fast and avoided or
blocked most of his strikes, but eventually got turned a little as
she tried to escape the mount. Taarl pounced on the opening and
secured a triangle choke, cinching it in with his greater strength,
and the match ended very quickly as the woman was forced to tap
out. Taarl released the hold and rolled to his feet smoothly
drawing in the power colors as he did so and stepping over to the
woman gently laying a healing weave on her face which I’lle noticed
had taken considerably more damage than she had thought.

The woman thanked him and bowed formally to
him before stepping over to the referee for the official decision.
They had to wait several minutes for the other matches to finish
and the winners to be announced, then the second pairing occurred.
This time Taarl was paired with a very large and powerful man that
I’lle did not recognize. She did notice how catlike the man moved
and recognized the stretching techniques he used as those commonly
used by practitioners of Jujitsu. The body style said stand-up and
ground and pound, but the movement said takedown and submissions.
She knew Taarl would have noticed the contradiction, I’lle decided
that faced with the same opponent she would try to use speed and a
wide variety of karate techniques hoping to win a decision against
the man. Taarl though would not be satisfied with a decision, so he
was likely to spend some real time testing the limits of the man’s
skills before deciding on an approach.

The referee started the match and Taarl
immediately attacked, using speed and a variety of kicks, chops,
punches and elbows. Nothing was thrown carelessly, everything under
control and with calculated precision. The big man was surprisingly
quick on his feet and only a few of the techniques actually scored,
but I’lle saw the wisdom of Taarl’s approach as the man’s counters
demonstrated where his skills lay. He used the correct counters for
the kick boxing strikes and blocked the low and high kicks
effectively countering with takedown attempts as anticipated, but
he seemed very hesitant and a little off balance when Taarl struck
with the spinning techniques and almost clumsy when Taarl used a
Judo throw to counter one of the takedown attempts.

Ever the strategist, Taarl gave no indication
he had noticed those weaknesses and instead gave the man an opening
to mount his own attack.

He came in hard with heavy punches and
continual takedown attempts, trying desperately to get Taarl
against the ropes. Taarl was smooth though and backed up a little
then slipped to one side or the other and was back in the center of
the ring once more. He allowed the man to continue his attack for
almost two minutes before he made his move. He waited for the
combination of leg kick, wild punch and two leg take down attempt
that the man had used several times, and then moved rapidly
bringing up his knee hard as the man went for the takedown, and
then slipping to the side and executing a judo throw.

The man had been ready for the knee and
blocked effectively but was left off balance and could not counter
the judo throw. In an instant Taarl was standing over the man
peppering him with kicks every time he tried to roll to his
feet.

When Taarl did finally allow the man to get
to his feet, he immediately executed another judo throw and slammed
the man against the mat once more. This time though instead of
pulling back and kicking him, he rolled in on top of the man and
executed a series of submission attempts. The man was as good as
his gait had indicated and he blocked every attempt, countering
with his own attempts, and Taarl took the first opportunity to move
back to his feet.

The big man slammed his fist against the mat
in frustration as he realized he had lost his opportunity to keep
the match in his wheel house. Taarl having confirmed his impression
of the man’s skills now went after him relentlessly with spinning
kicks, judo throws and very quick punches and elbows. By the eighth
minute, the big man had slowed visibly and was bleeding profusely
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