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During the many rebellions, invasions by barbaric hordes, and the many power struggles among rival factions in the royal family that had risen through the years to sovereignty; Yndarr had remained the same. Its streets had always been bathed in darkness and chaos—whether it be the markets at the heart of the city, or in the back alley where death was no stranger. 

The people were one with their beloved city of sin. Most were thieves or whores. Those who were not of either class were crooked nobilus or mages who had no concern for others. Or merchants who plied their trade in the markets.

There were also children. Some were orphans, their parents having died either naturally or unnaturally. But children had been known to be abandoned or sold into slavery by their parents for new pleasures or even the drugs that were imported from the neighboring kingdoms.

And drugs were rampant on the streets of Yndarr. Many took them to escape from the horrors they feared. Others merely took them to be fashionable. 

And Yndarr had its own fashion. Indeed, it separated itself from the rest with its own debauchery. Slavery and drugs were but two of the many sins openly pursued in broad daylight. Prostitution, usury, theft and murder were the most prevalent. There were others, to be sure, but they were always ignored.

Of course, those children who were not sold into slavery joined the most evil of organizations, the Inquisition. This was an organization to be feared. Its Seekers, those black clad wraiths that wandered the four lands, sought out any accused of high treason and heresy against the teachings of their masters. Yet none knew who their masters were. Still, all feared them. But, their power was weakening.

In all this, there had only been two changes in Yndarrean custom. And the first was the length of the bard’s tales. He seemed to have been at every battle that had taken place in Yndarr’s history...but then, again, he was the bard. He had always believed that, someday, Yndarr would fall to its enemies. He would always believe...until the city finally fell. Then, he would laugh...

The other was the governance of the city. Governess Niobe had begun to grow old. She was beginning to weaken.

Her eldest son, Duyrren, now led. And though he was wise, he was no Niobe. He was still strong, but not strong enough to keep the slavery or drugs at bay.

And he knew that he was not his mother’s equal. Thus, he did not try. Not that he didn’t want to. He couldn’t.

But Bezreddyn could not fault the boy. The youth wanted to be out fighting against the emperor, his uncle, more than he wanted to govern. 

It was as if the boy knew that he was no governor. And yet, the responsibility had fallen to him. Not his younger brother, Tymonius. 

Bez smiled at the name. Tymonius. Son of Yndarr.

The one who was as his mother. The one who could govern as she had. The one who truly wanted the position.

Perhaps Duyrren would abdicate and allow his younger brother to take over. After all, one could not make war and govern at the same time. Not effectively, anyway.

And Yndarr, as well as all of Sudia, needed a strong governor. Someone who would return the days when lotus and slavery were outlawed. 
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IT WAS MIDMORNING WHEN the crowds of children gathered around a lone figure in the alley. Many of them came just to torment him, the remaining few were there to hear him weave his wondrous tales of uprisings, the formation or the Inquisition, or any other tale their little hearts desired. It was a scene the stranger had once been a part of. He had once been one of those street urchins himself. So, he stood musing as the old man began his tales.

The stranger was Con Tikiraud. Twenty years earlier, he’d been one of them. Now, he stood just inside the entrance of the alley and listened...reminiscing. He found it good to know that the bard never changed, he only got older and looked more ancient. Con chuckled. It seemed funny. Funny indeed.

He could see the bard watching his every move defensively. A fire burned freely in his eyes. A fire called fear. He knew Con and the story of all that he’d done. Yet, no one knew that Con had quit—no, rebelled against—the mighty Inquisition. In fact, he hated all it stood for. Rather, he loathed its very existence. He wanted to destroy it and all it represented. And he would. In that, there was no doubt.

But most of all, it hated him. It hunted him. It wanted him dead. Yet, in its feverish search, it was hunting for a child twenty years gone—not a man who knew sorcerous spells that would countermand its own. It didn’t hunt for a black robed, red-maned giant whose black eyes hid secrets. Instead, the Inquisition’s demons hunted for a child that no longer existed. A child who, now, only existed in their fear-filled minds...to come back in their darkest nightmares and haunt their darkened minds.

“Chase me as you will,” Con mused, “chase me as far as the eye can see. No matter how far you chase me, I shall remain to haunt you. I will punish you for your crimes, demons...and when I am finished, you will no longer exist...”

Con was brought back to reality by hands gripping his shoulder. He turned to find one of the Inquisition’s Seekers looking at him, trying to read his thoughts. Finding his task impossible, the Seeker spoke.

“Sir,” it hissed, “have you seen a boy with the same color hair as yours?”

“Now,” Con began, “I’ve seen many a boy that answers to your description. I used to be one myself. Why do you seek him?”

“To take him back to the Inquisition for trial of treason,” the demon hissed, then added in threat, “and if you are not careful to bridle your tongues, I shall take you back as well...for contempt. Now where is he?”

“You’ll not find that child anywhere,” Con began, angrily, “he died a short time ago. And as for my tongue, it is mine to use as I please. No one shall ever tell me how to use it, or may they always remember how painful it was when I cut theirs out.”

The Seeker backed away in shock and disappeared from view. After the Seeker was gone, Con turned back toward the bard. He noticed that the bard had quit spinning his tale and was looking at him with a quizzical-yet, relieved- look on his face.

“Come hither, son,” the bard enticed, “and tell the bard who you be. Do tell of your dealings with yon Seeker. What be they about?”

“I am Con, A Cyrtian Master Mage,” he replied, “as for my dealings with that blubbering manticore bait, I merely told ‘im that the child they seek is dead. Twenty years he’s been dead.”

“Master Con,” the bard quipped, “where do you stand in the eyes of the Inquisition?”

“Same as any citizen of Yndarr,” Con replied dryly, looking at the crowd, “I am its enemy.”

“Tell us, Master Con,” the bard pressed, “tell us of this child.”

“You know the story of the child who defied the Inquisition,” Con replied, “You spin the tale.”

Shock registered in the eyes of the old man as he recognized Con for the first time. A silence consumed the alleyway for what seemed to be an eternity. Indeed, moments passed before the old bard could find the words. When he did, they were still unsure.

“C-Con T-Tikiraud,” he stammered, “is that you, my boy? C-could it really be that you have returned?”

“Yes, old man,” Con countered, “it is. How have you fared, Bezreddyn?”

“Boy, last I heard of you,” the old bard shot back, excitedly, “they said the Inquisition had cast a spell on you to keep you from growing into manhood. But, but, how..?”

“That was thirty years ago, Bezreddyn. Shortly after I fled the Inquisition, I ran into the Cyrtian Order of the Dark Ring. They slowly taught me all the spells I needed to counter the sorcery of the Inquisition. Then, twenty years ago, with the help of the Dark Ring, I broke the spells the Inquisition had put upon me.”

“So the Inquisition still seeks a child?”

“Yes. They search for a dead child, and I remain untouched.”

“So, why did you rebel against them? And why didn’t they stop you?”

“Bez, sometimes you ask the damnedest questions. I rebelled because I learned what the Inquisition was and what it did to those who joined in its madness. They did try to stop me, but I was too quick.”

“Tell me. What is the Inquisition...and what does it do to those who join?” the old man was persistent in his prying for information.

“Bezreddyn, you old buzzard,” Con teased, “guess I am going to have to tell you everything I know, eh?”

Bezreddyn nodded, curiosity burning in his brown eyes.

“Alright, Bez. The Inquisition is a horde of demons loosely controlled by a single demi-mage named Golmagug. Those men and children who join are transformed into creatures of such horrible manifestations that they dare not show themselves.”

“But what of the Seekers? Why aren’t they done that way?”

“Because they are in their first year of the Inquisition. They know nothing of the secret horde. I learned all this in that one year that I served the Inquisition. In that year, I also learned all the demi-mage’s spells and counterspells...” Con paused and lowered his head. “All but one. And the demi-mage used it to his advantage. It was not long, though, till I learned to countermand that one as well. 

“After my year of learning, I rebelled. Golmagug learned of my rebellion and put a curse on me. Then, like a child, I ran. Golmagug, then, sent Seekers after me. 

“Just before they caught me, the Cyrtians found me half dead...and the rest you know.”

“All except one thing. Why did the Cyrtians take interest? After all, they aren’t known to take interest in anyone but their own.”

“They were in need of a leader. Their old Master had died and they believed I had been sent by their chief deity, Chiocheopsin, to be their Master.”

Bezreddyn studied Con’s features for a few minutes. Then, in an air of satisfaction, he smiled. The truth had finally been told. All illusions shattered.

“Guess this is the last we’ll see of you, eh?” Bezreddyn’s voice was a hoarse whisper. 

“Nay, my friend. For I have turned the Cyrtian Order into a troupe of militants against the Inquisition. They, in turn, have spread hatred throughout the other members within the Dark Ring. I, with help, have persuaded the High Mage of the Dark Ring to allow more commoners into the membership of the Ring.

Bezreddyn smiled as Con turned away. Con tossed him two gold dulryns, then two silver gloctars to a young boy as he left. Bez giggled gleefully at his prize. The boy, too, seemed pleased at the silver. Two gloctar were a fortune, even so, the two dulryn. But Con had known what he had done. And it didn’t matter. It didn’t matter at all.
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