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Con looked out over the new youths coming up in the ranks of the Knaves.He had been Master Knave for four years. Now, he was almost twenty. 

It was almost time for him to choose his successor as Master Knave. Perhaps he would seek to raise all the older youths to the position. Why not? 

After all, they all deserved it. Especially those his own age who had not been given the chance when he was raised up. And he felt bad for those his own age.

Then, again, it was his compassion for all that set him apart. It had been what he had taught his small group as well. How to care.

He knew that he was skipping to the head of the line simply because he was the Master’s chosen heir. He was to be successor to the position of leadership. That was why he seemed so special.

But he wasn’t special. He wasn’t unique. He was just another mage.

But his training had begun when he was one. Simple spells. Simple magicks. Tricks, really.

From there, he had learned all the bard could teach him. All that the bard’s tomes had stored within them. And those ancient scrolls.

He supposed that he was more powerful than the bard by the time he reached five years of age than the bard cared to admit. Perhaps that was why they allowed him to leave. Or maybe it had been due to the mission the gods had given him.

Had he already been a Master Wizard? A Master Mystic? Master Druid? Or had he been a Master Mage? 

Now, it really didn’t seem to matter. He had learned everything in Golmagug’s libraries. He had learned what Morgus had kept hidden from the mistleraptor. 

He had learned the horrible truth of what Gol had been, though he had not recognized it. He had learned how to fight with enchanted blades. And how to defeat demons.

He had gone to Muspel and learned the magicks needed to defeat and destroy Gol. And Gol knew. The monster knew that he had become more powerful than any other.

He had even learned magicks from other races. Other lands. All because it had been preordained by the gods.

Just as his meeting the Cyrtians had been. It had all happened so fast. So neatly.

He smiled. Now, he would test his mettle once more. He had one last trip to make before he was raised in status. 

It was time to steal all the tomes from Gol’s personal library. After, he could steal the tomes and scrolls held within the libraries of Valthrid. And those hidden in the imperial palace libraries. 

But first, he had to destroy the necromancer’s Necromancon. And those infernal scrolls that held the records of the vivisectionists. Those documents needed to be erased from existence.

No one needed those. No one needed to learn those horrid secrets. They were heresies.

He held the Necromancon up in his hand. It burst into flame, but refused to burn. Interesting.

He instinctively muttered  the talis spell and the tome crumbled. He had removed whatever magick that had protected the book from both the ravages of time and the elements. The book had been reduced to dust in a matter of seconds.

He repeated the process over the scrolls. In a matter of seconds, they also ceased to exist. He marvelled at how quick it had all happened.

He sighed. He would have to do the same for every tome and scroll secreted away by Golmagug. No one needed most of those dark tomes and scrolls either.
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CHEOCHIS SMILED AS he watched his chosen heir. The boy was wise. And powerful.

The boy was far more powerful than any known mage. Or any known sorcerer. He was even more powerful than any modern necromancer. 

He had watched the boy destroy demons with ease. Seekers stood no chance before him. Inquisitors feared him and for good reason.

He wove a deadly path with those war adzes. Those blasted things tore flesh from bone. And bone from ligaments.

The boy had taught all in his inner circle how to use them. Every Order had youth who knew how to effectively tear an opponent apart with those nasty little weapons. And those youth guarded him religiously.

What he had not known, they had taught him. Lycanthropy. Demon killing arrow spells. Magick-born weapons. Shade-walking. 

They were the core of a new movement in the Orders. They circulated among the youth and taught them as well. The youth were to be the new Ring. Even he knew that.

He smiled. He wished he could stay and see where Con would take the Order once they were his. He wished he would be able to witness where the youth would lead the Ring.

But he knew that he wouldn’t. It was not his to see. Or to be a part of.

And he mourned the realization. At the same time, he knew he was far too old. He had been alive for way too long.

His great age was unnatural. It came from his rebellion against the gods. And it had been then that his fate had been told. As well as the fate of his children.

He had been given the prophecy about Con at that time. How a child with fiery red hair and eyes blacker than the abyss would be presented by the gods. How the boy would be far more powerful than any within the Ring.

The gods had not been wrong. Con was definitely more powerful than any in the Dark Ring. That included the Master of the Ring.

He spat at the thought of the outsider who dared rule them all. Olgath was nothing like his grandfather. Or even his father. 

Olgath was weak. He had always been weak. Far too weak.

The man had once been wise, but that had left him after the exile of Golmagug. Gol, the worldender. The mistleraptor. 

He had recognized the boy for what he was. A parasite. Something born of Olgath’s bitterness, hate, and malice. A monster in human form.

Olgath took far too long to recognize the evil that was his child. And even once he had recognized it, he still refused to let it go. He even used it to keep his own power.

Especially after the prophecy had been issued about his demise. But the prophecy had sent the Master careening out of control in a new death spiral. It had pushed him to attack all. The Dark Ring. The city of the Prophets. The Forbidden Ring. The Forgotten Ring.  The White Ring.

The Forgotten Ring. These were the Orders that once existed as a part of the original Dark Ring. Orders filled with healers, spellcasters, seers, and enchanters. Mostly healers.

The Forbidden Ring had also been a part of the original Dark ring, but had also predated it. They had been the council of races put together by King Qarkis I of the Assassinidii that had brought the original peace to the Renge. 

They had been made a part of the early Ring, then expelled after the Master was picked. Big mistake. But the Masters used them secretly as assassins and spies.

Would Con call the two Rings back into the Dark Ring? Would he heal the fracture? Would he invite the White Ring into the list of Orders as well?

So much was still to be known. So much was a mystery. He knew he would not live to witness whatever was revealed. 

He sat down and closed his eyes. He was tired. He was old. His power was waning. 
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Gullon was in love. That tall red haired Cyrtian was handsome. He was strong. Most of all, he was going to be hers.

She swooned every time he looked her way. Those eyes seemed to pull her in. seemed to invite her to his embrace.

And yet, it was unheard of for a Holsatian maiden to marry outside her Order. Her tribe. It was considered unbecoming. treason.

It was unheard of for one to even fall in love, yet there she was. Lost in love with Contikiraud, heir to the Cyrtian Mastership. As the heir to the Mastership of the Holsatians, she was breaking rules. 

But did the rules really apply? Were they really fair? Was there not room for love in war? Was not love war itself, just in another form?

“What be your quandary, Gullon?” Her mother asked. “You seem a bit...lost.”

“Oh, mother,” she sighed, “I feel something I know we are not supposed to bend our knee to...and yet, I cannot seem to stop myself.”

“What be that, my daughter?” Her mother inquired. 

“I feel...love,” she sighed, disgusted, “and I know we aren’t supposed to love.”

“Love is not a sin, dear child,” her mother smiled, “not if it is true.”

“But I love someone not of the Order,” she persisted, “and that is considered heresy. Treason.”

“You really need to stop listening to the priestesses of Luorna,” her mother giggled, “in their eyes, everything is a sin. Their followers remain chaste and married to battle only. Male and female. 

“In a way, that is also a sin. Not knowing emotion. Not knowing the purity of love. 

“Love balances out war. It brings the heart peace and contentment in times when there is no war to fight. Most of all, it brings children. Heirs to the legacy.

“We are not to marry outside the Order. We can love whomever we desire. And as many as we desire.”

“So I can love Con the Cyrtian?” She looked at her mother sheepishly.

“Yes, my daughter,” her mother nodded, “love him if you will. For he belongs to all the Orders. Not just the Cyrtians.” she hugged her. “And stop hanging around the temple of Luorna. I don’t need my heir becoming celibate. She will need an heir just as I needed one.”

“Thank you, mother,” she kissed her mother’s cheek.

***
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ZARANGE SMILED AS SHE watched Con. The youth was a breath of fresh air in the Ring. He was strong. Powerful. Wise. 

He also seemed to have a penchant for mischief. And a need to learn all he could. The two traits drew youths from every Order to him. 

The girls seemed to fall in love with him. All wanted a moment to bask in his light. Maybe she would too  if she were centuries younger. 

It was hard not to fall in love with the boy. Nay, not a boy, but young man. Indeed, Con had become a young man.  

He
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