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Thunder rolled in the distance warning of what the future held. There was a storm on the horizon. The clouds had been gathering for a while, but Master Jenarra had ignored them. 

He had slowly lost control of his city since the arrival of the demon king and his Black Ring, but had dismissed it as nothing. He had hoped that they would leave his city and go to one of the satellites, but they hadn’t. As a result, he had lost most of his Masters.

Now, he was a king without subjects. An Inquisitor without heretics. A Master Seeker without hordes to command. 

Everything was now falling apart. But then it had been falling apart for a very long time. Too long for him to want to remember.

He had known that the Inquisition was finished when Golmagug began his metamorphosis into that strange leech-like thing that looked like a cross between a lamprey and a maggot with arms instead of legs. That had signaled the end of the Inquisition. He had simply been in denial.

He had thought that he could keep it alive. He had thought that he could control the demons. At first, anyway. 

But that had been before Baltoroz appeared. Not to mention that ugly little snakeman. And before the death of the necromancer at the hands of Gol. 

He sighed. How had it all gone wrong? Where did it fall apart?

He had to admit that it had fallen apart the day he fell under Gol’s spell. It was all charisma and glamour, he saw that now. All nothing but an illusion. 

It had been his own fault. Still, he felt as if the Inquisition had been necessary. But not the demons. Or the Necromancon. 

No, he had hoped for something a little more based on piety to the gods. Not some rancid demon worship. Not human sacrifice. 

But that was what Gol had decided to do. And rather than return to the Dark Ring and beg for forgiveness, he had willingly followed. Right into a trap.

Sure, it had been fun at first. Then, the nightmares began and he could no longer sleep. He was haunted by the souls of those he had fed to the demons...and to Gol.

He had even sacrificed his daughters rather than to oppose the evil he saw growing. And now, they were all weapons to be used against him. The Succubi had seen to that.

And then there was Con Tikiraud. The ever agile red haired boy who had proven to be more powerful than even a demon. And his Maria. They had been such a great pair of students.

But they had rebelled. But not against him. No, they had rebelled against Gol and the demons.

The same went for those who had been sent to Gol as payment for his part in the culling of the Orders. All had rebelled against Gol. Not him. 

It made him smile. Smart kids. They had all had the courage he did not. 

He rose from his seat. Time to call the Masters together. Time to abandon Valthrid. 

“Cathyr,” he called, “call the Masters together. It is time to decide our own fate.”

“What of Golmagug?” The paige inquired.

“Gol is no longer lord here,” he sighed, “I am. We leave him to whatever fate awaits him. He is no longer human, but not really a god.”

“And the Inquisition?” The paige pressed.

“We decide its fate tonight,” he admitted, “whether to make it true to its original intent...or to disband.”

“Immediately, Sire,” the paige responded and disappeared. A few minutes later, he reappeared, followed by the Masters.

“Gentlemen and ladies,” he began, “we are no longer welcome within Valthrid. The threat has been growing by the day and I believe the demons will strike soon.” He paused. “Thus, we must decide the fate of the Inquisition.”

“The fate?” Mistress Lilit inquired.

“Yes,” he nodded, “whether we retreat from our holy city or disband altogether.”

“What of rejoining the Ring?” Master Torodym asked.

“We are beyond that,” he averred, “they would never welcome us back. Not after our crimes against them.”

“What will we do if we remain together?” Mistress Irana begged.

“What this rebellion was meant to do,” he answered, “find real heretics within the four lands and purify the realm. No more demons. No more Necromancon. No more false gods or pleasuring ourselves our of revenge.”

“And our other choice?” Mistress Dahliana pressed.

“We disband and go it alone as mercenaries,” he stated drily.

“I vote for the former choice,” Master Corlondyn suggested.

“And I,” the rest voted unanimously.

“Then,” he sighed, “we continue as the Inquisition, but shift our purpose from what we have been doing to what we should have been doing.” He swallowed hard. “Next is finding ourselves somewhere to live safely.”

“What of Gol?” Corlondyn inquired.

“He is no longer human,” he replied, “nor is he a god. He is...something far more evil than those demons we now choose to flee from.”

“Then,” Lilit began, “we leave him behind to fend for himself?”

“He is far from defenseless,” he assured her, “don’t let his seeming immobility fool you. He can move very fast unexpectedly.

“Besides. I do not believe the demons will bother him. He has, after all, eaten one of them already. They cannot afford to sacrifice any more.”

“Then,” Dahliana nodded, “let’s be done with this place.”

“Gather the Seekers,” he concluded, “our Seekers. Not theirs. We will gather in the parade grounds as a single unit and go as one.”

“Agreed.” It was the unanimous agreement.

The Masters filed out of the room. Soon, they would all be free. Soon, Valthrid would be left to the demons. 

Let them gather their own heretics. Their own victims. And theft could even have Golmagug, the false god of the east temple. 

The Inquisition would go do its own thing. It would go do what he had envisioned for it. The actual hunt for real heretics. Those who despised the gods.

He smiled. Maybe he would kill himself a few necromancers and vivisectionists. Maybe he would slay their demonic ‘Seekers’. 

He let out a chuckle. Yes. That is what he would do as he purified the four lands of heresy. 
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BALTOROZ SAT IN THE throne room of the western temple. He wanted to remove the Grand Inquisitor from the equation. There was no need for a confessor. No need for inquitions into heresy.

Demon worship was heresy. Forget not worshiping the gods in a certain way. Demons were the anathema of all that the Rengelanders believed.

And the Inquisition had been founded on purging demon worship and all other apocryphal or heretical beliefs. But Gol had taken Jenarra’s vision and made it unholy in its own right. And Jenarra resisted.

So did his Masters. They all had to be dealt with. And soon.
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Master Jenarra had found an empty plain to set a new city in. No cities were near the site. Perfect. They needed no other cities.

Mentally, he built it using his magicks. A perfect twin to Valthrid. And he named it Valthrid.

This city would be called Valthud, the city of demons. It would be a dead city. No humans other than the victims the demonic hunters dragged in against their will.  

Baltoroz, he grinned as he mentally called the demon king, behold. I leave you Valthud, the dead city of demons. No more will it retain its dark beauty, but will be stained red.

Beware, human, Baltoroz cautioned.

Or what? He snorted. You’ll send your demons against me?

Yes, the demon king growled.

Too late, oh king, he mused, for I no longer reside where you believe me to be.

I will hunt you down, Baltoroz threatened.

Not if I hunt yours down first, he countered.

He felt Baltoroz break off the link in anger. Good. He had been able to get under the demon’s skin.

The newly erected city of Valthrid lay thirty leagues to the north of the old city. Where the old city now began to show a tarnished facade, the new city’s obsidian spires rose high in the air, the only difference was the absence of the Valthud. There was no crystal pavilion. No portal.

Just four major temples and many smaller ones scattered along a main thoroughfare through the heart of the city. In the center was his palace. And a grand one it was. Far better than the one in the old city. 

Now warded for the safety of all within, it was an emptiness in the minds of the demons. They would never find him or the Inquisition. Here, they could rebuild their ranks. Here, they could cleanse the four lands.

As high priest, he would make the four lands better. He would cleanse them of all that plagued them. He would atone for his many past sins by purging them from the hearts of all heretics.

He was finally in control. No more monsters. No more demons.

Walking out onto the balcony of his new palace, he came out of his thoughts. It was time to address the Inquisition.

“We are making a new start,” he began, taking in the view of the thousands of Seekers before him, “I have created a new Valthrid, one without a Valthud, in which to reinvent our little movement. No more will we serve demons or monsters. Now, we serve to purify the four lands of heresy. Real heresy.

“We shall cleanse this realm of those who dishonor the gods and those who worship demons. We will slay lotus smugglers. We will slay dishonest slavers.”

A roar rose above the new city. He smiled. They were united once more.

***
[image: image]


BALTOROZ WAS BESIDE himself. The Inquisition had betrayed him. They had abandoned him.

Now, he had a dead city. Its empty garrisons were
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