
Bryan slowly opened his eyes and started to take in his surroundings.  He was in a cell, stone walls on three sides, and a barred fence on the side opposite him.  There was no cot in the room, but some blankets had been tossed on the floor underneath where he laid.


Well, at least I found the jail.


He rubbed his head and carefully sat upright.  He didn’t remember getting hit in the head, but it hurt a lot, so he figured it was what had knocked him unconscious.  Then he started remembering his last few conscious moments;  The assault on the Rogue’s blacksmith, the horde of goat-men and skeletons that had been on the other side of the door, and the giant smithing-hammer bearing demon that had…


He bolted straight up.  That had killed Skye.  He hadn’t seen the demon actually hit her, being busy fighting goat-men on his own, and the Smith’s flabby hide blocking his view of his Sorceress friend.  Still, he’d seen the demon raise its hammer, and when it had turned to face the leaping Stryker, Skye was gone from his vision, he guessed dropped to the ground, which was blocked from his view by the group of goats in front of him.  And then he’d been knocked out.  


As his head slowly cleared, he rubbed his shoulder.  It had been hit by one of the goat-men, and now was scabbed over, the blood drying all down his left arm.  It hurt a little, but he was sure if he could get his hands on a weapon, he’d be able to fight just fine.  That thought slowly dwindled away though, as the truth of his situation hit him.


He was alone.  He’d failed an adventuring companion for a second time, and, imprisioned by the minions of one of Hell’s leaders, he didn’t think he’d survive much longer himself.  But he’d be alive long enough to feel the guilt of letting Skye die at the hands of the demons.   That feeling surprised him a little though, and as he let it mill around his head for a moment, he leaned against the cell wall, the slight pain from the hard surface not even registering to him as his mind drifted to his life in the past. 


He had been raised in a small town southeast of Tristram, in the kingdom of Khanduras, and was training to run the family inn his father owned.  Then, shortly after King Leoric had taken control of the kingdom, he’d been recruited into the army, to aid in the war against Westmarch.  He hadn’t really wanted to join then, but he wasn’t given much of a choice in the matter, when two of the Archbishop Lazarus’ magistrates (which he later discovered had long ago been corrupted) had appeared at his family’s home, and taken him and his father.  Leaving friends and family behind, he was sent to be trained to fight for a war he didn’t believe in.  Though he’d never formally trained before, he picked up on the skills quickly, and got caught up in the comraderie of the other soldiers.  They’d hang out at taverns, laughing, drinking, eyeing the ladies, just having a good time.  


Then Diablo had worked his power of terror on the kingdom.  Many of his fellow soldiers, both friends and superiors he looked up to, were either killed by the onslaught of demons, or corrupted to fight for the side of evil.  He’d been at home for a week’s leave when the town of Tristram had been over-run, and when he returned for duty, he found the town in ruins.  He went to Ogden’s Tavern for old-times sake, to lose his troubles in a mug of ale, and that’s where he’d met Sky.  And that launched them into the cathedral, in a quest he, once more, didn’t really care about.  


Since then, things had been hectic, and now, here he was, alone again.  Another friend, possibly two, as he had no idea what Stryker’s fate was either, had been killed.  Still, there was something more this time, an almost emptiness inside him.  He shook his head, not sure what to make of it.  One thing was sure though, if he got out of this, he’d have his revenge on Diablo and his minions, or he’d die trying.  Maybe then he could have some peace.


His silent regret was quickly interrupted though, as hoofed footsteps echoed through the jail.  One of the gray skinned goat-men came up to his cell and unlocked it, pulling the door open.  Bryan thought about making a move on the goat, stealing its mace and making a break for it, but the presence of two others appearing just outside the cell made him think twice.  The first demon pulled him to his feet and shoved him toward the door, poking him in the back with its mace.  Bryan glared at him, then started walking out of the cell, the other two goat men flanking him on either side.  


The jail was crawling with demons of all different kinds.  Goat men stood guard at various positions, skeleton archers milled around in the open rooms, and what appeared to be ghosts were scattered throughout.  As they approached the stairwell to the bright world outside, the sounds of commotion behind them arose.  The goat that had dragged Bryan to his feet turned and barked an order at some subordinates in the area, and soon the archers and goat men went running off deeper into the jail.


As they emerged into the daylight, Bryan quickly took in his new surroundings.  They were deep within the monastery now, with walls rising high on all sides, seeming to touch the dark clouds in the sky.  Rising directly in front of them were the tall, spindly towers of a cathedral, colored so they seemed just a natural extension of the mountain peaks in which the monastery was built.  The goats led him across the courtyard to the large wooden doors of the cathedral, which stood at least three times as tall the goats, who stood about as tall as Bryan.  


Two rogues stood on either side, though their skin had faded to a dark gray, their eyes were black and life-less, and they had maces hanging from their belts instead of the bows the Sisters usually carried.  They each pulled away one side of the door, revealing the massive architecture of a cathedral and its massive architecture.  Two rows of huge pillars rose to hold up a high arching ceiling, and statues alternated between the pillars to the back of the chamber.  The ceiling itself contained stain-glass windows of different designs, some showing the Sightless Eye the Rogues believed watched over their actions, others of rogues themselves, bearing bows, the Eye looking over them.  Light shone through, creating colored patterns on the floor.  Torches mounted on the walls further illuminated the room, causing dancing shadows along the walls.  


Ranks of demons stood spread throughout the long chamber.  Some black-furred fallen and their Shaman stood in a pack to his left, and the misshapen figures of Lightning Demons were also prowling around the area.  Steam smoked out from their noses as they growled silently.  At the end of the chamber, a huge demoness sat in a large throne of bleached-white bone, each seemingly hand carved and assembled carefully for an ominous appearance.   The demoness’ rose from the throne, stretching out to her full height.  Her skin was yellowed, and six arm like spikes curved out from her back.  She wore virtually no clothing, and towered over Bryan by at least twice his height.  One of the goats shoved him to his knees, and the giant demoness strode confidently towards him.   She reached out and grabbed him by the neck, looking him over curiously.  


“This is the one Diablo told me to keep for him?”  she said to no one in particular.  One of the higher pair of spikes on her back reached down and poked Bryan on the back.  Then she tossed him to the floor.  “He’s puny.”


Bryan hit the floor hard, knocking the wind out of him.  He pushed himself up, to his knees, leaning on his arms and staring at the floor.  He coughed as he was finally able to breathe in, then looked up, craning his neck to look at his captor’s face.  “You’re Andariel?  The one that’s corrupted the rogue monastery?”  He coughed again.  “For some reason I didn’t think you’d be so ugly.”


“Ah, the little one does have spirit.  Perhaps you can be useful if broken.”


“Kill me if you want, but I’ll never turn to evil.  I helped smash Diablo once, and I can fight him again.”


“Ah, fighting his physical form is one thing.  Trying to defeat the mind wars of the Dark Lord of Terror is another matter entirely.”   Andariel’s voice was almost a growl, yet she seemed eloquent in her speech, almost mocking him for being so much lesser than her.  “Despite your spirit, I don’t see what he wants you for.  Perhaps he has not fully conquered his new physical host, and the mage’s mercy for you is showing.   By the time he has completed his plan of terror, I’m sure learning you’ve been, ah, killed, will not disturb him much at all.”


Bryan snarled, then pushed himself to his feet.  The goat man on his right tried to push him back down into submission, but Bryan swung his arm around, knocking the mace from the goat’s hand.  The goat on his left raised his own mace to smash Bryan, but Andariel raised a hand to stop his action.   Bryan looked up at the demoness’ face, fire burning in his eyes.  He spoke slowly, through clenched teeth, “Go ahead, let him kill me.  You’ve already killed my friends, destroyed my country, put me through torture.  But for all of that I’ve only become stronger.  You will never have my soul, so you may as well kill me now and save yourself some trouble.”


Andariel smiled, and although she was showing genuine pleasure, it was also a very feral grin, showing sharpened teeth lined through her mouth.  She walked up to where she’d tossed Bryan and reached down to grab him.


Suddenly, the cathedral doors burst open, a lone Fallen running through towards a pack headed by one of the Shaman.  The two corrupted rogue guards could be seen running towards something in the courtyard, but the sound of combat, followed by their screams, clearly showed someone had come to break up the evil…


Skye let the fireball dance off her finger tips towards the corrupted rogue as it charged toward her, mace poised to attack.  It hit the enemy in the chest, burning flesh away and dropping the rogue to the ground in flames, screaming.  She watched as Stryker met the second rogue’s charge head on, letting her block his high first swing and slicing through her waist with his second sword.  The rogue fell to the ground, torso and legs separated.  


Skye walked up to Stryker’s side, carrying her staff in front of her ready to block any surprise blows from a sneaky demon.  They walked through the open cathedral doors with an air of confidence, showing no fear for the evil to feed on.  About twenty demons were spread throughout the large, open chamber, and at the end was a large demoness Skye assumed to be Andariel, with Bryan standing directly in front of her.  


A ball of electricity broke her from her quick scan of the area, and sent her diving to the floor.   She rolled to her feet, and pointed at the demon that had spit the projectile at her, muttering the words to a spell.  A bolt of ice leapt from her fingertips, hitting her foe in the head.  It’s brown skin turned a bright blue from the cold, then shattered as she fired a second bolt at the beast.  She pointed her staff toward a pack of fallen, letting lightning dance down her arm and the staff and out at the creatures.  The stream of lightning tore through the fallen’s lines, causing each one it hit to twitch and fall to the ground, smoke trickling up from their standing-up fur.  She glanced over at Stryker and marveled at his coordinated movements, as he danced through the packs of demons, twin swords swinging and slicing through flesh as easily as through air.   A fireball from the fallen’s shaman caught her attention again though, and she turned to return the favor, her hands glowing orange-red as the fireball leapt from her fingertips…


Bryan could hardly believe his eyes as Skye and Stryker charged into the cathedral.  He wasn’t sure how they’d escaped, but he really didn’t care either as he was glad just to see them alive.  Watching the two of the move so efficiently through the mob of demons though, he could see why they weren’t so easily killed.  The two goats at his side turned to charge after them, and Bryan decided to seize the opportunity to escape.  He reached out his leg and tripped the one on his left, watching the goat fall to the floor, mace clattering away.  He jumped on its back, grabbing it by the curved horns and smashing its head on the floor multiple times.  Blood splattered and he heard the cracking of bone, so he jumped to his feet and slid over to the fallen mace.


The second goat had stopped its charge and turned towards him.  It had since retrieved the mace Bryan had knocked away earlier, and it wielded it up in the air, ready to swing.  Bryan reached back, then tossed his mace at his foe.  It spun end over head, then hit the goat in the head with the hilt of the weapon.  The demon took a step back, stunned, and Bryan dropped his shoulder and charged, hitting the goat man in its gut.  His foe let out a short “baaa” as it sucked in a quick breath, then Bryan dropped his arm and smashed the demon’s weapon-bearing arm against his leg.  The mace fell to the ground, and Bryan picked it up and swung, killing the goat man.


He looked back and saw Andariel retreating to a stairwell at the back of the main chamber.  He charged after her, but a ball of lightning hit him in the back as he charged, sending him to the ground, his muscles twitching involuntarily.   He willed his arms underneath him and pushed himself to his feet, turning a little unsteadily toward the misshapen lightning demon that had hit him.  It came forward, moving in short hops on it’s short, stocky legs, it’s hunched over back blending slowly into its wide face.   It leaned back, seeming to almost straighten up, then lurched forward, another ball of lightning spewing from it’s mouth.  Bryan jumped aside and moved forward, mace at the ready.  The demon hopped towards him, it’s gangly arms, ending in long sharp claws, pulling back in preparation to swing.  Suddenly, a giant sword sliced one arm off just below the shoulder, the limb landing at Bryan’s feet.  A stream of fire then engulfed the creature, it’s short fur catching fire in the blazing inferno, growling as flesh singed under the heat.


The flames died, and the creature’s ash-black flesh dropped to the ground.  Bryan, his balance now almost completely restored, ran forward toward the source of the flames.  Skye smiled as she saw him, and opened her arms wide.  Bryan wrapped his arms around her, embracing her in a tight hug.  He let go and stepped back, smiling as he looked down slightly into her eyes.  “I thought you were dead!  I saw that Smith creature raise his axe, and when he moved, you were gone!”


The young sorceress smiled, nodding knowingly.  “A little spell known as teleport.  The great mages teach it as a quick escape, as most of us aren’t very good if we get caught in close quarters combat.  We thought you were dead too.  They had us overwhelmed, and we pulled back to regroup.  When we came back and killed the evil Smith and all the others there, you were gone.”


“Once more, my life was spared for some reason.  Andariel said that Diablo had told her to keep me for him.  Perhaps your brother hasn’t been entirely lost yet.  There may be a chance to save him.”  She smiled at him, and he hugged her again, then turned to Stryker, outstretching his hand.  “Thanks for the rescue.  It’s good to know I’ve got friends I can count on.”


The barbarian nodded and replied in his usual curt manner.  “I have no doubt you would have done the same for me, though I must admit, this was not a rescue effort.  We were continuing on, the quest needed to be completed, despite that we thought you had died.”


Bryan let out a short laugh, then looked towards the stairwell Andariel and retreated towards.  He pointed towards it, and looked first at Stryker, then at Skye. “She went that way.  Let’s hurry up and rid this place of her ugliness and catch up to Mikael, before it’s too late.”

