
Unlike the morning, Bryan was now glad they were travelling to the east.  Were they travelling west, the setting sun would have been straight ahead of them, blinding them with its brightness.  Bryan looked for a second over his shoulder, seeing the sun as it set, now half obscured by the western mountains.  The rogue monastery that they’d left that morning stood silhouetted against the sunlight.


He turned his view back to the front.  He had the rear of the diamond formation their four-member party had formed.  In front of him, walking even with each other, were Cain and Skye.  At the lead was Stryker, carrying one of his swords in his right hand and the second sword sheathed at his side.  Beyond Stryker was a vast expanse of desert sand, stretching as far as the eye could see, with the occasional rocky outcropping slightly jutting up from the ground.  The dry heat had plagued them all day, but as the sun was setting the temperature had begun to drop to more tolerable levels.


Bryan flipped the war hammer around in his hand, then reached out and tapped Cain on the shoulder with the handle.  “How long is it gonna take us to get there?”


“Lut Gholein is about a fortnight’s journey from the rogue encampment.  Patience, young Bryan, we have much journeying ahead of us.”


“Do you think Diablo will stop for camp at night?  Should we travel as much at night as possible, to try to make up for his head start?”


“While Diablo may be powerful, fighting with Mikael’s soul for control of his body, and his sure to be weakened form will give him cause to rest almost certainly.”


“We should rest anyway,” Skye cut in.  “Catching up to him and being too tired to do anything about it would be bad.”


Stryker chimed in dryly over his shoulder.  “Still, we should travel some at night.  Our quest is too important for us to fall behind just because of sleep.”


“Yeah, we’re in the middle of nowhere.  I don’t think we’ll be in too much more danger at night,” Bryan commented.


“Unless demons come out--”


“Right,” Stryker responded to Sky’es hypothetical statement, “which means we may be better off travelling at night and resting during the day.”


Bryan chuckled.  “Avoid that blazing sun and horrid heat too.”


“Easier to sleep at night,” Skye chimed in with a smile.


“We will have to take things as they come,” Cain stated definitively.  “For now we all agree to travel at least part way into the night before resting, yes?”


The three others nodeed, each mumbling various terms of agreement as they continued their trek across the desert.


They’d traveled well into the night before stopping to rest.  A small campfire burned in the center of their resting area, more for its light than to heat the already dry night.  Cain lay curled up on a blanket, sound asleep.  Stryker prowled around about ten feet from the camp, having volunteered to take the first guard duty that night.  Bryan walked up next to Skye, who was lying on her back, staring up at the stars.  Bryan tossed his blanket to the ground next to hers, spreading it out, then laid down on his back himself.  The sky was perfectly clear, leaving the moon amid a tapestry of stars in plain view above.


“Do you ever wonder what they are?” Skye said quietly, as much to herself as to Bryan.  “The stars I mean.”


“Sometimes, though usually I just enjoy the peacefulness of them.”


“They seem almost magical, as if some trick of nature to decorate the night sky.”


“Nature itself is mostly a mystery to me.  Take this massive desert wasteland for instance.  I never imagined something like this existed.”


Skye rolled onto her side and looked over at him.  “You mean this is your first time out of the western kingdoms?”


Bryan nodded as he propped himself up on one elbow, facing Skye.  “I’ve been all over the West, in Leoric’s army.  We went to Khanduras, Westmarch, even up to the are around the rogue monastery.  Beyond that, well, I’ve read some books…”


“This has been my first time away from the East myself.  These western lands, with their deserts and grasslands, are nothing like the eastern continents’ beautiful dense forests and ancient Zakarum and Horadric temples.”  She sighed softly.  “I miss it so much sometimes.  The beauty of it all, the way the power of magic just seems so much stronger there.  It’s home to me.”


“It sounds incredible.  I’d love to see it sometime.”


“Maybe you could come back with me and Mikael, once this whole thing is done.”


Bryan smiled back at her her, trying to exude the confidence her voice lacked as she mentioned her brother.  “That’d be great.  I’d love to go with you.”  He looked carefully at her face, letting his vision get sucked into her soft brown eyes, worry for her brother currently showing in them.  “You know, you have the most beau---”


“The area is quiet, we should be able to rest without a guard this evening,” Stryker suddenly cut in, appearing from the dunes.  He held up a dead vulture, reared back his head, and shouted.  The vulture body fell to the ground and in a cloud of smoke transformed into a voodoo-doll like totem that came up to his waist.  “I will patrol for a while longer, and leave my grim ward after that to scare off attackers.  Sleep in safety my friends.”


He turned and walked back off unto the dunes, taking the ward with him.  Bryan watched as Skye’s eyes followed him until he was a good deal away.  “Oh, he’s so nice.  And sweet.  And sooo good looking.  If circumstances were different, I, I thnik I could fall for him…maybe,” she paused, “maybe after we save Mikael.”


Bryan looked at her blankly, keeping his face impassive despite the emptiness that had suddenly taken residence in his chest.  “Yeah?  Well, you’re probably right.  Just a couple weeks longer now, and we’ll stop Diablo again.”


“I really hope so,” Skye said, that tinge of worry back in her voice.  She looked back at Bryan and smiled gently.  “Anyway, what was it you were saying before Stryker came over?”


“Huh?  Oh, oh nothing.  Just, uh, saying, uh, how I’d love to see the East with, uh, you and Mikael.”


“Oh yeah.  You’ll love it, I just know you will.”


“I’m sure you’re right, it sounds great.”  He looekd up and saw the moon high in the sky.  “We better get some sleep; lots of travelling ahead of us.”


“Yes, definitely.  Sleep well,” Skye agreed, rolling again onto her back and pulling a blanket over her.


“You too…”


The next two weeks of travel passed more or less uneventfully.  The desert wasteland expanded blandly onward, with only various sparsely spread wildlife to add some semblance of life.  The blazing sun had not let up at all, and the long days of travel left the travelers tired, but not fatigued.  As they traveled further east, the slight touch of humidity slowly began to bleed into the dry air.  On their fifteenth day of travel, Bryan caught a faint whiff of salt-water in the air.


That was also the first day trouble showed up.  The once passive, quiet desert quickly became over run with all sorts of demons and creatures.  Small, furry animal like critters, colored to blend with the sand, would leap great distances to pounce on the adventurers.  Ravenous buzzards would strike from the sky, no longer waiting for their prey to be dead to move in for a meal.  Giant maggots, with oval, orange exoskeletons and massive pincers, would spit acidic goo and lay eggs that would spawn smaller maggots, though still much larger than normal sized.  Packs of bipedal cat-like creatures would attack quickly and fiercely, using both long spears, and their whip-like tails as weapons.


Stryker waded through the demons, cutting most down with one swift blow of his sword.  His very actions kept some demons away from him, while his ferocious war-cries would send others running in fear.  Skye stuck mostly to her lightning spells, knowing that creatures used to the heat would not be as prone to her fire attacks.  The long bolts of lightning would cause their targets to twitch in pain, and fur to stand on end. Chain lightning assaults would jump from creature to creature, leaving each one a smoking, deformed corpse.  Bryan attacked as he could, now using the flail Charsi, the rogue’s blacksmith, had smithed for him to smash the demons.  Their progress towards the port city of Lut Gholein had slowed noticeably, but as they rose to the top of one of the rolling dunes, they saw the city’s round towers on the horizon.


“Lut Gholein, the jewel of the desert.  It has been a while since I have been this far East,” Cain said as they saw it.  “It is a sight for sore eyes.”


Bryan stretched, feeling the tension in his back, arms, and legs snap. “No kidding, it’s been a long trip.”


“No time for resting yet.  The demons mean Diablo is near.  We must not delay in finding him.”


“Most likely he has gone to Tal Rasha’s tomb, Stryker.  Though I am a member of the Horadrim, my ancestors in the order kept its location rather secret.  And most likely magically hidden, using their own powers, as well as the powers of heaven, thanks to the arch-angel Tyreal.”


“Well, how are we going to find it then Cain?” Skye asked nervously.


“An old mage friend of mine, Drognan, may have some insight for us.  He owns a small sorcery shop in the city.  Let us hurry though, Stryker is right, time is short.”


They continued walking, an increased strength in their step now that their goal was in sight.  After a little while, a pack of cat demons, their dark brown and black fur coated in blood, ran quickly in their direction.  They were carrying something, though Bryan couldn’t make out what it was from the distance.  Stryker drew his swords and charged, slicing down the lead two before they could respond with an assault of their own.  Bryan followed close behind, flail at the ready, shield leading the way to deflect any spears the cats may have thrown his way.  Skye decided to close for hand-to-hand combat this time, her staff spinning in a deterring circle as she charged.  The first cat wrapped its tail around one end of her staff, but she twisted it, bringing it around to smash downward on the cat demon’s head.  Stunned, it released the grip on her staff, and she swung it like a bat once, then twice, knocking the creature to the ground in a pool of blood.  


The foes were quickly dispatched, leaving Skye, Stryker, and Bryan standing amid their corpses.  Bryan walked up to what they had been carrying.  “Uh, Cain, you better come take a look at this,” he said.


The horadrim sage came up, and for the first time he could remember, Bryan saw a look of surprise and fear on the man’s face.  “Heaven save us!  This is the body of Lord Jerhyn, ruler of Lut Gholein!”


Skye looked over Cain’s shoulder at the battered corpse, blood staining the man’s rich white and blue clothing and turban.  “H-he’s dead?”


Stryker came up next to them as well, placing his hand on the corpse’s chest.  He nodded solemnly.  “Yes, the demons have killed him.  This does not bode well for our journey.”


“This could be even worse,” Bryan said.  “Guards coming this way from town.”


“It shouldn’t be a big deal, I mean, look at all these dead demons.  They won’t think we did it,” Skye suggested.


As if in response to her statement, the sand around them suddenly shifted.  Giant maggots sprung from the ground, reaching out and grabbing the cat demon corpses with their pincers, and disappearing back under the sand.  The four of them all looked at each other, a sense of helplessness falling over them.  Bryan chimed in, a high-pitched nervousness to his voice “Well, we’ll just explain.  I mean, I’m sure they’ve heard of Cain.  Right?  Right?”  


“Halt!  Who goes there?”


Bryan stepped up, extending his hand.  “My name’s Bryan.  This guy here is Stryker, and the sorceress over there is Skye.  The man in the gray robes is Deckard Cain, the horadric sage.  We’re travelling from the west after---” 


“Look at the blood on their clothes!”


“And their weapons!”


“And the way they’re hovering around Lord Jerhyn’s body!”


“Murderers!  You shall pay for killing our leader,” the leader accused.  “You are under arrest for the assassination of Lord Jerhyn.  Men, take them to the jails, we will deal with them later.”

