
“Great, this is just great.  They’re gonna kill us, you know?” Bryan fumed, pacing around in the cell.


“I-i still can’t believe the demons s-set us up like that.  They d-didn’t seem that clever.” Skye stuttered.


“Diablo must have instructed them.  He knows we’re near and he sees us as a threat.”


“Then we’ve gotta get out of here Stryker.  Diablo should have no trouble finding the tomb.  He probably has some sort of ethereal connection to Baal.  The tomb most likely shines like a beacon for him,” Bryan added.


Skye turned to Cain, where the old sage was sitting on a bench in the small cell the four of them shared.  “W-why didn’t the guards r-recognize you Cain?  A-and shouldn’t there be some way to prove our innocence?”


Cain shook his head slowly.  “As I said, it has been a long time since I’ve been to Lut Gholein.  The guards are young, and may not even know of me or even the horadrim.  No, our only hope may be an old friend of mine, Drognan.  That is, if he hears of arrest sometime soon.”


Bryan raised his finger, about to say something, but he stopped pacing as he caught a glimpse of Skye.  She was visibly shivering, and her face was pale and scrunched up in a look of cold and even pain.  He reached out and put his hand on her shoulder.  “Are you ok?  You’re stuttering and shivering!”  He put his arm around her shoulders and guided her to sit down by Cain.  “Are you cold?”


“N-not really cold outside.  Inside.  They-they drained my mana, my magical energy.  I-i feel so cold and empty now.  A-and Mikael, he’s--” She sucked in a quick breath as a tear started rolling down her cheek. “—he’s gone now.  We can’t save him.”


Bryan sat down next to her wrapping his arm around her shoulders and letting her head rest on his shoulder.  “We’ll get out of here.  We have to, like Stryker said.  There is no alternative”


She sobbed softly, then spoke again.  “I-I’m sorry.  It’s j-just without my mana source, I feel so, so weak, and helpless.”  She sat up, releasing herself from Bryan’s arm, trying to exude a strength that shone in her eyes, but not her shivering body.  “So do we escape, or wait to try to prove our innocence?”


“Waiting will take too long,” Stryker commented dryly.  “We must get out as soon as possible.  If we could kill just one guard, I could use my training to make a mana potion from his--”


“We can’t just kill a guard though,” Bryan interrupted.  “That would make us almost as guilty as they’ve accused us of being.”


“A sacrifice to save humanity,” Stryker replied without emotion.  “It is unfortunate, but there are greater things at stake here.”


“And anyways, what does the mana potion get us?”  Bryan asked.  These bars are made of some sort of magically warded material.  You couldn’t bend them, I doubt her fire spells would melt them.”


“I could t-teleport.  To the keys.  I just need a…little…magical energy.”


A scream echoed from somewhere else on the floor.  The sounds of combat: swords hitting metal, arrows whooshing off of bows, and the grunts of warriors could be heard, muffled in the distance.  A lone guard came running from the depths of the jail, heading towards the stairs to the palace above.  Stryker shouted at him as he passed.  “Guard!  What is going on?”


“Demons!  Pouring in from a portal that appeared on the lower levels!  The guards are getting slaughtered!  I’m getting out of here.”


“Are we to be left to die?  Free us!  We will stop the demons.  It is our quest.”


The guard looked at the barbarian as if he were mad. “Free you?  You’re the ones that killed Lord Jerhyn!  You’re probably in league with the demons!  Why would we let you gooaaaaahhhhhh!”


An arrow fired from the end of the hall pierced the man’s chest, and he fell forward, his head landing just outside the cell bars.  Stryker pulled the body close, shouted, and ripped a blue potion free of the man’s chest.  He stepped over and handed it to Skye.  “Hurry Skye, the demon archers have us as easy targets.”


Skye nodded and drank the blue liquid.  Color rushed back to her pale cheeks, and a renewed energy filled her eyes.  She waved her arms in a circle over her head, and when they came back together in front of her, she disappeared from the cell, appearing down the hallway by the guard’s station.  She cast a pair of fireballs towards the other end of the hallway, hitting two skeleton archers as they entered the area.    She then ran towards the stairway to the palace and into the guard station.  She returned promptly, a ring of keys in-hand.  Using them to open the cell, she then tossed them to Cain for keeping, and pointed back towards the station.


“Our gear is in a closet in there, by the stairs up to the palace.  Which way do we go, up or down?”


Cain quickly cut in before anyone else could answer.  “I will escape to town and speak with Drognan, finding out what I can about the location of Tal Rasha’s tomb.  You should investigate this strange portal; it may also be a clue to the tomb’s location.”


“Good thinking,” Bryan said, nodding.  An arrow whizzed by his head and stuck into the wall. “Uh, let’s get moving.  The demons are a little too close for my comfort here.”


Deckard Cain crept up the stairway towards the main palace hall.  He closed his eyes and muttered something, and, despite his closed eyes and the walls between him and the large room, he could see the guards spread throughout the palace.  Though he rarely used it, as a member of the mage order known as the Horadrim, he had some magic at his disposal.  Since he was a sage, and not a warrior-mage, his selection was limited, as well as more passive than offensive.  The infravision spell he’d cast let him see the ten palace guards between him and freedom, without having to reveal his presence.  He rubbed his chin, trying to come up with a plan to make it out into town.  He allowed himself a smile as the simple plan came to him, then stepped shortly into the stairwell.


“Help!  Help!  Demons are pouring in from somewhere into the cellar!  We’re all being slaughtered!  Please, hel-a-aaaaaaa”


He tossed the sword he’d picked up from the guard station, letting it clatter down the hall.  He ducked back into the storage closet as a flood of guards ran down the stairs into the palace cellar.  He closed his eyes again, now seeing with his infravision just two guards left in the main palace chamber.  One stood facing the main entrance, and a second guard stood off to the side, with the front entrance and cellar stairwell in his view.  Cain crept towards further up the stairs, stopping just shy of the top.  He started softly speaking the words to a spell, then spun into the main chamber, pointing at the second guard.


The guard’s skin instantly turned to stone, freezing the man in place before he could shout an alarm.  His body was frozen in position, a mixed expression of surprise and anger on his face.  Cain crept silently through the palace main hall, walking carefully along the wall before slipping out onto the balcony behind the stoned guard, and then dropping the short distance to the ground beyond.  He began running as fast as his old muscles would let him.  He heard shouting from the palace as the stone curse spell wore off and the guard alarmed the others, but Cain had already slipped inconspicuously into the midst of the desert town’s market place.  As he reached the wall of shops opposite the palace, he ducked into one of the wooden shacks, entering past the sheet that hung as a door.  


Inside, a short man, about as tall as Cain, stood behind a counter.  His skin was somewhat dark from the blazing sun, and his hair had grayed with age.  He wore long, red mage robes and was toying with a gnarled staff as Cain walked in.  He looked up, taking in Cain’s gray-robed figured by the light of a window.  Cain smiled and walked up to the counter.  “Hello Drognan.  It has been a long time.”


The mage’s eyes widened in happy surprise.  “Cain?  Deckard Cain?  It has been a long time.  I suppose I should have known, though, that the last of the Horadrim would follow this rising power of Hell.”


Cain nodded.  “Diablo overcame the soulstone’s hold beneath Tristram and enticed the Arch-bishop there to sacrifice for him a physical form.  Though Diablo was later defeated there, he has taken over the mind of one of the very heroes that had battled with him.  Now he has come here to, most likely, free Baal.  I have traveled with three adventurers, though they are currently investigating a portal that has opened beneath the palace.”


Drognan was momentarily taken aback.  “Beneath the palace you say?”  He rubbed his chin. “Something must have opened the way to the Arcane Sanctuary.”


“Ah, yes, Horazon’s fabled laboratory.  I have heard about that.  Could it have been Diablo then?”


“Diablo would have no need to go there.  He can easily track down Tal Rasha’s tomb on his own, and wouldn’t need Horazon’s journals to find it.  Maybe it is Horazon himself, somehow awakened by the influx of evil in the area.”


“That seems unlikely.  Horazon has to have been dead for a hundred years at least.”


“I have heard many things about his sanctuary…”


“Perhaps you are right then.  Anyway, you said the way to Tal Rasha’s tomb could be found there?  Then perhaps fate has guided the heroes on the correct path after all.  I only hope they can get there in time.”


“Hey, the prisoners have escaped!”


Bryan heard the guard’s shout over the growling demons.  His current foe took advantage of his distraction to knock him to the floor.  The tall demon, its lanky-form hovering over him, brought up a sword in one of its four arms.  Bryan rolled to the side as the demon swung the sword, the sound of the blade hitting the stone floor ringing in his ears.  He finished the roll and came up in a crouch, then swung his flail at the semi-humanoid they’d termed ‘Invaders’.  It hit the creature’s leg, shredding skin and muscles.  Yellow blood oozed out over the demon’s crimson red skin and it fell face first to the floor.  Bryan brought his flail around and smashed it twice into the creature’s back, watching it twitch and then stop moving as it died.


He started creeping forward, ready for the next demon, but instead found himself in the grip of one of the palace guards that had joined the battle.  He squirmed, wanting to crush the guard’s skull, but restraining himself as he knew the guard was just ignorant of the situation.  “Let me go!  You’re gonna get us all killed.  We’re not the bad guys!”


He winced as he felt the hilt of a sword jammed into his back.  “Shut up you, or we’ll kill you right now.”


“Sir!  The sorceress, she’s not mana-drained!  And the barbarian…”


Bryan looked over and saw Skye and Stryker standing amid a slew of deformed demon corpses, staring challengingly at the eight guards.  He jammed his elbow backward into the gut of the guard that held him, hearing the man let out a quick gasp as he did.  Bryan spun out of the hold and over next to Skye and Stryker, taking position looking at the guards.  Stryker slid his swords into their sheaths at his side and held his hands out to the side.


“We are not here to hurt you,” he said in his guttural, yet well-educated, voice.  “The demons are our foes, and the ones who slayed your lord no doubt.”


The lead guard looked at them hesitantly, then a look of suspicion spread out on his face.  “Why should we believe you?  They found you over Lord Jeryhn’s body.  There were no demons around.”


Skye spoke up then.  “We hadn’t even arrived in the city yet.  We’ve been traveling from the rogue monastery, following a mage, wearing dark robes.”


The guard’s eyes opened wide.  “The dark wanderer?  He was speaking with Lord Jerhyn this morning, looking for…”


“…Tal Rasha’s tomb,” Bryan finished.  “We have to stop him.”


“Unless you like Hell in our mortal world,” Skye chimed in.


The guard’s face paled slightly.  “You’ll help us clear the palace cellar, right?  I mean, you seem to know our foe much more than us.  We’d be killed.”


Stryker nodded.  “We will track down the portal from which they come.  It may lead us to Diablo.”


“Very well,” the guard said.  “We’ll accompany you as far as the portal.  Beyond that, you’re on your own.  And may the heavens smile upon you.”

Skye, Stryker, and Bryan gathered around the grayish, oval portal.  The four guards that had survived stood behind them, against the far wall of the large square room. “Where do you think it goes?” Bryan asked.

“Do you think it could be a rift to Hell?” Skye pondered.


Stryker shook his head.  “It more likely leads to some place in the mortal realm.  It is too unceremonious for anything greater.”


“Maybe it leads straight to Tal Rasha’s tomb.  The guard captain said Mik--, er, I mean Diablo came through the palace.”


“Well, there’s only one way to find out for sure Bryan.  No use wasting our time guessing.”


“Agreed,” Stryker stated.  “I will lead,” he said as he stepped into the portal, disappearing in the swirling black and grays.


Skye stepped through next and Bryan followed close behind.  The cellar disappeared from Bryan’s vision and as quickly a new environment appeared. He looked around, aghast.  “Um, I think we got lost in the portal trip--”


The three of them stood on a square stone platform in the middle of apparent nothingness.  It seemed as if they flew among the stars, the white jewels speeding by along the black canvas beyond.  They didn’t feel motion at all, however, standing stationary on the platform with no momentum against them.  A lone stairwell rose from the left edge of the platform.  


Skye walked disorientedly around.  “Is-is this place real?”


Stryker lowered his sword, pointing the tip to the ground as he examined his environment.  “I have been all over the world, and never have I seen something like this.”


“It’s almost like we’re in the middle of the night sky,” Bryan commented.


Suddenly a maniacal laughter rain out, shattering the emptiness that had filled the place before.  Bryan and Skye started momentarily, then turned to look up the staircase where a tall, lanky mage stood on a second platform.  He was adorned in dark purple and black robes, starched around the neck in a raised collar.  His eyes darted and stared deeply, at random, the mage’s sanity long since lost.


“The voice!  The voice said you would come!” he shrieked as Skye, Stryker, and Bryan slowly crept up the unrailed stairwell.  “Come to kill me it said!  Take away this treasure it led me to!”


“What voice do you hear mage?  Are you mad?” Stryker challenged.


“Or have you given in to evil?”


“Evil?  Mad?  Evilly mad?  Hehehehe.  I am neither!  The robed one, he gave me the voice to guide me here.  He was not evil.  He was a mage!  A mage like me.  With a magic stone.  Pooowwwerful!  Look at where it’s led me!  Look at the power I’ve been granted!”  He threw his arms into the air, and two ghosts, two red skinned goat-men, and two ghouls, hunched over and draped in brown robes, appeared across the platform from him.  “I can create armies at willll!  The deserts shall be mine!  But enough talk, the voice says you are here to kill me,” a feral grin spread across his face, “so I have to have you dead first.  It’s been very nice meeting you though!  Hehehehe!”


He reached his hand forward and from it a spike of pure ice formed and flew towards the adventurers.  Stryker leapt forward, landing on a platform behind the summoner.  A fireball from one of the ghouls hit him square in the chest.  He howled in pain, but was not slowed.  He reached back his sword and sliced forward, cutting clean through the ghoul down the center.  He spun around and sliced the second ghoul in half at the waist before dropping to one knee and pulling a red potion from his belt.  


Bryan crept up the stairs on all fours, having dropped to the ground at the summoner’s attack.  He leapt to his feet and tackled the summoner, rolling across the platform before running into a short pillar, which was serving as a bookstand.  He punched the mage in the face once, twice, then a third time.  Blood dripped down the insane man’s cheeks and his eyes rolled backwards as he passed out.  Bryan felt himself shoved backwards as a goat-man came at him from the side, pushing him to the floor.  The demon raised its scythe, readying to swing.  The blow never landed though, as the creature was literally frozen by a glacial spike from Skye.  Bryan pulled his mace up and shattered the frozen goat-man into shards of ice.  


He sat up to his knees, breathing heavily.  He saw Skye walk carefully the rest of the way up to the platform, while Stryker, his chest charred black, knelt drinking a red healing potion.  Bryan reached his hand down and placed it on the summoner’s chest, feeling a weak heartbeat and the rise and fall of breathing.  “He’s alive, just knocked out.  Only took three blows too, what a weakling.”


“His magicks make him almost as deadly a foe as Skye would be,” Stryker grunted as he rubbed some of the red healing liquid on his chest.  “Those fireballs, for example, do not feel good when they hit you.”


Bryan chuckled as he rose to his feet, dropping his mace into the sheath on his side.  He turned toward Skye, but the pillar he’d run into before caught his eye.  It came up to the middle of his chest, standing in the center of the upper platform.  Along the edge of the platform floated six blue glyphs, each with a different symbol.  Bryan looked down at the book sitting on the pillar in front of him.  “Hey guys, check this out.  This looks like a journal or something.”


“Horazon’s journal most likely.”


“Cain!” Skye shouted.  “You made it alive?  And is this Drognan?”


The gray-haired sage nodded from where he and Drognan stood on the lower platform.  “Drognan told me that he thought Horazon, an old, reclusive mage, had kept his laboratory somewhere near the palace.  He also said that Horazon probably would have observed the burial of Tal Rasha and Baal, and that the way to the tomb may be in that journal.”


The other sage marvelled at the world around him.  “I had no idea Horazon had such power to manipulate the very fabric of reality!  But I still don’t understand why his sanctuary has been reopened.”


Bryan gestured to the unconscious mage.  “Diablo appears to have led this nut-job here, most likely to make it harder for us to find the way to Tal Rasha’s tomb, I’d guess.”


Cain nodded grimly.  “He must be close by now, then.  Hurry, we must read the journal and get to Tal Rasha’s tomb as quickly as possible. If Diablo has already been through here, then our time is short!”

