
Skye blew the dust off the short pillar, revealing the symbol engraved on it.  It was three v-shaped wedges, stacked on top of each other.  Her heart began racing as she realized what that symbol meant, and worry again began to overwhelm her.  It was the symbol Horazon had written in his journal; the symbol that marked the true tomb of Tal Rasha.  She looked back at Stryker and Bryan.  The barbarian and the shorter warrior looked at her inquisitively, an eager anticipation at her verdict bubbling in their eyes.


“This is it.  This is the tomb.”


“Don’t worry Skye,” Stryker said.  “We are here now, and I do not see any signs that Baal has yet been freed.”


Bryan nodded.  “We can save him Skye.  We will save your brother.”


She forced a smile and nodded shortly.  “You’re both right, but we save nobody standing here.  Diablo could already be in there.”


“Yes, let’s hurry,” Stryker agreed, pushing aside the golden painted, hieroglyphic-covered door.  


The tomb beyond was dark and musty, with no torches along the walls to light the way.  Stryker held up the trunk of a dried log he had picked up from the canyon outside, and looked at Skye.  She nodded, and pointed her left hand at the stick.  The end of the branch erupted in flames, providing a dancing light in the dark passages beyond.  They entered the tomb now, Stryker with the torch in the lead, and Skye and Bryan standing side by side behind him.  Skye coughed slightly as sand kicked up from the ground floated through the air, as the floor was not stone, but rather just a continuation of the dunes outside.  The walls though, were built of elegant bricks, evenly placed and colored golden.  Though they showed some signs of decay, in the dim torchlight they still glistened.  The passage was narrow, just barely wide enough for two of them to walk side-by-side comfortably.  


They continued onward in the dim-light, along the long, dark, twisting passage, moving deep underground.  Skye walked almost out of instinct, not thinking about it, instead staring intently at the ground, deep in thought.  Mikael’s physical form is here, but am I foolish to think his mind can be saved?  I’ve come this far; I at least have to try.  She felt Bryan’s stare even if his eyes were masked by the shadows, and she looked up, turning her face towards him.  “When you fought Diablo before, beneath Tristram, did he ever try to control your mind?  I mean…”


“I know what you mean Skye.  There was…once.  I was on the verge of dying, and I was having a dream of some sort.  I think I was in Hell, though it was nothing I would have imagined, so biotic and desolate.  My old soldier companions were there, but corrupted, serving as black knights in Diablo’s army.  His advocate, Lazarus, was trying to get me to submit, to join the side of evil, but I resisted.  Then the knights grabbed me and…and they were dragging me into a red portal.”  He paused, catching his breath.  “I don’t know what was beyond it.  My rogue companion and Pepin, the healer in Tristram, saved me from my wounds.”


“I see.  And Mikael, he fought well, right?  A master of magic, more than me even?  And then to sacrifice himself to try to stop Diablo,” she stopped speaking as her breath disappeared, a tear rolling down her cheek.  “I don’t think we’re going to be able to--”


“Shhh,” Bryan whispered, putting his hand over Skye’s mouth, then wiping aside her tear.  “We’ve done all we can.  No matter what happens, Mikael is a hero, and as long as I live, I’ll tell the stories of the good he did beneath Tristram.  Remember that Skye, remember what he did for humanity, to save us from Diablo.”  The down-sloping path leveled out, then turned around a corner, to the left, and then back to the right.  They followed Stryker ahead of them, moving by the light of his torch.  At the end of the straightaway a light source could be seen.  Bryan stopped and held on to Skye’s arm, stopping her too.  “And remember,” Skye watched the warrior tense up for a moment, then look her straight in the eyes.  She looked back into his brown eyes, wide in the dim light, and saw the sincerity in them.  “Remember that…I’ll be there for you.”  Skye felt his hand slowly slip away from its grip on her arm, as his voice trailed away.  She looked at him in the fading light as Stryker continued down the passage, leaving them in virtual darkness.  He stood in front of her, tense that she could see; though she couldn’t make out the expression on his face.  He shifted slightly, motioning down the path.  “Uh, yeah.  Maybe we should get going…”


Skye saw him turn slowly to move down the hallway, but she reached out and grabbed him, keeping him from walking away.  She reached out and touched his face, feeling his cheek muscles tighten as she did, then relax.  “Oh Bryan,” she said gently, feeling tears began to flow across her face.  She felt Bryan’s hand reach out and hold on to the back of her head, his fingers running through her hair.  They stood, in silence, for a moment, not moving.  A shout from down the passageway brought them back to reality, as Stryker tried to get their attention.  


“Skye!  Bryan!  We seem to have come to an intersection, come quickly.”


Skye stepped back from Bryan, wiping her face with her hands.  “Thank you,” she whispered, barely audible.  She coughed slightly, then turned and jogged down the passage.  Bryan followed behind her, and as they reached the end they passed through the doorway into a finally lit room.  The intersection room had four wide spokes; each lined with two rows of pillars down either side, creating a narrower path to the dark doorway at the end.  A single torch was mounted on each wall, behind the pillars, giving this room more light than the pitch-black passages.  Skye, Stryker, and Bryan stood at the center of the room, looking down each of the four spokes.  Skye turned towards her companions, a confused look on her face. “We don’t have time to search all three paths.  If we choose the wrong one, there’s no way we’ll find Tal Rasha in time to stop Diablo.”


“A one in three chance?  I don’t like those odds; I’ve pushed my luck enough through this whole thing as it is,” Bryan commented.


Stryker had dropped into a crouch, looking at the floor, which was now made of stone as they had descended well below the ground level.  A thin layer of sand covered most of the floor though, and as Stryker ran his hand just above that, he nodded and pointed to the left.  “Footprints in the sand.  This tomb has otherwise been abandoned, so it could only be the wanderer.”


“Well, what are we waiting for then?  He’s here, let’s go!” Bryan said, almost shouting.  


They turned down the left path at a brisk pace, almost running.  Stryker pried open the door at the end of the spoke, revealing another narrow, unlit passage beyond.  He shoved the torch ahead, banishing the darkness to the edges of the path, and continued onward.  The path went straight for a couple tens of meters, then turned sharply to the right.  As they reached the turn, the sound of steel on steel usually accompanying a sword-fight echoed off the walls.  The three of them broke into a run, covering the thirty meters to the end of the passage in mere seconds.  The passage emptied out into a massive round cavern that had been carved out of the ground.  The roof of the large room curved far above their heads, and the walls were untreated, uneven stone.  At the center of the room was a moat of molten lava, carving a concentric circle from the outer walls.  At the center of the moat, across a rickety bridge made of wooden planks on rope cables, was a large altar, the center of which rose almost up to the ceiling.  Bound to the altar was a hideously disfigured being, his skin having decayed and tens of long, tentacle-like appendages pulsing behind him.  


Despite the magnificence of the cavern around them, the adventurers’ eyes were focused on the one source of white light in the room: A mighty archangel, the soldier of the forces of heaven, stood between the fallen wanderer and the bridge across the lava moat.  He swung his flaming, white sword down, and the clang of metal on stone echoed through the cavern as the wanderer rolled aside.  The angel was twice as large as even Stryker, with massive wings sprouting out from his back, and long white tendrils spindling around behind him.  He reached down with one of the tendrils and grabbed the cloaked wanderer around the waist, then hurled him across the cavern, into a wall next to Stryker.  


The angel followed quickly, leaping across the distance rather than walking it and placing the wanderer between him and the wall.  The smaller man turned and looked at the three adventurers, then his eyes locked on Skye, and he dropped to his knees, clutching his head in his hands.  He screamed in agony, his eyes shut tight and gray-paled face scrunching up.  “Mikael!” Skye screamed, starting forward.  Stryker held her back just short of her brother’s weakened physical form, and she stopped easily, not resisting the precaution.  She looked down at her brother’s face, the shadows of the cloak covering some of the craters than had formed along his now paled skin.  The soul-stone glowed a light pink from where it sat lodged in his forehead, and, now calmed, he opened his eyes.  


Mikael fought the pounding in his head and the persistent voice pressuring that had been pressuring him for control of his mind since he’d stuck the soul-stone into his forehead that fateful night beneath Tristram.  At first he had been able to keep it tucked away, keeping control, but as time went by, he had felt the Lord of Terror’s presence in his mind growing stronger and stronger until finally it had taken over all but completely.  But the sight of his sister had instilled in him one last well of strength, and he had Diablo pushed aside in his brain, if only barely.  He spoke, slowly, as so much concentration was required to keep Diablo in check, “Skye…it…was…necessary.”


His sister bit her lip and sniffled, then nodded.  “I know.  Bryan told me all about it.  You can fight him, Mikael.  If anyone can, you can.”


“Then…no…one…can.  He…is…strong.”  He paused, breathing deeply and fighting back Diablo’s assaults on his consciousness.  “But…seeing…you…strength.  You…have…saved…my…soul.  Bryan…take…care…of…my…sister”


“Mikael, please…” she sobbed, tears now streaming down her cheeks.


He smiled at her and mouthed “I love you”, then turned and nodded to the archangel Tyreal.  He charged forward, rushing straight at the archangel in a suicide rush.  The action took all of his will power, and as he did he felt the essence of Diablo rush back into his brain, stabbing into his head like a thousand tiny needles.  He could feel his control slipping, but as it did he screamed, both in agony, and defiance.  He saw Tyreal swing his flaming sword as the edges of his vision began to dim, and he felt the sharp pain as the blade sliced into his ribs.  Pushed again to the side of his mind, his head throbbed with the pain of Diablo’s mind fury, and his side pulsed with the gaping wound that had been opened there.  The screams of the demon rang through his brain, and suddenly Tyreal and the rest of the cavern disappeared into blackness.


His head swimming, the blackness seemed to shift from absolute nothingness to just darkness. All he could see through in the dark was a pair of red, glowing eyes.  He was in full control of his body, or at least a manifestation of it, and sat slumped against a wall.  His side no longer hurt, nor did his head, so he figured he must be dreaming, or in some astral plane as he’d been in the past for his mental battles with Diablo.  The eyes approached quickly, and he felt a rough hand around his throat, lifting him off the ground.


“You fool.  Don’t you see you’ve doomed us both?”


“I’ve done nothing of the sort,” he coughed, gasping for breath against the tight grip on his throat.  “It is you who are doomed.  Back in your stone demon, back to hell with you.”


“No!  NO!  I will not be defeated by you again mortal.  My brother Baal must be freed!”


A blinding white light pierced the darkness from the wall behind Mikael, but the light did not hurt his open eyes.  The demon holding him growled in pain, releasing his grip on Mikael’s throat.  Mikael turned to face the light, reaching out his arm and feeling the warmth that had long ago left his body return as it was touched by the light. He stepped forward, away from the darkness, away from the demon, and into the light, letting it surround him, engulf him.  Behind him he heard the desperate cries of Diablo, but he shoved them aside for, in the light, he felt at peace for the first time since the battle against the Lord of Terror had begun…


Skye watched through blurry eyes as Mikael’s body went limp, his eyes that had been closed tightly now relaxed.  The soul-stone took on a much brighter glow, its red light completely coloring Mikael’s still face.  The archangel held up a hand to keep any of them from moving towards the body, and then knelt down next to it.  He reached down and pried the soul stone from Mikael’s forehead, the stone still glowing in his hand.  As it was removed, the craters that had covered Mikael’s face began to smooth out, and his skin slowly returned to its dark tan complexion.  The angel rose, turning towards them.  He looked at Skye, and nodded solemnly.  “Your brother’s actions were foolish, but noble.  And, in the end, it was his strength and sacrifice that have given us victory over evil today.  I know these are small consolations, but when the moment has passed, you will be able to look back on your brother and remember him as a hero.”


Skye stepped next to him and dropped to her knees next to her brother, holding his still warm body in her arms as she cried.  She looked up at Tyreal then, her eyes blood-shot from tears.  “Is there nothing you can do for him?”


The angel shook his head slowly.  “In order for his battle with Diablo to be truly over, his soul had to be released from this world.  No resurrect spell would be able to save him.”


“What must be done with the stone?  We can’t let his sacrifice go in vain,” Stryker interjected.


“Observant, hero.  Before I tell you what must happen, allow me to properly introduce myself.  I am the archangel Tyreal, a captain of heaven’s armies against the forces of Hell in the eternal battle known as the Great Conflict.  For the most part, this war takes place unknown to you mortals, but recently the three Prime Evils, Diablo, Mephisto, and Baal brought the battle to the mortal world to try to turn the tide against us.  Though the forces of heaven normally try not to intervene in mortal matters, I took it upon myself to stop the three brothers.  Along with the mortal mage clan known as the Horadrim, we captured the three brothers in these soul-stones, hoping to keep them contained and unable to exert their powers over your people.


“This I’m sure you already knew to some extent.  The recent troubles with Diablo, however, have started me thinking about how powerful these soul-stones actually are.  In fact, reports have come in that the Zakarum in the East have been taken over by the Lord of Hatred, Mephisto.  If they are taking control of mortals even beyond the constraints of the soul-stones, then I’m afraid that we may have been tricked into using them!”


“So you’re saying this isn’t over?” Bryan asked.  “That there’s still more to be done?”


“It may never be over, hero.  But for the three of you, I must ask of you this one last quest.  It can only be done by mortals, if a soldier of heaven were to try it, it would not work.  You must go to the very gates of Hell itself, and find the hellforge.  There you must smash the soul-stones!”


“Stones plural?  Are you saying we have to get Mephisto’s too?  And what about Baal over there?”


“In order to get to Hell, you will have to enter Mephisto’s durance in the city of Kurast.  If he has, indeed, taken over the people there, then you will have to defeat him to get through to the portal to hell.  As for Baal, for now we will leave the tomb sealed.  With Diablo and Mephisto banished from the mortal realm by the smashing of the soul-stones, Tal Rasha should be able to continue his wrestling with the demon.”


The three adventurers looked at one another, a tired, but determined look in their eyes.  Bryan spoke first “If that’s what it takes to let me get back to a peaceful life, then so be it.”


“For Mikael, there is no doubt.”


“My tribe sent me here to defeat the prime evils.  If this is not done, then my quest is not complete.  I will do it.”


Tyreal handed the stone to Stryker, who put it in a pouch at his side.  “I leave you to your quest then, mortals.  And I assure you that we will meet again.”


With that, Tyreal flew up towards the ceiling, then disappeared in a flash of light.  Skye, Stryker, and Bryan were left standing around Mikael’s body.  “We should take him with us, to Kurast.  It is our home, and where he should be buried.”


Bryan nodded, and smiled grimly.  “Together, we got this far.  And together, we can do this.  Then maybe we can have a chance to enjoy the peace we’ve earned for the world.”

