
The smell of salt-water combined with the rocking of the boat left Bryan feeling sick to his stomach.  He stood, leaning on the railing at the bow of the ship, ready to lean over if his stomach were to again decide it couldn’t hold his breakfast any longer.  He looked out across the ocean, the rolling water reflecting the grays of the clouds above.  He was feeling slightly better than when they’d left the port of Lut Gholein that morning, but the new experience of sailing left him feeling ill still.


“I think I’m seein’ some color starting in those cheeks matey.  You’re getting your sea legs just fine.”


“It’s not my legs I’m worried about Meshif,” Bryan muttered without turning to look at the ship’s captain.


The other man chuckled, patting Bryan on the back.  “Aye, lad.  So this is your first trip across the great sea, eh?  I guess that means you’ve never seen my glorious Kurast.”


“Can’t say that I have, though Skye’s told me a bit about it.  Unfortunately, this isn’t much of a pleasure trip.”


“Going on business, aye?  Well, the Kurast Bazaar is one of the finest marketplaces in the world.”  He nudged Bryan in the gut with his elbow, causing Bryan to swallow against the bile rising in his throat.  “And there’s a fair bit of ‘entertainment’ there if ya get my drift.”


“I doubt we’ll have much time for that, but I’ll keep it in mind once we’ve taken care of our, uh, quest.”  Bryan stood upright, his nausea momentarily overridden by his desire to get away from the sea captain before he could start another story.  “I think I’m gonna go down to my cabin and lie down for a while.”


“So be it matey.  The trip is long, I’m sure I’ll be able to fill you in on all the hot-spots in Kurast.”


Bryan forced a smile as he turned and walked towards the door leading to the cabins below.  “Yeah, I’m sure we will.”


He opened the door and stepped inside, quickly shutting it behind himself.  A short stairwell descended to a hallway running through the below-deck cabins.  Bryan slowly descended, trying not to move too quickly for his unsettled stomach.  He walked carefully down the hallway, his shaky legs fighting against the rocking of the boat.  Coming up to the second door on the left, he opened it and stumbled into his room, closing the door behind him.  He fell on his bed, rolling onto his back and staring at the grained wood of the ceiling.  His head started swimming from light-headedness and he closed his eyes to settle it, starting to feel sleep come almost instantly.  


A knock on the door forestalled that, however.  He opened his eyes obligingly, but remained lying down.  “Come in.”


He heard the door creek open and light from the hallway spread into the dark room.  “Bryan?”


“Skye?”  Bryan sat upright and reached over to the table next to his bed to light a candle.  He swung his legs over the side of the bed as Skye came through the doorway. “Something up?”


She closed the door as she walked towards him, leaving the room lit dimly by the large candle.  “I just heard you come in here from the main deck.  Feeling better?”


“A bit.  I’m getting my ‘sea legs’ according to Meshif.”  Skye laughed lightly and Bryan smiled.  “How are you doing?”


Skye folded her arms across her chest, grabbing her shoulders amidst her long black hair.  She wore a light green, skin-tight, long-sleeved shirt and a black skirt down to just above her knees.  “I’m ok.  I think I’d known the whole time, down in my heart, that he was gone, but…”


“…but there’s no way you could prepare for that.”  Bryan tapped the bed to his left and Skye sat down next to him.  “But you’re ok now?”


“As good as can be expected, I guess.  When we were kids, Mikael and I, we were really close.  We did everything together: Exploring the Kurast jungles, playing jokes on our friends, all those things.  But we’ve been apart for so long now, off getting our magical training.  I thought maybe, now that I’d completed my studies, we could meet up again, and it’d be like old times.  But…” She paused, choking up for a second.  “I’m proud of what Mikael did.  I think I wish he were still alive, but he’s done so much, it’s so selfish of me to want him alive instead.”


“It’s Diablo’s selfishness that’s required us to make such sacrifices.  My old King, Leoric, his son, Albrecht, all my companions in the Khanduras army turned into dark knights, Skyria, the rogue who fought alongside Mikael and I…all of these, and Mikael, are the casualties of Diablo.  We’ve been dragged into this and to give up would be to let him win, and take all he wants from us.  I know this doesn’t make it easy, but it’s what’s kept me going long after I should have been beaten.”


Skye sniffled, then nodded.  “You’re right.  We have to finish what we’re doing.  Things may not go back to normal, but maybe that’s just part of life.  At least they’ll be stable, and we can go on with our lives.”  She looked up at him with a small smile.  “Thank you Bryan.  It’s good to have someone to help me through this.”


“It’s the least I could do Skye, after all, you did save me from the demons.  Twice.”


She laughed lightly.  “Though neither time was that the reason I was there.”


“That’s ok, intended or not I still owe you for those.  And besides, I think we’ve gotten pretty close while travelling together.”


Skye sat silent for a moment, then nodded slightly.  “Yeah, I suppose we have.  You’re a good friend Bryan, I’m glad we met that day in Tristram.”


“Me too Skye.”  He paused, then reached up and gently pushed her hair to the side of her face.  “You know, you have the most beautiful eyes.”


Their eyes met for a moment, the two of them looking silently at each other, then Skye abruptly turned away, looking straight across the room.


“B-Bryan.  I know you mean well, but, well, you’re a good friend and that’s what I need more than anything right now.  I’m…sorry.  I hope you can understand that.”


Bryan swallowed hard, trying to get some moisture back into his suddenly dry mouth.  “Of course I do Skye.  I understand completely,” he said, then turned his eyes straight ahead as well.  


Skye reached up and turned his face back towards her.  “Thank you,” she whispered, then kissed him softly on the cheek.  She rose to her feet then.  “I’ll let you get that sleep now.  I’ll see you at dinner,” she said, heading towards the door.  “Sleep well.”


As the door creaked shut behind Skye, Bryan blew out the candle on the hearth and plopped backwards onto the bed.


“And so we meet again mortal.  You think by now you would have realized your true destiny.”


Bryan opened his eyes, but almost instantly regretted it.  He was back beneath the monastery at Tristram; back in the lair where they’d fought Diablo.  The ground beneath him was soft, yet solid, looking more like living tissue than the floor of a room.  The walls similarly pulsed with life, blood teeming within them to give them a reddish-purple tint.  Spaced periodically along the walls were large, bleached bones, acting as support beams in this biotic hell.


The warrior climbed slowly to his feet, and turned towards the dark, bass voice that had spoken to him, but as he came around, there was nothing but darkness.  “Hiding in shadows Diablo?  Afraid that I’ll destroy you again?”


An eerie silence overwhelmed him as his voice echoed off the walls, then left Bryan standing with his rhythmic breathing the only sound.  Sudden, soft footsteps made him start for a moment, then three human figures stepped slowly past him.  Bryan recognized them instantly despite the dim natural lighting.  Mikael, the quiet mage walked to his left.  He wore his thick, red robes and moved forward with his eyes closed, moving by infravision.  He muttered something under his breath, reviewing the commands for his repertoire of spells.  To the right came Skyria; the young rogue was pulling unconsciously on her bowstring.  Her blue eyes were distant, concentrating intensely on the situation.  And passing right through where Bryan was standing was the old Bryan himself.  A chill ran down Bryan’s spine as the specter passed through him; something felt horribly wrong about him.


Suddenly, Diablo stepped forward from the darkness, standing directly in front of Bryan.  An evil grin spread across his horned face, revealing rows of sharp teeth.  Apparently prompted by this, the specter Bryan dropped immediately to one knee before him, bowing his head against the hilt of his upside down sword.   Mikael and Skyria looked over at him, perplexed, and the Lord of Terror used the momentary distraction to cast a pair of mushroom-shaped apocalypse flames, one at each of them.  The rogue and mage fell backwards to the ground, as they rolled away from the rising fire.


The specter Bryan rose to his feet and turned to his right, raising his sword.  With a step toward Skyria he threw it end over end.  The sword drove through the rogue’s chest, knocking her backwards and pinning her to the ground.  The sword was left sticking straight up, perpendicular to the floor.  Bryan screamed from where he observed the carnage, but he was drowned out by the deep, maniacal laughter of Diablo.  Bryan moved to run forward, but the soft, almost living floor wrapped around his feet, sending him falling forward.  He braced his fall with his hands, landing on his knees.  


Bryan looked up in time to see his double approaching Mikael, the mage having just gotten back to his feet.  The specter reached forward and grabbed Mikael tightly by the neck.  The mage tried to gasp for breath but failed, his struggling kicks growing quickly weaker, and his eyes rolling back in his head.  Bryan’s double pulled back his grip, a dark shadow pulling out of Mikael as he did.  Mikael’s body fell limp to the floor, his very soul ripped from him.


Diablo laughed his deep, resonant laugh, and Bryan’s specter turned and bowed his head slightly towards the lord of Terror.  He reached out his right hand and his sword dislodged from Skyria’s chest and flew to him.  Diablo smiled once more, again showing his rows of sharp teeth.  “You have done well.  All shall be destroyed who oppose terror, hatred, and destruction.”


The second Bryan bowed again.  “As you decree, my Lord.”


The scene was interrupted by a voice echoing down the stairway behind him.  Oh no, It’s Skye.  


“Mikael?  Mikael, are you there?”


The specter Bryan turned then, and for the first time Bryan saw his face.  His eyes were hard with a tint of red mixed in with the brown, and his mouth formed a thin line, betraying an emotionless determination.  His sword rose to a combat-ready position, and he stalked toward the stairwell.  Bryan followed with his eyes, watching in horror.  He saw Skye appear on the bleached bone stairwell and he turned to look at her.  “Skye!  No!  Run away!” he screamed.


She kept coming, apparently not hearing his shouts.  “Mikael, where are you?”


“Skye!” Bryan pleaded, but still she ignored him.  He felt the large, rough hands of Diablo grab him on the arms and begin shaking him.  “Skye, no…”


Stryker reached down and grabbed the squirming Bryan by the arms, trying to shake him awake.  “Skye, no…” Bryan mumbled, still asleep.


“Bryan, wake up, you’re dreaming,” Stryker said sternly.  The smaller warrior opened his eyes, and immediately surged away from Stryker.  “Are you all right?” he asked softly.


Calm settled more or less over Bryan, and he nodded as he swung his feet over the edge of his bunk.  “Where’s Skye?” he said worriedly.


“She’s in the galley, eating.  And most likely reminiscing about Kurast with Meshif,” Stryker commented, with a slight grin.  It faded almost as quickly as a worried, yet puzzled look remained on Bryan’s face.  “Is something the matter?”


The warrior looked up at him, the puzzlement fading from his expression but traces of the worry remaining behind.  “It was just a dream,” he said quietly, as much to confirm it to himself as to inform, Stryker noted.  “But I’ll feel better when we can get rid of the soulstone.”


Stryker raised an eyebrow.  “Was your nightmare influenced by Diablo?”


Bryan nodded solemnly.  “It had its share of terror, and he talked to me, so I wouldn’t doubt it.  He paused, running a hand through his hair as he appeared to gather his thoughts.  “He’s just trying to scare us into giving up,” he said finally.


Stryker stood, gesturing toward the cabin door.  “Our journey is long, but together we can be strong.  Come down to the galley for some ale with us.”


A smile came finally to Bryan’s face.  “I’ll meet you down there,” he said, moving to the cabinet along the wall and pulling out a clean shirt.


“Very well,” Stryker agreed, walking through the open doorway.  As he turned to walk down the hallway, he heard Bryan mutter softly to himself, “It was only a dream…”

