Prologue


Mikael’s mailed hand reached out and grabbed the skull handle at the end of the switch.  He pulled back, and in the distance heard the grinding of walls descending.  This was the fourth such switch he and his companions, a rogue called Sky and a warrior named Bryan had pulled and the second in this room.  They had killed demon upon demon, clearing from wall to wall the strange area they’d appeared in.  


They’d descended 15 levels underneath the old Horadrim monastery in the town of Tristram.  After about four levels they’d found themselves leaving the Horadrim’s place of worship and in their catacombs.  Below there, they’d ended up in a large cavern, into which lava had seeped, replacing the water that had carved the caves.  And finally, they’d found themselves at the very gates of hell itself, challenged by magical succubi, powerful fire-breathing Balrogs, and duel-sword bearing giant-snakes.  It was here they met the Archbishop Lazarus, the traitorous holy-man that betrayed King Leoric and the people of Tristram to the dark lord of terror and his minions.  


And now, they were here.  In the lair of Diablo.  As near as they could tell, the switch Mikael had just pulled had opened the last area of the lair:  The throne of the dark lord of terror himself.  He lifted his hand off of the skull handle and walked next to his two companions.  Physically, they were all tired, but you could never tell by looking.  A fire burned in each of their eyes that swore vengeance on the evil that had overtaken the land of Khanduras, and killed the good King Leoric.  Mikael nodded in their direction, then clutched his staff, closed his eyes and began mumbling under his breath, going over spells he knew he would need to defeat his foes.  He heard the sound of steel on steel and the twang of a bowstring as his compatriots ready weapons of their own.   


And then, Bryan screamed, letting out a war cry that echoed off the walls.  The three of them ran forward, watching as the walls around Diablo’s throne appeared out of the darkness.  A shrill shriek followed by a guttural growl filled Mikael’s ears, and suddenly out of the darkness more of the Blood Knights rushed towards them, swords raised and ready to strike.  Fireballs lit up the dark room as the corrupted priests, advocates, let loose on the three adventurers.  Mikael raised his arms and spoke aloud the words to a spell, causing a sheer wall of fire to raise up in front of the knights.  He then dropped his hands in front of him, placing his wrists together and pointing his hands towards the wall.  A ball of fire leapt from his fingers, flying through the air, and through the wall, hitting a knight beyond.  Though he didn’t see the contact, he heard the scream of the blood knight, and vaguely saw his soul rise up above the fire wall.  


The wall collapsed, and the knights continued their advance.  Mikael continued casting fireballs, picking off knights and advocates before they could reach his companions.  Bryan held up his shield as a knight approached, then dropped it and sliced across the enemy’s waistline.  The armor clattered to the floor, the corrupted soul within it finally freed.  Bryan blocked a blow from another knight as it came crashing towards him, then parried away a second knight’s swing with his own sword.  He pushed the first knight away with his shield, then swept his leg out and tripped the second.  He leapt up, driving his enchanted sword through the armor of the downed knight.  The first knight came back at, but he downed him with a slashing blow just below the neck.  A fireball exploded near him, sending him reeling to the ground.  


Sky meanwhile had moved to the right flank of the approaching demons and was picking off the pesky mages behind the line of knights.  One shot a fireball in her direction, but as she held up her bow, it seemed to absorb half of the blast itself, while her armor picked up a good deal more.  Her flesh was singed at some points, but after sending three arrows at the advocate, she reached down and drank a red potion from her belt.  The scorched skin seemed to return to normal almost instantly.  


And so the three continued, until the masses of demons had all been slain, their corpses scattered across the floor.  Mikael, Bryan, and Sky gathered together once more.  Bryan was breathing the heaviest of all of them, but it seemed almost more out of anger than fatigue.  He wiped his sword on the robes of one of the downed advocates, then marched forward, Sky and Mikael trailing closely behind.  Ahead of them stood Diablo, the dark lord of terror.  He had taken the body of Prince Albrecht, but it was hardly recognizable as the boy anymore.  The demon stood twice as tall as Bryan, and probably massed three times as much, most of it seemingly muscle.  Horns curled out of his head, and spikes curved out from his back.  His skin was covered in small spikes, his fingers ended in long claws, and his mouth contained long rows of sharp teeth.  He laughed, a deep, guttural laugh, then lifted his arms.  


Blasts of seemingly pure heat and energy sprang from the ground in front of the three adventurers, sending them all clattering to the ground.  Diablo rushed towards them then picked Sky up off the ground.  Surprised, she screamed, and kicked against his yellow stomach.  Her hands grabbed at his arms, but this only served to open cuts as she closed her hands on his sharp spikes.  Bryan leapt to his feet and growled, charging towards the demon as he let out a loud battle cry.  The dark lord tossed Sky against the wall, then turned and swung his clawed hands at Bryan.  Bryan grunted as they hit at his ribs, mostly bouncing off armor, while others dug into his stomach.  He dropped to one knee, and clutched his hands to his sides while Diablo moved back towards the now dazed rogue.  

She looked up at him with defiance, but her legs would not respond to let her get up into a fighting stance.  The dark lord pushed her down with one hand then jabbed his claws into her neck.  Her face writhed in pain, and she gasped from breath, failing to get much air into her lungs.  As if with one last burst of energy her legs kicked out, pushing him back.  His claws though, were still lodged in her throat, and as he fell back they dragged across her chest to her stomach, leaving her a bloody mess as her arms, legs, and head went limp.

Bryan stared on in horror.  Echoes of failure rang through his brain, but they were drowned out by the anger bubbling up inside him.  He charged at Diablo as the demon let out another laugh, but before Bryan reached him, a blue bolt of energy hit the dark lord square in the chest.  A blue puff of an aura spread away, and his blood vessels along his chest turned momentarily blue.  He reeled back, stunned by how the holy bolt had affected him.  Bryan continued his charge, taking advantage of his foe’s momentary defenselessness.  He slashed his sword across Diablo’s chest, opening a small cut against the tough hide.  Mikael cast another holy bolt, which seemingly passed straight thrown Bryan and hit Diablo once more.  Rage still filling his eyes, Bryan repetitively slashed and stabbed at Diablo, taking out huge chunks of his hide.  The patter of holy bolts had almost his whole red skin outlined in blue, and he screamed in pain, unable to strike back at his assailants.

Bryan raised his sword, and drove it into Diablo’s chest.  The dark lord of terror gasped one last breath, and Bryan pulled his sword back.  The demon began wheezing, and blood spurted out of the hole, coating Bryan’s face in blood.  The dark lord of terror’s physical form collapsed to the ground, the muscles as stiff as stone.  The soul-stone in his forehead glowed brightly, casting an eerie pink glow across his body.

Bryan dropped his sword, letting it clatter to the ground, and ran over to Sky’s fallen body.  He held her in his arms, and tears slowly began forming at the rims of his eyes.  “Can you ressurec…” he said as he turned toward Mikael.  He never finished his sentence as he saw the mage pulling the soul-stone out of Diablo’s skull with his dagger.  The demonic form slowly wilted away, leaving the naked body of a teenage boy, the hole from the soul-stone still in his forehead.  He gasped one breath, then collapsed, apparently dead.  “Mikael, what are you…”

The mage lifted the stone and shoved it into his own forehead.  He screamed, apparently in pain, then fell to the ground unconscious.  Bryan slowly set down Sky’s body, and walked over towards Mikael.  He picked up his sword on the way; not wanting to be caught unarmed in case Diablo had now taken over his companion.  He looked at Mikael’s face, and his eyes flipped open.  “Mikael?”

“It…had to…be done,” he said in short gasps.  “I will…contain him.”

“For how long?  Forever?  Mikael I’m not sure…”

The mage held up a hand to forestall comment, then slowly rose to his feet.  He pulled the hood of his cape over his head, covering the soulstone.  “No, not…forever.  I will travel…to the east. Yes, yes.  The east.”  His breath had suddenly returned, though he still seemed weak.  His eyes, had changed somehow, though Bryan couldn’t put his finger on it.  “Yes, perhaps there, the ancient orders that protect the stones of Mephisto and Baal can save me.  And save my soul.”

