
Even before her eyes adjusted to the lack of light, the horrid stench of the catacombs overwhelmed Skye.  Beyond the normal odors of rotting flesh usually associated with the resting places of the dead, and the typical moldy smell of underground passages, was the smell of the demons that had recently begun inhabiting the tunnels.  Skye reached her hand up to cover her mouth for a moment, slowly adjusting as much as possible to the stale air.  

Her eyes had now slowly adjust to the dimness of the catacombs, though that still barely let her see past Bryan and Stryker a couple steps beyond her.  She slid her hands to the large blue gem at the end of her staff.  She closed her eyes and let her magical energies flow down her arms and into the gem.  It began to glow brightly, better illuminating the passage.  Her two companions looked over at her as she lit the staff.  


Stryker nodded at her with a small smile, and she returned the smile, feeling some color rise to her cheeks as she did.  She shifted her gaze to Bryan, who was watching her with what seemed to be an inquiring look on his face.  Then, as if realizing she was looking at him, he met her eyes for a moment, smiled, appreciatively, and looked over at a point between her and Stryker.


“Fitting that our light still comes from a Skye,” he said with a tinge of dry wit in his voice.  


Skye rolled her eyes and chuckled, then walked by Bryan, who had since let a grin slip onto his face.  She led the way into the catacombs, with the lighted end of her staff.  The flue tint washed out what colors the walls might have had.  This gave the gray-bricked walls a bluish hue, and the usually yellow-gold moss more of a gray tint itself.  There was little variation in the passageway from the bricked walls, and the slightly deteriorating floor that crunched and shifted slightly under Skye’s feet.  Stryker and Bryan followed closely; the larger Barbarian quickly overtaking her while Bryan, only a head taller than Skye, came up to walk alongside her. 


The passage turned to the left at a right angle, and Stryker, leading the way, plowed full speed into a small fallen as he rounded the corner.  The other fallen in the area turned wide-eyed towards the Barbarian, then their Shaman yelled, “Rakanishu!” causing the fallen to charge. 


Stryker grabbed the fallen he’d run into and hurled it with full strength at the shaman, then pulled out his two swords.  The projectile fallen hit the shaman and they both slammed into a wall, sending dust billowing into the air, visible in the torch-light of the fallen.  The Shaman, still conscious, shoved his dead minion of him to the floor, tapped it with his staff to reanimate it, then pointed his staff at Stryker and fired a fireball.  Stryker leapt over the fireball and the other fallen in the pack, and landed in front of the Shaman.  He dropped to one knee, the shaman still a head shorter than him, and impaled the demon on his right hand sword.


He swung the blade up and back, tossing the Shaman’s corpse into the crowd of fallen approaching him.  They scattered, running down the hall.  Stryker, in much longer strides, overtook the pack of fallen and sliced at two with each of his swords, decapitating one, and opening the other from shoulder to hip.  


Skye found herself gaping at Stryker’s smooth movements from her position in the corner.  She noticed her mouth hanging open slightly, and she quickly shut it.  Glancing over at Bryan, she saw him staring somewhat in awe as well, then he too seemed to snap back to consciousness.  “More demons.  What a surprise,” he muttered sarcastically.  Skye smiled slightly as Bryan started walking down the hall.  “We better catch up before he gets to have all the fun…”


Bryan swung his mace downward, hitting the zombie on the shoulder.  The rotted flesh crumbled into powder, letting the arm drop lifelessly to the floor.  The zombie swung its other arm, but Bryan brought the shield he’d taken from a skeleton around to block the blow.  He then swung his mace again, a horizontal swing, smashing into the zombie’s side.  It seemed to crumble in on itself, falling to the ground in pieces.


He walked over to the double doors on the long wall of the rectangular room.  Stryker was already waiting there, and Skye met up with them a couple seconds later.  The sound of the pool of boiling blood in the center of the room echoed off the walls, and polished bone, as thick as Bryan’s head and tapering as it rose to sharp points, jutted out of the walls and the floor at various places.  Small fires burned throughout the room and dead rogues were tied to stakes in the midst of the flames.


The flickering torch light casting dancing shadows across his face, Bryan nodded to Stryker.  The barbarian, his slow, metered breathing demonstrating a calmness Bryan couldn’t feel himself, returned the nod.  The two pushed the large doors open inward, revealing the chamber beyond.  Similar to the last room, with the blood pools and bleached white bone formations, this chamber extended much longer.  The many torches on the walls and burning fires all around kept the room much better lit than the winding catacomb passages leading to it had been.  Demons stood in uneven ranks along the sides of the room, all eyeing the adventurers with malicious looks in their eyes.


Skye stepped up to Bryan’s right, standing between him and Stryker.  “You two head straight for Andariel, I’ll handle the mobs.”


As if on cue, the nearest crowds of monsters started moving swiftly towards them.  Skye raised her staff in the air, yelling at Bryan and Stryker to run as she did.  Bryan began sprinting to the end of the hall, trailing just behind Stryker.  The massive demoness walked forward a couple steps to meet the challenge, then stopped and shouted something Bryan couldn’t comprehend.  The sheer volume of the shout stopped him and Stryker in their tracks, fifteen meters shy of Andariel, while the content of the shout seemed to send the demons into submission.  They backed away slowly from the battle-ready Skye, slipping back into their crowds along the walls.


Andariel smiled cruelly, showing rows of yellowed, sharply pointed teeth.  “I had a feeling my demons would not keep you from reaching me here.  Unfortunately for you, this foresight means your little quest to,” her voice shifted mockingly to a higher-pitched tone, “‘save humanity from the evils’ ends here.”  She stepped methodically forward, halving the distance between her and Stryker and Bryan.  “I will give you one more chance to change your ways.  Humanity cannot possibly stand the onslaught of Hell.  Join the winning side, and you can have more power than being a martyred hero will ever get you.”


Bryan sneered and gestured towards one of the rogues impaled on a tall stake.  “Power at what cost?  The forsaking of our friends and fellow beings?  The loss of our normal lives for the benefit of a few?  You can keep your power, at least as long as we let you exert it,” he challenged, raising his mace towards her.  Stryker next to him scraped his swords together as he nodded sullenly, the screeching of metal on metal sending a chill down Bryan’s spine.  An anticipatory grumble started rising up from the crowd of demons.


Andariel laughed patronizingly.  “I should have known your puny moral mind would be clouded by emotion.  Very well, I’ll send you on the quick route to Hell…”


She reared back her head and then surged it forward, breathing out a green mist as she did.  She looked from left to right, spreading the mist in an arc in front of her.  Bryan sucked in his breath, trying not to inhale, but he felt the poison seeping into his hose anyway.  His stomach began to turn and as he dropped to his knees he felt a surge of bile and the contents of his stomach emptied to the floor.  He heard the demons screeching and growling in joy while his arms and legs began to tingle.  


Suddenly, Stryker was above him, tinted green with the rest of Bryan’s vision.  He pulled out a vial and used his other hand to force open Bryan’s mouth.  He poured in a black liquid from the vial, then redrew his swords and turned away.  Bryan swallowed hard, expecting the vomit the liquid back up as quickly as it had gone down, but instead his vision began to clear and his metabolism returned slowly to normal.


He rose, though somewhat unsteadily, to his feet and quickly looekd around.  Skye, with the absence of allies among the masses of her foes, was bringing down gigantic elemental assaults on the mobs of demons.  She raised her arms above her head once, then again, and again, causing electricity to dance off all the demons each time.  She pointed her hand out, and a massive ball of fire danced from her fingertips, hitting the lead demon and splashing nearby foes in flames.  


Stryker, meanwhile, was battling the maiden of Anguish one on one.  She batted each of his blows aside with the appendages springing from her back.  The action kept her occupied though, so the two were fighting to a stalemate.  Bryan, now mostly recovered from the poison, reached down and picked up a bone that had been scattered on the ground.  He flicked his wrist and hurled the bone.  It flew end over end, and struck Andariel head-on between her black, dark eyes.  


The blow stunned her concentration for a moment, and Stryker took advantage.  He dropped his left arm, bringing the sword held there in an upward-swing into Andariel’s side.  The blow sliced in slightly, her thick skin keeping it from going too deep.  She batted aside his right-hand blow using her arm, but Bryan followed quickly behind that, bringing his mace down to smash the parrying arm. 


The demoness howled as Stryker landed another blow with his left-hand sword.  Andariel reared back, ready to unleash a second poison breath, but Bryan, arms at full extension, brought his mace into her head with an over-head swing.  Andariel’s neck snapped back and blood splattered out from the blow to her face.


Suddenly, a wall of fire erupted on top of the demoness.  The flames connected with her tough skin, quickly melting it away to ash.  The fire made Bryan step back for a moment, and he turned to see Skye approaching past rows of devastated demon corpses.  She cast a bolt of ice at Andariel, hitting her and accelerating the decay done by the firewall.  Bryan turned and continued swinging at his foe, smashing flesh and bone in her chest.  He reached back and swung again.  His mace smashed through her rough outer skin, crushing bone and smashing organs beyond.  Andariel let out one last blood-curling scream, trailing off as her air ran out, and her body crashed to the floor.


As it hit, the ground began to shake.  Large hunks of brick and stone began falling from the ceing.  The three of them dove to the ground, Bryan raising his shield over his head to deflect any falling objects.  The ground began to settle, and the adventurers regained their feet, gathering in a crude triangle.  The fire wall had since collapsed, leaving the blackened, battered corpse of Andariel lying alone on the floor.


“Andariel has been defeated.  With the source destroyed, the rogues should be able to purge their home of the evil,” Stryker said coolly.


“Uh, yeah.  Exactly.  Always glad to rid the world of demons and what-not,” Bryan responded lightly.  “I’m just glad to be alive.  What was that stuff you forced down my throat?”


“An antidote created by the alchemists of my tribe.  It counteracts most poisons used by our foes.”


“Ah, well, thanks.”


“Not to have a one-track mind, but we should get to town and report our victory.  If Diablo is able to reach Tal Rasha’s tomb, I think Mikael may be lost forever.  He already has a head start on us—“


“Your devotion to your brother is admirable.  If he has similar willpower, our quest to rid this world of Diablo could be that much easier.”


“Yeah, let’s get back to town and pick up Cain,” Bryan added, “and get on our way.  You have that scroll Skye?”


The sorceress nodded and pulled the rolled up paper from her belt.  She read the cryptic words aloud, and as she did, the scroll seemed to disintegrate in her hand.  The “ashes” floated to the ground at her feet, and from them sprang the portal.  Oval-shaped and a blend of blues, black, and white flowing throughout, the portal rose completely before them.  “Back to town then,” she said as she stepped into it, vanishing as she did.


Stryker entered next, leaving Bryan alone in the chamber.  He stepped forward, his leg entering the portal and the rest of his body following close behind.  A tingling sensation rushed through him and blue and black fluctuating through the entirety of his vision.  Then, as quickly as the catacomb chamber had disappeared, the grassy areas of the rogue camp appeared around him.  Stryker and Skye stood before him, and Cain, Akara, and Kashya were quickly approaching from Akara’s wagon.


Kashya’s eagerness had her speaking as they approached.  “Well?  Is she dead?”


Bryan grinned and nodded, but Stryker was first to speak.  “She is.  We destroyed her physical form mere moments ago.”


Cain stepped forward, placing a hand on Bryan’s shoulder.  “Excellent!  This is a great victory indeed.  We must hurry now, as the way to Lut Gholein is open.  If Diablo is able to free Baal—“


“We will stop him Deckard Cain,” Stryker cut in.  “There is no alternative.”


Akara chimed in now.  “Well, we wish you luck on your quests.  We thank you for saving our home.  If you need anything, know that you can come to us.  After what you’ve done here, I have confidence you will save us all.  May the great eye guide you on your way.”
