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Chapter 6


“You know, you’re a little young to be out of the Academy, you know.” Arc prodded the girl in the lead.


This was their second day out into the desert. Normally, desert was a harsh and unforgiving land to traverse, but in recent times it had been nothing short of deadly. Before, the desert was exceedingly dry and unbearably hot. The threat of the environment, accompanied with encounters with Claw Vipers, scavengers and Sabre Cats made for a dangerous journey. 

Now, however, the desert was constantly accompanied with the roaming undead, hungry for the flesh of any who follow in the Dark Wanderer’s wake. Already, the five had fought off two such encounters.

Their second day, thankfully, was passing more uneventful. This finally gave Arc the opportunity to query their young guide in the origin of her magical powers.

Jhana sniffed. “You know as well as I that I’ve never been to the Academy.” 

“Granted.” Arc smiled. “But I was under the impression that the Academy had a monopoly on the use of Elemental Magic, and that any unsanctioned practice was punishable by . . . extreme measures.”

“Very true.” Jhana replied. “I guess then, you’re wondering how the Muanak line of sorceress’s came into being.” Arc nodded, and motioned for her to tell her story.

“The first of the Muanak sorceress’s was a woman named Briena. But the story really begins with a Horadrim named Amadeus. This was about two hundred years ago. The Horadrim had imprisoned Diablo and his brothers forty years previous. But this was before the Horadrim broke away and isolated itself from the Academy, the magic school they had founded. 

“At this time, a young graduate and powerful mage named Amadeus came to the desert on an assignment of great importance for his Order. He asked the help of the Muanak tribe in his undertaking, which he received. During his assignment he met, then fell in love with a young girl named Briena. What surprised him, though, was the potential for spellcraft that he sensed within her. 

“When his assignment was done, he took Briena as his wife and together they returned to the East, where he lived as a graduate of the Academy. Soon she was with child.

“The Academy, though, as you know, do not condone the teaching of magic to women. Their foolish rules and laws forbid any female to practice the art of magic. But Amadeus did not care. He taught his wife the magiks of the elements, and Briena became the first of the Muanak Sorceresses.

“But the Academy found out about Amadeus’ secret lessons, and in their blind bigotry, judged, and sentenced both to death.

“Amadeus was wise, though, and had prepared for that day. He had prepared a powerful spell that would transport two people, him and his wife, away back to the desert in the west.

“But Amadeus had not counted on the fickleness of fate. For the night he planned to leave, his wife fell into labour, and bore a girl child. With no time to alter his spell, he sent his newborn daughter with his wife, in his stead. Briena returned magically to her tribe in the desert, with her newborn daughter, whom she taught all she knew of the magic. Amadeus was executed for his crimes.”

Arc nodded. He had suspected that the end of the tale would hold a tragedy as such. Though the Academy was the sole teaching institution of Elemancy, the powerful elemental magic, it was also known for it’s strict adherence to a conservative and traditionalist code that was often brutal and unfair.

Jhana kicked her horse into a canter, and shouted out. “Here we are! The Halls of the Dead.”

The five dismounted, instantly alert. Quite unexpectedly, there were ten horses already tied up at the entrance of the tomb. The huge stone that had once been rolled in front of the entrance, had been rolled away.

“The tracks lead inside the tomb.” Maiyan noted, kneeling to investigate then. “Boots. Humans, male. Ten separate sets.” 

Arc remained silent, brooding. Then he reluctantly spoke. “Alright. We have to go in anyway. Perhaps they have the same intentions as we. We may have found ourselves some allies. But quiet, and careful, they just as well might be enemies as well.”

The rest nodded, and followed his lead as Arc stepped into the gloom of the Halls of the Dead.

They had been roaming the dark tunnels for the better part of two hours. Taking it slowly, they were on the third level down in the dank tomb. Ahead, they heard hushed voices. Arc raised a finger to his lips, motioning for quiet.

They could all tell that the noise of the voices came from around the next corner. Arc crept up and peeked around. Ahead, the corridor ended in an open door. The light of torches flickered through the doorlight, along with the thrown shadows of many men. There was also a single man peering into the dark of the corridor, on watch.

Arc turned back to his friends. He had recognised the uniform of the watchman. “Zakarum soldiers.” The largest empire in the history of the world, unlike other empires, the Zakarum were known for their benevolence and their honor. The Zakarum prided themselves on always championing the cause of the Light.

He peeked again. Recognizing the insignia on the breast of the uniform, he turned back again. “Imperial Dragoons,” He told his friends. “They are the elite of the Legions. Only the most skilled of warriors make the grade for the Imperial Dragoons, and for a reason. The Dragoons are used always ordered into the most high risk assignments.”

“So what now then?” Telindhra asked. “We need that Cube.”

Arc leaned forward, relaying his plan.

Danel sat back, bewildered. Everything had been working out fine, and there had been none of the expected opposition upon entering the tomb. But now, with the first of his goals in sight, he had hit an unexpected setback.

Rikel stood up and wiped his blade. Cursing, Danel stared at the blackened corpse that used to be one of his men. Though all his men knew it was necessary, none of them liked the deed. But even with the best medical attention, it was doubtful that Lean would have survived, with those burns, and a quick, clean death was better than the painful lingering.

At the end of the room, the Cube sat serenely on a pedestal that sat on a raised dais.  The Cube seemed to sit mockingly, seemingly unprotected.

Danel put his face in his palms. Thinking furiously, he knew that he would crack this problem. But it would take time, time that he would rather use on the road towards his next goal.

“Kaelin!” Danel yelled. The scrawny, bespectacled man came to his side. Of the ten, Professor Kaelin of the Kurast College was the only one that was not a crack troop. He was their fount of knowledge on the Horadrim and their artifacts, and also an old friend of Danel’s. Kaelin nervously played with a worn old parchment, a fragment of an old book that detailed the location of the last known Horadric Cube, Shaft and Head Piece.

“Yes, Captain.” Kaelin said, attentively. For a second, Danel was tempted to blame the man. Rage boiled through his veins and he longed to lash out at the man. But the Captain mastered his anger immediately. After all, Kaelin had warned them of the possibility, nay certainty, that the artifact would be trapped. Lean had been their expert on disarming traps. 

“Undoubtably, the trap was of a magical nature,” Kaelin was saying. “That is why poor Lean did not detect it until it was too late.” He said, shaking his head.

“Can you do anything?” Danel asked the scholar.

Kaelin shook his head. “I’m a scholar, sir, not a sorcerer.”

“Perhaps we can help.” A voice came from outside the room. Danel was on his feet as his sword left his scabbard. Six more swords were drawn as he men reacted only an instant later.

His seventh was standing rather sheepishly at the door, hands raised, his scabbard empty. His sword hit the floor. Behind him stood a young archer, with an arrow drawn and aimed at the man. Next to her was a swordsman, arms crossed. Behind them were three others, two women and a huge man.

“Who are you?” Danel said. None of the intruders, besides the girl archer, had drawn their weapons. Thus, along with his man held hostage, Danel opted for words rather than action for the time being.

“I am the Paladin, Arcsaur deQuester,” The leader said.

Danel paused, thinking furiously. If what this man said was true, then he could be trusted to act honorably, at least. Though that is not to say that their intentions would match. “What is your business here.”

“The same as yours, I presume. We need the Horadric Cube.” Arc replied.

“Why?” 

“Diablo is loose upon the world again. He recently passed through Lut Gholien, in the guise of a Dark Wanderer. Undoubtably he heads towards the prison of his brother, Baal. We want to stop him. So we need to get to the Tomb of Tal Rasha before he does, or at the very least, when he does.”

Danel nodded slowly. “So you need a key to the chamber of Tal Rasha, hence the Cube, and later the Shaft and Headpiece.” Arc nodded.

“Are you mad?” Danel asked. “Diablo is loosed upon the world, so you seek to open the Tomb and free Baal too?”

“Of course not!” The woman holding his man prisoner snapped. “We want to stop Diablo, and Baal!”

“And what makes you think that the five of you can defeat the Lord of Terror, when armies failed?”

The woman opened her mouth to say something, but the Paladin forestalled her. “Diablo was stopped by a single hero once before, we five can stop him again. What would you do with the artifacts.”

“I have been ordered to retrieve them and bring them back to Kurast, where they may be protected by the might of the Zakarum forever.” Danel answered.

“A futile gesture. Diablo is powerful enough to free his brother without need for the Horadric artifacts. Besides, he will head to Kurast next to free his brother Mephisto.” Arc returned.

“Diablo can waste himself trying to break Horadric barriers. And if he marches on Kurast, the might of the Zakarum Legions will beat him back.” Danel said with all confidence.

“You misguided fool.” The girl with the bow said. “My Order was almost wiped out by the minions of Andariel. And the Demon Queen is only a Lesser Evil, subordinate to Diablo. Do you think your Empire could withstand the might of both the Lords of Terror and Destruction?”

With a start, Danel recognized the dress of the girl. She was a Rogue, the famous hunter/warrioresses of the West. She was quite young for the Order, but the uniform was unmistakable. “You are talking about a small, though undoubtably skilled, order of a few thousand warriors. The Legions of the Zakarum number in excess of a hundred thousand soldiers. Besides, were not your Order victorious, in the end?”

Telindhra opened her mouth, but then backed off. The Rogues had survived, after all.

Danel turned back and addressed Arc. “So you five are the famous DemonsBane then, slayer of Andariel.” Arc bowed in aknowledgement. “I have perhaps misjudged you. However, that does not change my orders. I cannot let you have the Cube.”

Arc nodded. “The fact remains that I think we can get it, while you cannot.”

Danel raised his arm. This soldiers formed up at his shoulder, swords raised. “If you retrieve the Cube and try to leave, I will regrettably have to relieve you of it.”

Arc sighed. “There is no need for us to waste lives here. Would you accept a trial by honorable combat?”

Danel paused, considering, then nodded. He waved his men back and stepped forward, into the centre of the room. Discarding his shield, he drew his blade, his prized dueling blade, and held it lightly in two hands in a ready position.

Arc also discarded his shield and also his normal sword. Pulling his new dueling blade from his back, he stepped forward and dropped into a fighting stance. He nodded in approval at the sight of his enemy’s weapon, the mark of an expert in the sword.

“I am Arcsaur deQuester, a Paladin, and a man of honor. To first blood?” Arc proposed. Though he needed the Horadric Cube, he recognized his opponent as a man of honor and had no wish to kill him.

“I am Danel Xaleton, Captain of the Imperial Dragoons , and a man of honor. I regret that, due to my orders to take the artifacts at all costs, even my life, I must insist to the death.”

Arc nodded sadly.

Telindhra lowered her bow, and motioned for her captive to rejoin his comrades. Arc had feared that this would happen, and had told her to release him in this event.

Capturing him had been quite easy. The sudden scream that had come from the room had provided the distraction they had needed. As the man turned, Jhana had enacted a quick Telekinesis spell, mentally grasping the man over the mouth and yanking him down the corridor. From there it was a simple matter of disarming him and taking aim.

A sudden clank of metal on metal disrupted her thoughts, and she started to watch the duel. Arc was using the new sword that he had gotten. Quite an unusual sword, Telindhra could have sworn it was entirely too thin, that it would shatter before long, but it had survived two skirmishes already, and was unmarked. She hoped that it would hold out for this one too.

The swords rang out five times in rapid succession as the Captain, Danel took the offensive. Lightning fast, he charged, slashing out quickly, and ending his offensive with an overhand chop aimed at Arc’s head.

But Arc was already spinning to his left, parrying with the blade in his right, his left hand whirling out to slam a backhand into the Captain’s face. 

Danel stumbled back but was not put off. Recovering immediately, he was guiding his blade through blocks and counters with ease.

Back and forth the two danced, covering the entire room. Telindhra stared, amazed. Evenly matched, it was a duel of perfection, between two master swordsman. Unlike the other times she had seen Arc fight, this time he had discarded the practiced workmanlike style and had assumed the flowing dance of a true swordsmaster. Graceful, and unbelievably faster than ever before, he flowed from move to move as though the moves were catalogued beforehand, like choreography.

Minute after minute passed, as the advantage swung from one to the other. At times, Telindhra despaired, for it seemed that Danel was on the verge of victory, others she rejoiced as Arc dominated the duel. At times they all thought it was over, until an impossible move restored the balance. A block that stopped an unbelievably powerful blow or a spinning back kick that knocked the aggressor away. Once, a backwards leaping cartwheel from Danel saved him from a deathblow by a hairsbreadth. Another, Arc ducked a slash, followed by a massive backflip away from Danel’s darting sword. 

Finally, the balance was broken. Arc leaned back, away from a forward slash, one that passed by his nose by a finger. Unperturbed by the near miss, he brought his sword up in a lightning fast uppercut that knocked the barely raised block up high into the air. A huge front kick into Danel’s gut catapulted the Captain from his feet, his sword flying through the air. Danel landed straight on his back with a grunt. He sat up, but the wind was gone from his lungs, preventing him from getting to his feet. Before he even had time to locate his sword, on the floor, a sword tip was at his throat.

Arc drew in deep breaths. Though he was not using his Aura abilities to enhance his performance, his mind was still deep in a meditative trance to aid concentration during the fight. Now he let it go. The fight was over. Danel was undoubtably the most gifted swordsman he had ever faced. Though from the first minute, he knew he was the better swordsman – just – there were times when he thought he was sure to lose. He judged that if they were sparring partners, he might win six out of ten, and Danel four out of ten. He was better, but only by the tiniest of gaps, and in truth, in a duel there was little telling who might come out on top.

Danel stared at him, accepting his fate. It was he who insisted that the duel be to the death. He could accept no less.

“I am not going to kill you, Captain.” Arc assured Danel. He had known from the start that he would not kill the man. “But, with your permission, we will take the Cube.”

Jhana stepped towards the dais. Danel raised his arm, and seven swords left their scabbards menacingly. “Hold!” Danel commanded. Staring at Arc, he said grimly, “The duel was to the death. As long as I draw breath, the duel is unresolved. Any act to take the Cube will result in my men attacking.”

Arc balked. “If you surrender the duel is won.”

“I will not.” Danel stated levelly.

“Think clearly, man!” Arc shouted. “If I kill you the duel is won, and your men will do nothing as we walk away with the Cube. You confuse honor with foolishness!”

“My orders are to bring the artifacts so that none may every free Baal. On my life.” Danel said, emphasising the last forcefully.

Arc was silent for a while, sweating. He did not want to kill the Captain. “There is still the Shaft and the Headpiece. Gain any of these two pieces before us and you can deny us access to the total key. Save your life, man. Live to fight another day.”

Danel sat silently, torn. 

“Don’t do it, sir.” One of the men from the line said.

“Surrender sir!”

“We’ll get the other pieces first!”

Soon all the men were talking, trying to dissuade their leader from dying.

Slowly, Danel lowered his arm.


Arc breathed a sigh of relief. He motioned for Jhana to get the Cube.


Jhana nodded, then looked at the Cube. Casting forth her magic, she accessed her Lightning mastery, and called forth her telekinetic spell. An invisible force took hold of the Cube. As it lifted from the pedestal, powerful walls of fire sprang up around the dais, the same magical traps that killed Danel’s man. Yet the fires didn’t touch the young enchantress, who stood safely away from the dais, retrieving the Cube through magical means.


The Cube floated through the walls of flame unharmed, to float into Jhana’s waiting hands. “Got it!” She whooped.


Arc smiled and sheathed his sword. “Gentlemen, it’s been a pleasure.” He and his friends turned to go.


Then they all froze suddenly. They all heard it at the same time.


Faint shrieks, reverberating through the Halls.


Shrieks the five had all heard before, In the lair of Radament, far below the desert city of Lut Gholien.


Horadric Guardians.
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