Song of Tiraya

By *killer_apricot@uswest

Prologue – The Binding of the Lord of Destruction

The burning sun glared across the desert sand. Two eyes, their face hidden by a dark purple mask, blinked as they stared into the brilliance of the day.

The man behind the mask spoke. “Let the light deceive you not, for nearby Darkness lurks. Keep your eyes peeled. He is here…somewhere.” His men nodded silently then, readying their spears and staves, spread out in their search.

A soft tug on his sleeve drew his attention away from his men. The man looked down. A small blonde girl, no more that six, stared up at him with her dark brown eyes. The man smiled, grabbed the girl up in his arms, and kissed her on the head. She giggled.

“Tiffany, how’d you get here? And what are you doing not wearing your cloak? You’ll get an awful sunburn.”

The girl just smiled and shook her head. She reached up and touched his mask. “Daddy, watcha doing?” she asked.

The man looked over to the horizon, then back at his daughter. “We’re looking for a demon, a very bad demon named Baal. Our Guardian Angel, Tyrael, has given me—“

“Tal-Rasha!” A rough, desert-clad man ran up to them, panting. He reached them and leaned over on his staff to rest. “Sir…I am so sorry. I don’t know how she got away from the camp. The man stared down at his feet and tried to suppress a smile. “She’s as wily as her father,” he added.

Tal-Rasha grinned and looked back at Tiffany. “See what you did now? You’ve given Jamek a fright.”

“But I wanted to be with you, Daddy,” the girl protested.

“Shall I take her back to the camp, sir?” asked Jamek.

Tal-Rasha smiled. “Well…” He looked into those pleading brown eyes. He turned back to Jamek. “After the Lord of Destruction rose in our camp, our magical defenses have proven vulnerable. Nay, she is already here, and she’s probably safer with the army. Keep her close by. Now Tiffany, be sure to keep inside Jamek’s energy shield.”

“Yay!” Tiffany leaped out of his arms and ran over to Jamek.

Tal-Rasha shook his head, but couldn’t stop smiling. What was he going to do with that—

A plume of sand suddenly erupted from the earth as a large festering appendage shot from the ground and broke the spine of a pikeman. Another appendage rose from the sand, looking for a target. Then another. And another.

A cry went out. “BAAL!!!”

Tal-Rasha scanned the desert. Appendages everywhere…but where was Baal? His gaze settled on a large cloud of smoke surrounded by men. He turned to Jamek. “Jamek, get her out of here!” Jamek grabbed Tiffany and the two vanished into thin air. Tal-Rasha rose his staff and teleported himself next to the cloud.

Amid the sand and pandemonium, it was difficult to make anything out…there. A hazy silhouette stepped from the cloud of sand—a figure so grotesque it could only belong to the demon.

Tal-Rasha raised his voice above the screaming and yelling. “Pikemen—keep him close! Form a circle around the beast! Mages! Wall him in! We can’t let him get away!”

The air crackled with electricity as a static field filled the area. Several walls of fire shot up around the creature. Baal roared as pike-wielding soldiers rushed at him. The earth shook as a huge chasm opened up and swallowed several dozen men.

Tal-Rasha stood watching the battle from a nearby dune. His second, the Arch-Mage Albyn, stood beside him.

“The beast is strong.”

“Yes sir.”

“Cover me, Albyn.”

“Yes sir.”

A large orb of ice followed Tal-Rasha as he teleported behind the creature. The orb exploded on contact with the creature, chilling him for but a second. Lightning forked out in all directions, killing appendages as the Lord of Destruction brought hellfire forth from the earth beneath the soldiers.

Tal-Rasha grabbed his staff in both hands and hugged it close across his chest. He bowed his head and closed his eyes in prayer as he wove his spell. Folding and twisting the fabric of the magickal plane, he chanted these words, barely audible:

“Blood to mana,

Spirit to blood.

Let the pain your dark magicks cause

Be felt in your flesh.”

Baal dodged a lightning bolt and prepared to cast another spell when he suddenly turned. A sly grin crossed his face as he spotted the mage. “Well, well, well, we meet again, Tal-Rasha.”

His spell complete, Tal-Rasha opened his eyes and looked up at the demon. “Hello Baal. How’ve you been?”

“I’d have to say I’ve had better days, being bombarded with meteors and ice and all that. By Lucifer, these people are trying to kill me!” Baal chuckled. “But enough about my problems, how are things with you?”

“Same ol’, same ol’. Fighting Evil, protecting the world and all that.”

“Yeah, I gotcha. And how are the wife and kids?”

“Tiffany? She’s great. Actually, she’s over on that hilltop—see?” Tal-Rasha pointed over to two distant figures, barely visible. The little girl waved. Baal and Tal-Rasha both smiled and waved back.

“Now, let’s see…how’s my wife? You killed her, remember?”

“Oh…right. Really sorry about that, old chap…but I am evil, you know.”

“Yeah, I guess you never really can choose your lot in life.”

“Tell me about it. So anyways, are we still on for Sunday?”

“Aw Baal, you know how much I hate golfing.”

“C’mon, you spend all your time in that dark alchemy lab. Getting out in the sun and the grass will be good for you. Besides, golfing is the true man’s sport.”

“Well then, good thing you’re not a man.”

“See, this is exactly why humans and demons don’t get along. Alright, have it your way. How about fishing? You have to love fishing, right? ‘cause I have this really cool spell—“

“How about I kill you and bind your spiritual essence inside this magickal Soulstone?”

“Ick, that doesn’t sound like fun at all. Where do you people get these ideas? You know, I bet it’s the television. I was over at Diablo’s house last Wednesday, and he has a TV. You wouldn’t believe the things they show these days!”

“You know I have to do this, Baal.”

“You know I won’t let you.”

“Well, should we fight now?”

“I guess we have to. People are kinda beginning to stare.”

“Oh well, awfully sorry about this, bud.”

“What are you sorry about?

“Binding your essence, of course.”

“Yeah, who says you could take me? I was always the stronger one.”

“What are you talking about? I could kick your kahooty!”

“Yeah right! Remember back in eleventh when we fought over Sarah Leoricson? Who was found shoved four feet into the ground on the soccer field, headfirst?”

“Yeah, you might have won that one, but who did she go to the Summer Dance with? I’m sorry, Baal, but you’re just plain ugly.”

“Ooohhh…I am so going to get you for that!”

“Come and get it, tentacle head!”


“Bite me, freaky mask dude!”

“Die!”

“Die!”

The two collided with a brilliant explosion. Sand flew into the air and flooded the scene until nothing could be seen, but for the occasional flash of light.

**

The air reeked of ozone. The sand was no longer sand—it had been burned and melted into a smooth, glassy plain. Mages and pikemen were spread all about, tending to the wounded and the bodies of the dead.

On the bottom of a huge crater were two figures. Baal lay on the ground, panting. Tal-Rasha sat on top of him, his head slumped over in exhaustion. Baal couldn’t escape if Tal-Rasha tried to stop him. Tal-Rasha couldn’t stop him if Baal tried to escape. Neither one moved.

After a long while, Tal-Rasha stood up. He brushed himself off as best he could, but his clothes were covered in blood and melted glass. All his armor was completely broken. “Aw, hell. Look at this! Just ruined—do you know how much it will cost to repair all this? I’m saving for a college fund for Tiffany.”

Baal raised his head slightly and coughed out a mouthful of sand and some intestines. “And how do you think I feel, huh? Actually, I can’t feel—my whole body is numb all over.”

“Well Baal, I won, you lost. Now it is time to trap you forever inside this Soulstone!” Tal-Rasha reached into his cloak…and pulled out a handful of broken shards. “Damn! I knew I shouldn’t have taken it into battle with me. What do we do now?”

“Yes,” said an angelic voice from behind him, “what do we do?”

Tal-Rasha turned around and was met with the brilliant white light of the Archangel. “Tyrael! The Soulstone has been shattered! You must provide me with a new one.”

Tyrael shook his head sadly. “Alas, God will not let me have any more Soulstones until I clean my room. We must think of something else.”

Baal rose his head from the sand and said, “You know, if I could make a suggestion, why don’t you put my soul into Tal-Rasha’s body for all eternity?”

Tal-Rasha slammed his foot down and shoved Baal’s face back into the sand. “Shut up!” he said.

“Actually, what Baal said sounds like a good idea,” said Tyrael. “We should do that.”

“I know what I must do,” said Tal-Rasha. “Let me go find Tiffany.”

**

“But why, Daddy, why?! Why must you go?” cried Tiffany as the two stood outside the tomb.

Tal-Rasha sighed sadly. “Because the device Tyrael gave me to trap Baal has been broken. Only my power is strong enough to support it.”

“Let me go with you, let me help you!” she cried desperately. “Please, Daddy, please?”

Tal-Rasha closed his eyes with the pain that was killing him, then opened them to look at his daughter sadly. “This is something I must do, Tiffany, and I must do it alone. I’m sorry, but…he fumbled around in his tattered cloak and pulled out a small, wooden jewelry box. He opened it and pulled out a silver necklace. On its end was a tiny silver pendant engraved with a single Horadric rune.

“’T’ for ‘Tiffany’” he said as he put it on her. “I was saving it for your seventh birthday, but…you’re getting to be such a big girl, Tiffany. Take care of your mother—well, take care of Jamek and the others. I have to go now.”

The two were pulled apart as the Archangel grabbed Tal-Rasha and led him into the tomb. Tal-Rasha turned to his little girl as he walked deeper and deeper into the darkness.

“Remember, I will always love you. I love you. I love you…”

The heavy stone doors slammed shut.

**

Later that night, two men and a little boy sat around a small campfire. The two men sat with their bowls while the boy ate. No one spoke—the men were silent with sorrow, and the boy was too busy eating. They just sat there, staring into the fire.

Finally, one of the men spoke softly, his gaze still on the fire. “She’s taking it hard, the little one is.”

“Peace is not something she will find easily. First she lost her mother, now her father. She is alone.”

“She is not alone. She has us.”

“Nay, we will never be her family. Not what they were to her. We are but soldiers.”

“And she will learn to be a soldier, like us. She will learn that sacrifices must be made to preserve our world. We are the Horadrim, we do not wither and die, but nor do we truly live, for our lives are not our own. We live as slaves to our duty, so others may live free. Such is the way of things.”

“You are right, but it is hard when you are a child. And like her father, she will fight to keep her life her own.”

“Mayhap, but in the end even Tal-Rasha accepted his fate.”

The little boy was finished with his bowl. “Is there any more stew?” he asked.

“No,” replied Albyn. “You’re still hungry? You just ate a soldier’s portion.”

The little boy nodded his head vigorously. “Hey, wait—there’s some more over there.” He pointed to a bowl in front of an empty seat. “Can I have that?”

Jamek slapped the boy’s hand as he reached toward the bowl. “No, Kasim. That bowl is for Tiffany.” The boy frowned and crossed his arms.

Jamek looked over to Tal-Rasha’s tent. “Perhaps I should go check on her. He picked up the bowl and walked over to the tent. Then he shouted. “Tiffany?! Tiffany?!”

He ran back to Albyn. “She’s gone…she’s gone.” Jamek looked over the horizon and saw only endless miles of sand in the dark. He knew he would never see her again.

Chapter 1:What a Life

Hi, I’m Tiraya, a skilled amazon, one of the best. I’m an adept of the Path of Athulua.

Meet my team. Kasim is a desert warrior—I picked him up in Lut Gholein awhile back. He can go for days without food or water. He can be shot full of holes and arrows and still stand up and fight. He can slay three demons with his spear before one of them can even scream in fear.

Then there’s Victory. Can I say any more than what her name implies? She is a Divine Spirit, a Valkyrie, a Holy Warrior sent to me from Heaven itself. Her Light alone can cause whole armies to throw down their weapons and flee. Her spear rains death and thunder from the Heavens to bring Zerae’s vengeance to all beings defiled by their allegiance to Hell.

Yes, these two are my crack team, my gang of super-warriors, my mini-army, my two-man fighting—

“I’m hungry,” says Kasim.

“Dammit Kasim,” I say, “we just left Harrogath an hour ago. Why didn’t you get something to eat then??.”

Kasim just shrugs. “I dunno. I wasn’t hungry then,” he says. “I am now.”

“Well, go catch a rabbit or gnaw on your fist or something, because we are not going all the way back to town just to satisfy your stomach,” I say in an annoyed tone. I roll my eyes. Why don’t I just travel alone?

Kasim looks me over and grins. “That’s not the only thing of mine that need satisfying.” He tries to grab me, but I dodge his advances.

“Kasim, get away, get—grow up! There, go over and bug Victory, I’m busy surveying the terrain.”

Kasim grins again and his gaze switches over to Victory. “Ooh yeah, I’m surveying the terrain right now.” He laughs and slaps Victory on the rump as she walks by. She starts to cry.

It takes all my strength of will to keep from killing them both on the spot. “Kasim, stop. Victory, come on Victory. Victory—Kasim—ARRGHH!!!!!”

Okay, I lied. This is not my crack team. More like crackpot team. Kasim’s been after me ever since I first hired him, and he’s not subtle at showing his affection. And Victory, well—she has problems. You could write a book. I think the only reason she got to be a Valkyrie was because some goddess took pity on her.

“I’m hungry,” says Kasim.

“I’m thirsty,” says Victory.

“Alright, alright!” I scream. “I’ll take you two back to town if it will get you two to SHUT UP! Now I know how we killed Diablo: it wasn’t my crossbow bolts—YOU ANNOYED HIM TO DEATH!”

The two fell silent. “Jeez, Tiraya, go take a Midol or something,” says Kasim.

I glare at him. “DON’T make me hurt you.” I pull out a town portal scroll and recite it. “O Great Athulua, please grant me safe passage home and salvation from these two incredible morons who I am ashamed to call my friends.” A large blue portal magically appears before us.

“I don’t think that’s the proper incantation,” says Kasim glumly.

“It worked, didn’t it?” I shoot back at him. “Let’s go.”

We step through the portal right next to an elderly barbarian woman. That’s Malah (I don’t think she likes me much). She looks at me and sneers. “So, Amazon, still wearing that…revealing outfit, I see,” she says in disgust.

Kasim steps up in front of me and says, “You don’t know what you’re saying, granny! Those knockers could stop arrows!”

I bury my face in my hands. What a life, what a life. I could have been a seamstress, but noooo, I had to be a hero. “Kasim, as much as I appreciate your defense of me, you’re NOT HELPING!!!” I yell at him. “Malah, do you have any potions for stress?” She continues to glare. I shrug and walk down the stairs to a strong young blacksmith below.

That’s Larzuk. When I first came to Harrogath he refused to sell anything to me because I was a girl. But after arm wrestling with me, he is really nice to me now.

He smiles and bows as I approach. “Tiraya! My lady, goddess, queen. Thank you again for saving our comrades and stopping the siege on our city. Is there anything I can do for you today?”

Kasim pokes his head out from behind my shoulder. “Yes, she needs her breastplate repaired,” he says, and grabs my waist. “Let me help you get that off, darling…”

I jab my elbow back into Kasim’s stomach and ignore him. “Larzuk, we need food for the journey to come. How much can two ravenous wolves eat in the wintertime? I need twice that much.”

Larzuk nods and goes in the back. He comes out carrying several large bundles of food. “Thanks,” I say, then I lean closer to Larzuk. “Hey Larzuk, could you do me a big favor? Get my friend here into some kind of accident…something painful.”

Larzuk grins and winks. “I’ll think of something.” I walk away with the food, but behind me I hear, “Hey Kasim, could you help me out with these reeeaally heavy maces?”

“Sure.” I hear a crash.

“Oh dear, I don’t know how that could have happened. I was sure that was secured. I’m sorry, I do hope your nose isn’t broken…”

I chuckle to myself as I walk over to my stash. It isn’t always easy to deal with these guys—wait, it’s never easy…but they’re the closest to family that I have. I never knew my real parents. I was raised by Amazons when a sea captain from Lut Gholein dropped me off, saying I was nothing but trouble.

So that’s how I came to be a warrior—raised by Amazons. Well, actually that’s not entirely true. I was a model first. It’s very easy to be a model when you are far more beautiful than anyone else. People say I’m “conceited”, which I think means I’m very self-confident. I can live with that.

Next time you pick up the fall issue of Gird’s Fine Armour and Jewelry, flip to page 63—that’s me. So anyway, I won a lot of beauty pageants and swimsuit contests…I was Miss Lycander five times in a row. But one day, some judge on some panel up high decided to heckle me, and I decided I needed to learn to shoot a faraway target.

And that’s how I ended up here. Well, a couple of dead bodies and exile to the Rogue Encampment got me here, actually. Which, by the way…that Philiosian Senate Massacre was totally not my fault, and that mailman shouldn’t have been anywhere near the practice range…

I’m itching to kill some demons. Let’s see what my party is up to. I walk up the stairs and find Victory rubbing her thigh vigorously, a troubled look on her face.

“What’s wrong, Victory? Mosquito bite? I thought we killed all of those back in Kurast.”

Victory looks up at me, dazed. “Huh, what? Oh, hi Tiraya. My leg…it’s got a big red patch on it. I’m worried.”

“Well, of course your leg is red. You’ve been rubbing it hard enough—here—stop it.” I grab Victory’s arm and keep it away from her leg.

“No, no it’s more than that. I really think it’s something serious. I—I think it’s the Argentekian Death Measles—“

“But Victory, we had you vaccinated for that not so many weeks ago. I don’t really think—“

“No, I think I got the disease from the vaccinations. You can never be sure about those, you know.”

“Oh Kethryes, not this again. Look Victory, you don’t have the Argentekian Death Measles. You’re a picture of perfect health; why do we always have to go through this? Remember when you thought you had the South Skovosian Flu? Your water bottle had just broken, that was all. You don’t have the Blue Plague, the Lukewarm Water Fish Parasite, or Hammer and Sickle Cell Anemia. You’re—just—fine.”

Victory nods, but still looks worried. She pulls out a small paperback book and opens it to one of dozens of dog-eared pages. “But the book says that my leg might be an indication of—“

“Wait, wait, what? What are you reading?” I grab the book from her hand and turn it over to see the cover. “Guide to the Natural, Unnatural, Paranormal, Mystical, and Magickal Diseases and Afflictions of the Realm of Sanctuary. This is what you’ve been reading? Where did you get this?!”

Victory hangs her head. “I…well, I…I just wanted to know more about…so I asked Cain and he…”

“He gave you a book with a list of all the terrible diseases that you can pretend to have one by one? I don’t think so.” I toss the book into my backpack. “Next blast of hellfire we come across, this book is going in it.”

Victory starts to cry now. Oh brother. I’d be sympathetic, but she does this all the time.

Kasim comes up behind me holding a bag of ice to his nose. “Well boss, you reduced her to tears again, it seems. Valks are so fragile like that. Me, well, let’s just say that you can abuse me anytime you want. How ‘bout I come over to your tent tonight and—ow!”

I kick him in the shin and walk up the stairs towards the portal. I really need to kill something.

Well, look here. Malah is waiting for us by the portal. What does she want? Malah stares down at her feet. “Uh, um…zon…there is something—“

I cut her off. “Huh, what? Are you talking to me? My name is Tiraya, can you say that? Ter-EYE-uh?”

Malah glares at me, but doesn’t say anything mean back. She must really need something from me. “Please don’t make this harder. Okay…Tiraya. There is a matter of great importance I must discuss with you. Anya, a daughter of a clan elder, has disappeared. Nihlathak says she ran away, but I believe that he actually imprisoned her deep within the frozen river beyond the crystalline passage!”

I blink twice. “Huh? Did I miss something? You said she just disappeared. Why do you think she’s been imprisoned, and how do you know where she is?”

Malah just shrugs. “Um, well…hey, I just give the quests. Don’t be so nosy!”

“Okay, okay, fine,” I reply. “I’ll go find your Anya girl.

First I need to see if Nihlathak is our man or not. I’m not going on a wild goose chase, am I? Let’s go talk to this fellow.

I walk through town and find Nihlathak. He rubs his hands together and looks at me with a coy smile. “Well, if it isn’t the Amazon…still alive, I see.” He chuckles quietly to himself.

“Wow,” I say, “I just met you and I already don’t like you. We should meet outside town one of these days, and we’ll see who comes out…’still alive’.”

Nihlathak laughs evilly. “You wouldn’t stand a chance, little girl. My power is far greater than you could ever imagine—“

“Yeah, yeah,” I break in. “That’s what Mephisto said, and he’s dead now. But that’s not what I’m here for. Malah thinks that you imprisoned Anya in the frozen river beyond the crystalline passage. Is that true?”

Nihlathak goes a shade paler. “Yeah, well—well—“ he stutters, “I think Malah is a poopy head!”

Well…that settles that. I have my answer. Time to get this Anya girl.

Chapter 2: Yup, the Gods Favor Me

It took several days to reach Anya’s prison. We had to go back to town five times—four times because we ran out of food, and once because Victory thought she had contracted the South Kehjistanian Fever (which, as it turned out, she hadn’t).

I see Anya now. She looks like an ice sculpture and is surrounded by a pack of monsters that look a lot like Bigfoot—‘cept meaner, I met Bigfoot once, and he’s a nice guy.

Kasim charges into battle screaming his usual warcries in Horadric. He doesn’t know it, but I can understand what he’s saying.

“Die, die, evil monster thingies from wherever you’re from! For my mother! For my father! For my dead goldfish! Die! Aha, I chopped off your head! Oops, I missed your head, actually. Ha! Now I chopped off your head!”

He quickly kills off all the monsters but one. I have to admit, Kasim’s a pretty good fighter despite all his faults. Something’s wrong with Victory though, she’s been a bit sluggish and uncoordinated throughout the whole journey.

This last monster looks pretty tough. I yawn and fire a crossbow bolt. It hits him right through the heart, and he explodes with a blast of ice-cold air. Kasim turns blue from the cold and his teeth start chattering. I can’t help but smile.

“B-b-boy tha-that’s c-c-c-cold,” he manages to get out.

“Aw, don’t be such a baby,” I say, “the cold is good for your circulation.” I hop over to Anya and knock on her frozen head. It responds with a dull thud. “You there?” I ask her.

“He-hero…” she says, “Nihlathak did this to me—“

“Yeah, I kinda figured that out already,” I say.

Anya continues. “Tell Malah that you found me…she’ll know what to do…hurry.”

Alright, then. I open up a town portal and go see Malah. She’s in the corner of her little hut, tending to some wounded Barbarian. “Hey Malah,” I yell to her from across the room, “I found your Anya girl. She’s a frozen popsicle, just like you said.”

Malah gasps and accidentally pulls a bandage too tight. The Barbarian chokes and motions for air, but Malah doesn’t notice him. “The icy prison…yes, I’ve heard of this. Fortunately there is an antidote…let me give you a special potion which will undo this terrible spell.” She pours a strange brown liquid into a flask, caps it, then hands it to me.

I look down at it with a grimace. “What is this stuff?” I ask. “It looks like dirty water.”

“It’s called a ‘latte’,” replies Malah. “It will unfreeze her.”

“A latte, huh? Never heard of it.”

“Tell her I put whipped cream on top, just like she likes it.”

“…ohhhh-kay…I still think it looks like muddy water.”

Malah shrugs. “Hurry.” She looks down at the barbarian, now dead. “Poor soldier…the wound was too much.”

**

After rescuing Anya, I talk to her in camp. “Thank you so much for saving me…that ice is terrible for the complexion. I think I’ll be peeling for days. Oh yeah, and Nihlathak is planning to help Baal destroy the world, too. You’d better go kill him. Now, tell me honestly—did the ice make my hair go flat?”

Kill Nihlathak, eh? This should be fun. I pass through Anya’s portal as she goes on about her favorite brand of buffalo-grease moisturizer…

**

Well, it’s been two days of straight fighting since we stepped through that red portal. Now, after reaching another flight of stairs, we’re settling down to camp. Victory is quietly moping in the corner, Kasim is setting up camp, and I’m cleaning my weapons.

“Hey Kasim!” I yell, “do you have any of that casserole left over from last night?”

“Why yes,” Kasim replies, “you liked it? Would you like some more?” He grins with the thought of me liking his cooking.

“Why yes,” I say, “I’ll take it all.”

Kasim eagerly grabs the pot of casserole and hands it to me. “Is there anything else you need…anything? ‘cause you know, if you ever get lonely or cold at night, I can—“

I bang him on the head with the pot and push him away. Time for Kasim’s magic casserole. I grab a quiver of bolts and carefully dip each tip in the putrid mush. I’ll say one thing for Kasim’s cooking—it’s good for poison damage.

“Oh shoot,” Kasim says, “we’re missing a sleeping bag.” He stares down at his feet glumly for a second, then brightens up and grins at me. “I guess you and me will have to share.”

I kick Kasim in the shin and knock him to the floor. “I am going to bed,” I say. “You, Kasim, are standing watch tonight.” I lay down and go to sleep.

We all get a few hours of sleep, and now it’s time to move on. Kasim is sleeping on the floor, and I give him a swift kick in the ribs to rouse him. Victory is still sleeping too. I walk up to her and tap her lightly with my foot.

“Alright Victory,” I say cheerfully, “time to wake up.” I get not response. “Victory?” I kneel down and shake her—whew! She smells strongly of alcohol. I search around her bed and find a bottle of whiskey. Dammit, Victory.

I stand up and pray to Athulua to send me a new Valkyrie. Victory’s spiritual essence disperses and reforms in front of me. She blinks and looks around, disoriented. “Huh, what—what happened?” she asks. “Where am I?”

I glare at her and hold up the bottle of whiskey. “This is what happened,” I say to her sharply. “Explain yourself.”

“Huh, what?” she says. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, I’ve never seen that before in my life…”

I say nothing, but continue to glare at her.

“Alright, alright!” she confesses. “So I had a little whiskey. A gal can drink a little, can’t she? I mean, it was just one—“

Suddenly, Victory’s backpack rips open, and a dozen empty whiskey bottles fall out and crash to the ground.

“—case.” Victory falls silent.

I throw the bottle away and it smashes against a nearby cave wall. “Victory, what did I tell you about alcohol? I don’t want you drinking any. You have a drinking problem. Remember Duriel? You put the staff in upside-down and nearly got us all killed!”

Victory falls to her knees and starts to cry. “I’m sorry,” she sobs. “I’m so, so, s-sorry…you just don’t know what it’s like, being a holy messenger…I have to be all cool, and god-like, and glowy and all that. I-I just can’t take the pressure! I can’t take it anymore!”

I roll my eyes. “Whatever…follow me, Kasim,” I say. “Victory, when you’re done blubbering and ready to live up to your name and your goddess’ blessing, you can teleport to us.”

Yup, the gods favor me—they gave me a defective Valkyrie. I travel down the steps to the Halls of Vaught.

**

It’s dark…and spooky. Scary music starts playing all around us. I don’t know where it’s coming from, but it’s really good for the mood. Evil seems all around, yet…unseen. A shadow, barely visible, darts across the wall ahead.

“There, Kasim,” I whisper, “did you see that?” Kasim nods and motions for silence. I cover him with my crossbow as he creeps toward the creature.

Kasim lunges in. I hear a loud squeal. Kasim backs toward me carrying a small form that is kicking and screaming. It looks like a tiny Paladin. I walk up to him and slap him hard in the face. “Shut up!” I say in a loud whisper. “Do you want to get us all killed with your noise?”

The Paladin shakes his head silently. He looks like he’s ready to cry. Maybe I shouldn’t have hit him so hard. Then again, maybe I should have hit him harder.

“What’s your name, little guy?” I ask.

The Paladin raises his head proudly. “my name is XxeViLpKdEaThSlAyErXX. imma be the greatest—“

“XX what? I’ll just call you “twerp”. Now scram, I have a quest to complete.” I point toward the stairs.

“quest??” says the Paladin. “can you kill baal for me plz??”

“Baal? Yeah, working on it. I have to kill Nihlathak first.”

“plzzz…ii just need baal.”

“Shut up,” I say, “and why are you talking like that?”

The Paladin shrugs. “can ii come along for exp?”

“I suppose…just keep back, keep quiet, and don’t cry to me if you die.” I turn around and head deeper into the darkness…

**

We’re close now. I can feel it. That, and I can hear Nihlathak taunting us from afar. “So, Amazon,” his voice echoes throughout the cave, “we meet in battle at last. Believe your crossbow can defy thousands of generations of druidic magick? This should be…interesting.”

I slay several demons with my crossbow and glare into the darkness. “When I find you Nihlathak, I’m going to enjoy watching you die. Or are only your minions brave enough to fight me?

Nihlathak laughs evilly. I turn the corner and—there he is! He’s standing on a platform speaking into some kind of cavewide PA system (so that’s how the bad guys always sound so sinister!). He sees me and throws down his microphone. “Tiraya…at last I get to kill you!” He shoots an arctic blast at me.

I dodge his attack and release several hundred bolts, slaying all of his minions. “Is that all you’ve got?” I say as I aim my crossbow at him.

Nihlathak simply laughs again. A nearby corpse explodes, knocking me halfway across the room onto my back. A second explosion throws Kasim right on top of me. He starts feeling me up in his feigned attempts to get up.

“Get off! Get off!” I yell as I push him off me.

“What?” says Kasim, grinning. “I fell.”

Still on the ground, I shoot a bolt at Nihlathak, hitting him right in the heart.

The room grows silent. Nihlathak stops and looks down at the bolt, then laughs again. He pulls it out and casually tosses it to the floor. “Muahaha!” he laughs. “Your puny bolts mean nothing to me, Amazon: I am immune to physical!”

I give him a grim smile. “Immune the physical, mayhap, but no man is immune to Kasim’s casserole!”

Nihlathak stares down at his wound: the area has turned green and continues spreading. “Noooo….poison!” Nihlathak screams and clutches his chest and throat as the poison consumes him. He chokes, gasps, then falls to the floor, dead.

I get up and dust myself off. I open a town portal and step halfway through it.

Kasim’s standing there with his spear, looking sullen. “Is my cooking really that bad?” he asks.

I turn back to him and grin. “Yes!”

Chapter 3: You Can Choose Your Friends…

Back in town, Kasim’s resting. I pick up some more bolts, then head over to Cain. He greets me enthusiastically. “Tiraya!” he says, “I have heard word of your new quest and have been researching your opponents to find weaknesses. Now, apparently Talic is deathly allergic to flower pollen—“

I cut him off with a slap in the face. I shove an empty whiskey bottle in his face. “What is the meaning of this?” I ask.

He gulps and turns a bit green. “That?” he says, “Why, I’ve never seen that before in my life!”

“B.S. I know you’ve been giving these to Victory.”

“W-well, they, it-it could belong to someone else!”

“No one in Harrogath makes whiskey like this.”

“It-someone could have been saving it away! Or maybe it was imported!”

“The label says ‘Property of Deckard Cain’ on it.” I hold up the bottle again.

“You can read Ancient Horadric?” He gulps. “But how?”

“Never mind that,” I say as I smack him with the bottle. “You know Tyrael’s mandate: no alcohol is to be given to children under the age of five, soldiers on active duty, and any and all divine servants and emissaries. I’d have you shot if I didn’t need you to complete my quests. Instead, I  have asked Larzuk to give you a gigantic wedgie. Larzuk?”

Larzuk walks up behind Cain and grins. Cain struggles and protests, but can do nothing as Larzuk grabs him.

“Thanks Larzuk,” I say to him as I turn and walk away.

“My pleasure, my lady.”

I hear a terrible scream as I pass through the waypoint.

**

The snow crunches softly beneath my feet as I approach the sacred altar. All is still and unnaturally silent. It is almost as if the air itself is hallowed…

“tp please.” A shrill, whiny voice breaks the sanctity of the moment. It’s XxeViLpKdEaThSlAyErXX.

I roll my eyes and sigh. “Damn, I thought we lost that little twerp back on the Glacial Trail,” I say. “Ah well…” I pull out a scroll and create a town portal.

The little paladin steps through and hops around eagerly.

I grab his arm and point out the scene. “Now,” I say, “we must exercise the greatest of caution. I hear the champions of the Ancients are very dangerous—“

Before I can finish, the paladin breaks free of my grasp and runs toward the altar. I look to Kasim and shrug. The paladin reaches the altar and places his hand upon it. Immediately, the three stone statues transform unto massive, howling Barbarians. They quickly descend upon the paladin, killing him instantly and beating his annoying crumpled form flat into the ground.

I can’t help but laugh out loud. Still chuckling, I say, “You know, and I thought this was going to be a bad day.”

My voice draws the attention of the Ancients, who up till now were still engaged in the beating of the bloody pulp that once was the paladin. Apparently they didn’t like him much either.

“Amazon…..crush amazon.”

“Amazon…..kill amazon.”

“Amazon…..destroy amazon”

“Crush….kill…destroy!”

The Barbarians snarl and slowly walk towards me. I put up my hand and motion for them to stop. “Wait,” I say, “which one of you fine fellows is Talic?”

Two of the Barbarians point to the third. “Thanks.” I reach into my quiver and pull out a special crossbow bolt, one with a large pouch tied to the tip.

I fire the bolt and it strikes Talic square in the chest. The missile does no damage, but explodes in a large cloud of flower pollen.

Talic looks confused for a moment, then grins as he realizes the attack was undamaging. “Har har har….crush..har har,” he says. Suddenly, he sneezes. He sneezes again…and again…and again, more and more violently. Talic holds his nose to keep from sneezing…bad mistake. The next sneezes wells up within him, and Talic explodes, the flames of his death killing the two other barbarians.

“An explosive ending,” says Kasim.

“Shut up.”

**

I hear a voice in the darkness. “Muahaha. Tiraya, you can never defeat me!”

I say nothing as I race through the Worldstone Keep. A suicide minion charges toward me. I dodge its attack and it plows into Kasim and explodes. “Ow! That really hurt!” he complains as he dusts off his chain mail.

“Baal’s voice echoes through the halls again. “You haven’t answered my question, Tiraya.”

“I’ll have none of your twisted talk, foul demon!” I shout out to him.

“C’mon, answer the question.”

“I won’t,” I reply.

“C’mon, answer the question…please?”

“Okay fine. The answer is ‘no”” I say back to him.

“hmmm….” Says Baal. “Okay, is it bigger than a demon imp?”

“No. One question left.”

“Is it a 1953 limited edition record of the Horadric Quartet’s hit single, ‘You Set Me on Fire, and It Ain’t Your Magic, Baby’?”

“Nope.” I say. “You lose, Baal!”

“Gahhrr!” the demon screams. “Okay, okay, let’s go again.”

“I’m tired of playing your games, Baal! Show yourself!” Mephisto and Diablo were monstrous and evil, but never had I met a demon who wanted to play “twenty questions” as I searched for his lair.

“Okay, okay, no need to get angry,” says the voice of Baal. “We could, um, sing a song or something to pass the time.”

“By Celestia, Baal, can’t you lob magical attacks at me or something instead?”

“Alright…I suppose I could conjure up some chain lightning for you…maybe some poison clouds. It’s just…I’ve been killing and slaughtering for so long—it gets kinda boring after a while. Don’t get me wrong—I am the Lord of Destruction and I have to keep up my quotas and all, but after all the screaming and begging for mercy day after day, you just want someone to talk to.”

“Ummm…..yees…..of course, Baal,” I reply. “Don’t worry, I’m sure that’s fairly common among demon lords.”

By now I’ve reached the Throne of Destruction, and Kasim and I set to work in killing Baal’s minions.

Baal is sitting on his throne, watching the battle eagerly. “Oh, this is going to be fun, Tiraya! Me—a Prime Evil, and you—a great hero, shall soon be engaged in deadly combat! We’ll battle for days on end, just like in the old days. I’m all prepared…I have some white chalk so I can mark out the safe areas for when we rest between battles—and if you want to come over sometimes, that’d be alright with me. We’ll swap war stories! I have sleeping bags…we can have slumber parties! I have everything: popcorn, Gatorade…juice boxes--”

“SHUT UP!” I scream so loud that Lister the Tormentor squeals and runs out of the room in fear. “My God, are all you demons complete nutsos?!”

Baal remains unfazed. “Well, now that you mention it, there was my Aunt Lydia…she was a very respectable demoness. Such good table manners, too…she, hehe, she would refuse to feed on the flesh of her enemies without a fork. Everyone else thought that she was a little bit odd, but eventually—“

I raise my crossbow at Baal and aim for his throat. “Okay, okay, I can take a hint,” says Baal, and he runs through the red portal behind him.

A follow after him into the Worldstone Chamber. Baal teleports behind me holding a bag of ice cubes. He dumps all the ice into his mouth, then spits it out at me. I am thrown across the room by the blast. Baal throws his head back and laughs. “Haha, I learned that trick back in high school, and you wouldn’t believe who taught me. Back before I sold my soul and grew fifty extra arms, I was friends with this kid…he could shoot ice from his mouth, milk from his ears…everything. His name was Tal—“

I recover and fire my crossbow. The bolt whizzes by the demon and barely misses. Baal breathes a sigh of relief. “Whew, if I was any bigger, I’d be a goner. Praise the Devil that I’ve lost weight. I’ve been on the Blood of Virgin Girls Diet and let me tell you—it works. I didn’t believe it when Diablo first told me about it, but he was saying that Mephisto used it and lost almost half his body weight…well, he lost the lower half of his body, which perhaps had something to do with it, but—“

I ready another bolt, but a huge appendage erupts from the ground beneath me and grabs me, lifting me high in the air. A second appendage grabs Kasim.

“Haha Tiraya, time to die.”

Suddenly, I hear a strange screeching sound high above me. Baal and I both look up into the inky blackness above us. A tiny pinprick of light appears and grows as it comes closer and closer.

The screeching gets louder and turns to discernable screeching. “I’m comiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnnngggggg!!!!”

It’s Victory!

Victory falls closer and closer, then smashes forcefully into the ground, crushing Baal beneath her. I am released by the appendage, which retreats back underground.

Kasim snickers. “And Baal was just telling us about diets…”

Victory ignores him. Throwing aside the limp corpse of Baal, she stands up proud. There is an intense look about her, and she seems to shine with such radiance and beauty that I have never seen before.

“Greetings, Tiraya. I pray I have not arrived at the battle too late. I was…detained. But now I return to you, noble Amazon, to serve you in the name of the Light. I am Victory, and I return as the warrior I always should have been, a messenger of…a messenger of….a messenger of—“

Victory blinks and her stance falters. “…messenger of…where was I? Hic!”

She falls over in a drunken heap.

“Some things never change,” I say to Kasim. I shoulder my crossbow and walk over to look at Baal’s body. To my surprise, he’s still alive.

Baal opens his eyes and whispers to me weakly. “You have won, Tiraya. But before you kill me, there is something you must know.”

I glare at him. “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

“Tiraya…I am your father.”

I blink. Okayyyy…that was not what I was expecting. “That’s a bunch of maggot guts. My parents are both dead.”

“The amazons may have told you that, but deep inside you know that is not true. Look inside your self and remember…I am Tal-Rasha…your father. I am your father…Tiffany.”

I look down at my necklace, engraved with the Horadric letter “T”. “The Amazons found this on me and named me Tiraya,” I say.

“Tiraya…yes, that is an Amazon name. But do you remember when I gave that necklace to you on that fateful day? ‘T’ for ‘Tiffany’… a true Horadric name. I remember that you ran away from the camp after we parted in the desert…how you found my tomb and pounded on the door for days, screaming to be let in. Well, I’m here now, Tiffany. We can be together again, my daughter.”

Tears pool in my eyes as I realize that it’s true. “Daddy!” I yell as I hug him.

As we embrace, my crossbow accidentally engages and shoots Baal right through the heart. He screams in pain and falls over, dead.”

I stand there, shocked. “Daddy…Daddy?” I fall to the floor, crying. After all these years I finally found my daddy, only to lose him again.

Kasim touches my arm gently and says, “Tiraya, I think we should leave now…this place looks about ready to collapse. And that angel we met back in the Pandemonium Fortress, he’s back and is saying something about testing out his new and improved sword on the Worldstone.”

I get up weakly and stagger through a red portal that leads back to Harrogath.

I sit there on the steps sadly. Kasim is standing nearby keeping guard quietly. Victory is fascinated by something something she’s holding, not sure what it is.

“Ooohhh…pretty…pretty stone…” says Victory.

I look over at her. “Wait a minute! Is that Baal’s soulstone you have there? Give me that!” I grab the soulstone from Victory’s hands and hold it fondly. It wasn’t much, but it was a little something to remember my daddy by.

Suddenly, Baal’s face appears in the soulstone. “Eek!” I scream and fall over, nearly dropping the soulstone. I look at it again and Baal’s face is there, looking cross.

“Tiffany, if I had corporeal form right now, I would lower your allowance.”

Epilogue

The waves of the ocean rock the ship rhythmically as we sail across the wide blue sea. It is good to smell the fresh sea air again and not the burning sulpher of Hell, nor the filthy stench of the Barbarians.

Victory is hugging the rail, looking a little bit sickly. “What’s wrong, Victory? Another hangover?”

“Noo…ohh, I think I’m seasick.”

“Poor Victory, c’mere.” I hug her and comfort the sick Valkyrie.

Kasim is standing nearby, watching. He grabs his stomach and groans. “Ooohh…I think I’m sick, too.”

Kasim smiles as I come over to him and hug him too. “Aww…poor Kasim,” I say. “There’s only one cure for seasickness, which is—“  I lift him up and throw him into the sea below.

The captain rushes over and stares in horror at Kasim floundering about in the water. “Man overboard! Man overboard!” he yells to his crew.

I motion for silence to the captain, who looks confused. “Don’t worry, Kasim will find his way back onto the ship…he always does.” The captain tells his crew to go back to their duties, but continues to stare down at Kasim bobbing in the waves.

I walk over to a quiet part of the ship and pull out the soulstone. “So, let me get this straight,” I say, “my daddy is Tal-Rasha, who is also Baal?”

“Well, technically,” Baal replies, “Tal-Rasha is your father, I possessed his body, and now we both share the same soulstone.”

“What he said,” says Tal-Rasha.

“It’s kind of like we’re roommates,” says Baal. “Heehee, just like in college!”

“Oh no, like I want to go through that again,” says Tal-Rasha.

“Weird…so my daddy is a demon…is that why I’m so mean and evil sometimes?” I ask.

Tal-Rasha says, “Well actually, you get that from your mother. She was a witch—not in the literal sense, but she was a terror to have around.”

“hehe, and you pretended to be all broken-up about me killing her. Liar!” says Baal.

“Oh, shut up—“ says Tal-Rasha.

“If you didn’t like her, daddy, why did you marry her?” I say amongst their bickering.

Tal-Rasha says, “Well…erm…have you looked in the mirror recently? You didn’t get those good looks from me. Your mother….”

“She was hot!” Baal breaks in. “She was one fine Horadric woman…great legs…such great legs…”

“Oh, enough with you!” says Tal-Rasha. “You are way too stuck on legs.”

“Hey, I happen to like legs, that’s all! I used to have fifty-two of them…” says Baal.

I shove the soulstone back into my pouch to muffle the sound, then travel to the front of the ship. Wind in my face, I stare out over the horizon. The Three Prime Evils have been defeated. What next? Maybe pirates. Maybe corrupt rogue mages. Maybe exciting unexplored southern islands. We could run into anything. But wherever we go, whatever we run into, you can be sure that it will be full of—

A spear flies up and lands in front of my feet in a pool of water. Kasim throws himself over the side and lands on the deck, breathing heavily. He raises his head and looks up at me, then falls back onto the deck, exhausted.

--adventure.

The End

