SANDS AND SORCERY

A Diablo II fan-fic

Prologue


Heat seared across the desert in merciless waves. It stretched for a thousand miles in all directions, a dry, barren wasteland of sand and death. For the unprepared, it is madness and death. For the inhabitants of the Western Kingdom, it is the gateway to the civilised peoples of the east, the holy Empire of Zakarum. The desert is the one obstacle that allows the free people of the East to remain free from the influence of the huge sprawling empire of the Zakarum. Simply, the desert is too bothersome a boundary between the Western Kingdom and Kurast, capital of the Zakarum Empire. The Empire is content to remain allies with the peoples of the West rather than wage war across the scorching expanse of the desert. 

For the Zakarum, the desert is a bothersome land mass that signifies the boundary of influence. For the Free People of the West, the desert is like the cruel goddess, offering much with one hand, freedom and individuality as a nation, and taking away with the other, isolating them from other cultures and suffocating their trade.

For Telindhra the Rogue, the desert was indeed the storied cruel goddess of her people. Never in her life had she felt so tired, so worn, so spread thin, as if she tried to do anything more, even the slightest thing more than she was already doing, she might lose her substance and float away on the breeze, having given up too much of her substance to even hold her down to the earth. 

Not that this accursed desert has any breeze, she noted to herself grumpily. No, it’s always just humidity and heat, never breeze or mist, or perish forbid, rain. So she couldn’t really float away, more like she’d just fade away from view. Or something equally unpleasant, and probably messier. 

But on the other hand, the two months it had taken for Warriv’s caravan to cross the desert had also been good for her. After little more than a week of rest and recuperation following the successful strike against the Demon Queen Andariel, the four companions chose to leave the Rogue encampment and follow in the footsteps of the Dark Wanderer. 

Arc deQuester had been chafing to leave, pursued by his own personal demons that had haunted him since he had reached to ruined and gutted town of Tristram. Taciturn on the subject, he was driven to follow and catch up to this Dark Wanderer, who the old mage Deckard Cain had identified as the once noble hero who had first defeated Diablo.

The huge Barbarian, Jorg aret Tu’Kyon aret Ar’Heyen
, was also eager to leave, but for different reasons. His mission was following in his father’s footsteps, searching for the legendary axe that was his birthright. Although his main mission was not that of the rest of them, it was clear that he was as dedicated to their cause as any of them. As he had stated before they had set out, “My father’s axe will be reclaimed by me some day, but Diablo must be stopped now.”

The Amazon warrioress, Maiyan, lived for the hunt. Though neither Maiyan nor Telindhra had spoken of it, the name of Maiyan the Amazon was a legend among the Amazon people and their cultural offspring, the Rogues. She was the deadliest and most celebrated huntress known in the history of both peoples. Maiyan had been barely more than an infant when she had started hunting. First small game, such as rabbits and hares, pheasants and other birds, had fallen to her bow or her thrown javelin. Soon it was deer. Later she found enjoyment in hunting other predators, such as wolves, bears, even hunting cats like tigers and panthers. She had been fifteen when she had taken down her first wyvern. Now, at twenty-four, she hunted the final challenge. Demons.

The other that was accompanying the warriors was the old sage, Deckard Cain. The last of the Horadrim had declared that it was his duty to help in any way he was able to see that the Three Prime Evils were not to threaten mankind ever again. Together, the five, four warriors and an old sage, had joined a caravan heading east towards the desert kingodm of Lut Gholien.

“Diablo is undoubtably heading east towards the desert kingdom.” Cain had explained when Telindhra had queried him about their destination. “For it is there that his brother, Baal, Lord of Destruction, is imprisoned within the body of the great Horadric mage, Tal Rasha.”

Telindhra had been confused. “I thought that the Three Prime Evils were each imprisoned within Soul Stones.”

Cain shook his head sadly. “When the Three had ravaged through the mortal plane, the great mages of the time banded together to form the Horadrim, a conclave of powerful mages dedicated to stopping the Three. With the help of the enigmatic ArchAngel Tyreal, the Horadrim attempted to imprison the Three within the Soul Stones. But the process was flawed, doomed to fail. Though the spirits of the Three were locked within the Soul Stones, the Soul Stones did not thwart their powers. Even trapped within the Soul Stones, they could reach out with their evil influence to corrupt the world with their powers.”

“When Tal Rasha, greatest of the Horadrim, learned of the flaw in the Stone, he offered himself as a vessel to contain the demon Baal, Lord of Destruction. As his followers plunged the Stone into Tal Rasha’s chest, he was magically entombed within his own burial tomb. Within, he took it upon himself to restrain the power of the demon within himself forever.”

Of the four, Telindhra was the youngest, and therefore, it seems, instantly became the student. Well, at least it seemed that way, after two days into their journey, Maiyan had stalked up and declared that her training had been “somewhat adequate” and that she might as well try to teach her what every Amazon ten-year-old would know. 

From there everything went downhill. By day she would range ahead of the caravan in the company of Maiyan, where she would be taught the finer points of scouting and hunting by the Amazon. Though counted one of the most gifted scouts the Rogues had, she found her skills measured up badly against those of the Amazon. Maiyan always seemed to know exactly where she was, while the Amazon seemed to be able to appear next to Telindhra at any moment, without even the barest hint of noise or any other indication of approach.

When the caravan struck camp, Telindhra would begin her lessons in combat. While Maiyan grudgingly admitted that Telindhra’s bow work needed no practice, for she was as fine a bowman as anyone Maiyan had ever encountered, it was evident that Telindhra’s education in hand-to-hand melee was woefully brief. At first Maiyan attempted to teach her the basic Amazon style of buckler and stabbing spear, but soon it seemed evident that though Telindhra would never be more than adequate with those weapons. Maiyan moved on to teaching her the style that was favoured by the Rogues on the mission to destroy Andariel, the short sword and three pronged stabbing dagger. 

Here Telindhra began to pick up much more quickly. From Maiyan she learned Amazon quickness in battle, how to move in combat and dodge blows with startling quickness. Soon others began to supplement her education. At first Jorg and Arc were enlisted as sparring partners, but later became teachers. From Jorg she learned the two handed fighting style, co-ordinating and interweaving her attacks and parries with both weapons simultaneously. 

But her most important lesson came from Arc deQuester. From Arc, paladin and master swordsman, she learnt the art of fencing. She learnt to fight not just with her hands, but with arms, legs and body. She learned to use her entire body to attack and defend with. Every movement of her body channeled energy and power to her weapons to strengthen her movements, be they attack or defend. From Arc’s lessons she learned to attune her mind in combat, to focus her mind as a weapon. From Arc she learned to keep in total balance at all times. From Maiyan and Jorg she was learning to fight, from Arc she learned to dance with death.

As for the throwing daggers held close by various straps around her body, to be accessed with ease mid-battle, that was purely Telindhra. 

Though the last two months on the road had been almost unbearable, constantly working and training, Telindhra also delighted in the newfound skill that had resulted in her hard work. At last she felt like a true warrior, experienced in the ways of battle, self-sufficient to any task required in battle, reliant on no one. It was a feeling she enjoyed.

As Telindhra walked back towards the caravan, she reflected on the past few months. It seemed the coming of the paladin, Arc deQuester, had marked a turning point for both her and her people. Before she had met him she had just been a budding Rogue, talented but still at least five years prior to being considered a true warrior. Now, a matter of weeks later, she was trekking through lands far away from the green hills of home, a competent and celebrated warrior. And she was on a quest of utmost importance. To find and stop Diablo, Lord of Terror. 

She came up to the caravan, a line of wagons that had stopped for the night. Maiyan had already returned from her scout before her and now the Amazon beckoned here protégé to her side. The Amazon was standing with the caravan master, a cheerful and honest man named Warriv, and the old sage, Deckard Cain. 

“Have you seen any signs of them?” Warriv asked. Telindhra shook her head in a negative.

Cain gently stroked his beard and said, “Tomorrow, we will reach the walls of Lut Gholien. For hundreds of years, the Muanak desert tribe have lived in this area. Our not having run in to them could only mean one of two things. Either they have been compelled to take shelter within the walls of Lut Gholien, or they have been destroyed..”

“But aren’t these people nomads, Master Cain?” Telindhra interjected, “Perhaps they have simply moved to a different place.” 

Warriv shook his head. “No. Though nomadic, the Muanak tribe has laid claim to this particular area, from the border of the Western Kingdom to the walls of Lut Gholien. For ten years I have travelled this route between these two lands and never once have I failed to make contact with the Muanak tribe.” 

Cain nodded his agreement. “I fear this is another event that must be laid at Diablo’s feet. The sooner we stop the Lord of Terror, the better.”

The next day, the caravan reached Lut Gholein, called the jewel of the desert.
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