The Last Remaining Evil

Somewhere in the eastern country of Kurast, in the steaming jungle surrounding the capital city in fact, a man was waking from a shallow, disturbed sleep. He was lying in a little clearing only a few yards across. It was really no more than a gentle slope falling to a small amount of bare, damp earth, devoid of trees. The man was lying at the foot of the slope. His eyes stayed shut for a minute after he woke. He didn’t want to open them just yet because something was wrong. Different. 


He thought for a moment that he was somewhere other than where he had gone to sleep seven hours ago. No, not that. He realised it wasn’t him that had changed but the air around him. It was… warmer. After another five seconds of lying with his eyes shut and taking in as much of his surroundings as he could he decided he knew why: there was someone else here with him. As if to immediately confirm this he felt a tiny, almost unnoticeable, cold breath touch his face. This startled him, but it was nonetheless of his own accord that he warily let his eyes open ten seconds later. He was looking straight into the face of a ferocious, dark-haired woman. She was kneeling by his side and her lips were pulled back so he could see her bright white teeth. Her whole face showed him simple anger, but somehow those teeth seemed to reveal some inner greed, on the verge of becoming satisfaction. 

“What the…” he began, trying to sit up. His efforts were stopped by the usual muggy pain in his head from waking after not enough sleep. Something else stopped him as well, and he only saw what it was once he was lying back on the ground. The woman was holding a knife less than two inches from his neck. 


“Who are you?” he asked when he had recovered from the shock of waking up being threatened by a strange woman holding a knife to his throat. 


“Very soon, that won’t matter,” she said, cryptically and uselessly, “For the moment though…” The woman stopped talking and tipped her head back. She seemed to be staring at the dark blue, still lightening morning sky. The man did not repeat his question because suddenly, he knew the answer. She was an assassin, obviously. One of the more obscure kind, the religious kind. A warrior from the western kingdoms who clearly believed in the religion of the light, but believed it so much more blindly than any Eastern paladin of Zakarum that she would always hate anyone who even used the art stereotyped by so many as “evil.” She heard, of course, about a westbound traveller who was able to reanimate the dead and put curses on his enemies. Her so-called faith had probably bullied her into following east. He scolded himself in his mind for not noticing this before now. He should have done. There was nothing but grass and sand between Westmarch’s rogue outposts and Lut Gholein. He should have seen anyone crossing who wasn’t him. And, of course, she could only have got from Lut Gholein to Kurast by the sea he had crossed, unless she had been intending to arrive three weeks after him. It just had time to occur to him that the stranger might have stowed away on his own ship before she spoke again, interrupting his thoughts. 


“You are Sylas Entador?” Her voice was controlled but the man could sense in it the same anger he could see in her face. He said nothing. The religious fanatic looked around. “I didn’t think you people had the guts to travel this far,” she said. Without thinking, the man instantaneously replied: “I didn’t think you people had the determination to follow me this far.” Her reaction to this accusation gave him the idea he needed; he would have fun getting out of this situation, but no trouble. She bent closer to him and appeared to grip the knife by his throat a little harder, perhaps even move it closer. 


“I hope,” she said, once again barely controlling the fury in her voice, “That I can take you back west and… enlighten you. I don’t want to have to kill you now.” This did not have the desired effect on the man, who remained quite calm. He thought for only a second, then had his reply. “Don’t you decide who you take the life of, or does your religion decide that for you?” She detected the insult and her rage nearly escaped. The knife moved about an inch closer to his throat. “Don’t push me,” She said through her teeth. He knew the answer to this one already. “No, I wouldn’t your Holy Light to lose its temper for you,” He said in mock concern. 


“SILENCE!” She screamed in his face, but she still didn’t do what he needed her to. The mental wall damming her rage had yet to fall. Still, the man knew exactly how to take out the one brick that would force it to collapse and let the woman’s rage flow silently out. The corners of his mouth turned up ever so slightly.  His cracked lips parted a little to reveal his own less than perfect teeth. A moment later he broke into a wide grin. As he had expected, the woman would not stand for this insolence. 


Without so much as a whimper, let alone a scream of rage, she pressed the knife firmly against the front of his throat and prepared to draw it sideways. If she could do that, her anger would vanish without her even needing to open her mouth and scream. But the man had trained himself to know when opportunities were approaching, and to take them when they arrived. What he did next came naturally, and took less than a second.


His eyes snapped shut and he concentrated hard on the cold, fine steel edge at his skin. In his mind he saw it hanging on its own, the top flat pressed against his chin. He focussed on the blade in this image. As soon as he did his own eyes appeared in it. They went from their usual light grey to a deep, merciless yellow. He saw them glow in his mind, oblivious to everything outside his own eyelids. Then he could feel his whole mind lunging through his skull, into his throat, roaring at him internally. And it stopped in his throat, seemed to press itself against the inside wall. Then he felt it pushing on until it eventually broke through and for a moment he could feel his mind hanging suspended between his skin and the blade of the knife. When he opened his eyes the knife was gone. The assassin was standing up and already taking a sword from her back. She was fast, but it was already too late. Between her and the man lying on the ground there was now a new figure. Seven feet tall, shining white steel, perfectly smooth, emitting waves of power, no, power personified. The assassin raised her long, narrow sword. The shining figure raised one metallic, deadly arm. The unnaturally human-like metal fist thrust forward and struck the woman in the stomach with disorientating ease. She was lifted three feet off the ground and hurtled backwards, two feet, then a yard then two yards then further, gathering speed all the time. After what seemed to her like a lifetime she slammed back first into a tree and slumped to the roots, unconscious.


The man lying on the ground smiled to himself.  
Twenty seconds after the warrior Entran Dey said the soft, almost whispered words the wolves began to approach. One crept from beneath a rock. Two slunk lazily from the small ally behind the stone house. One leapt from the well and landed lightly but powerfully on the moist, green grass. Several were charging over the steep foothills leading to the great, grey mountains northeast of the village. By the time they arrived there were more than a hundred wolves lined up behind the warriors of the village. The warriors’ leader, Sehenak-ai-Hile stood in front of the loosely organised regiment. He knew he didn’t need to encourage them. They all knew why they were fighting and they all believed in it fiercely. Many of them had families in the village of Seil Gul and many of them were simply furious at having their generally peaceful lives disturbed by people like these invaders. All however were extensively trained in combat and could use the ancient skills of the Druids to great effect. The leader uttered a long, very complex string of strange words. ‘Ilke ne cah setochle sen can tah dei luneicsse!’ Yet more wolves poured over the foothills and the leader muttered more words under his breath. Even as he finished speaking the cloud filled sky was filing with tiny black shapes. They seemed to fade into view from behind the clouds like black stars during the day. As they got closer, they could be recognised as birds, then finally as ravens. 


Screams of rage and fear could now be heard in and around the small druid village of Seil Gul. The women and children were all inside their houses as men dressed in grimy black armour charged and yelled. All at once the two hundred marauding knights met the waiting druids with an almighty crash of steel on steel. Entran and the dozen ravens he had summoned from the surrounding lands himself darted forward. His first opponent was staring intently at him from behind a narrow, dark slit in that heavy, cumbersome helmet. Entran’s own helm was little more than a pair of light but sturdy metal blades that began at his neck, went up the back of his head and down his face, crossing over in front of his nose. The knight raised his sword. Entran raised his axe. The knight began to bring the sword down from above him when they were about five feet from each other. Entran did the same until the axe was just low enough for the head to be level with the knight’s face, then flipped it sideways in his hand so a flat side of the head was facing his adversary. He brought it forward in an unexpected thrusting motion that slammed heavily into the front of the knight’s helmet, dazing him and spilling blood from between the bottom of the helmet and the top of his steel breastplate. Entran pulled the sword from the unfortunate man’s hand and hurled it into a nearby cluster of trees. Several more attacked Entran during the course of the fight and all of them were killed.  

The battle went on for a long time, but ended eventually. About twenty druids had been killed. Another fifty were injured, but the majority of the knights who had attacked were dead. About fifty of them had escaped and they probably wouldn’t bother coming back. The general atmosphere was one of happiness and pride, if exhaustion as well. The druids had never been sure of exactly were those knights came from, but they had never presented much of a problem. They obviously weren’t demons of any kind because they had not ceased their occasional attacks once the druid warrior Entran Dey and the few other adventurers who he had gone with in pursuit of the Prime Evils. First they had killed Mephisto, Lord of Hatred in the jungles of Kehjistan, then they had gone on to destroy Diablo, Lord of Terror and finally they had caught up with Baal, Lord of Destruction, on Mt. Arreat They had spent a long time recovering after their expedition and not all of them had fully recovered even now, ten years later. Entran Dey sat quietly on the edge of the clearing. A lucky raven that he had summoned and had survived the skirmish sat on his shoulder calmly. A few feet away sat the wolf that had stayed with him since he had found it prowling on the planes of Westmarch near the rogue monastery. It had taken an instant liking to him and had now, by a combination of different druid influences, lived for well over the life span of a normal wolf. 

Entran was troubled. He had been dazed a little during the fight, but other than that he had not been hurt. He couldn’t quite put his finger on what was wrong, but he knew something had to be done about it. He had the feeling that there something he needed to do, and that he would not be entirely happy until he had done it. He cast his mind back to see if he could remember when the feeling had first appeared in him. During the battle, before it, yesterday, he couldn’t tell. The feeling was frustrating to say the least, but he decided to let it rest. He went into his small stone house with two rooms, where he lived on his own and tried to get to sleep. Maybe the reason for the feeling would occur to him during the night. 

The wasteland stretched for miles. Hundreds and thousands of miles. All the lost, hopeless man could see was grey. Rough stone covered the floor all the way to the horizon. The bleak landscape was dotted with thin, frail towers and dark cracks leading into something the man could not bear to even let enter his mind. The cracks were expanding, growing, then shrinking again. Sometimes they were little more than dark lines on the rock. Other times he seemed to be on a tiny, isolated island, surrounded by darkness. He had no idea how long he stayed there for. Perhaps minutes, perhaps hours, perhaps days. He eventually dropped to his knees from the dizzying pressure of those strange, bending lines. He clenched his fists and shut his eyes tighter than they could shut. It didn’t help. Instead he turned his head upwards and opened his eyes and saw the swirling black void that was the sky in this desolate place. It was like clouds building up before a storm. There were shapes like the kind a child might search for when bored. But instead of faces and trees the lost, hopeless man could see only scorpions that shifted rapidly to become grinning mouths full of razor sharp teeth. The grins became looming towers a second after they had materialised. The towers swam and danced to become other terrible things, taking up the entire ocean of black that dominated all the space above the terrified man. And soon, or perhaps a year from when he had turned his head up, the shapes - clawed hand, dagger, skull, viscous dog – all rushed together to take the form of one huge, simple field of pitch darkness. There was no point of light, no change in shade, not even a moving formation of what used to be clouds. Just that darkness. 

It began to descend towards him. He wanted to scream, cry and flee at once. But he couldn’t open his mouth or move his legs. Collapsing from the effort he didn’t move. He lay crumpled on the foreign but all too familiar ground, silent knowing exactly what was about to happen to him and wishing for everything he had ever had that he had never looked up, wondering what it would be like if he had had the willpower not to. He knew he would eventually but suddenly he was unable to think of that any more. He realised he was unable to think of anything anymore. All he was aware of was the unbreakable wall of fear enveloping him. Struggling against it, knowing it was useless. The feeling of the stone surface beneath him was gone, he was floating in the terrifying nothingness. After yet another stretch of time, impossible to know how long, he could open his eyes. The fear had been replaced by a deep sorrow and he opened them slowly, carefully. He was back on his island of rock. The cracks were getting larger now, not smaller. They were not only lengthening but widening as well. They were eating into his island, which was no longer in a lake of black, but a sea, reaching to that horizon, so many miles away, each mile an inch and a light year at the same time. There was a violent shake and the sound of thunder magnified an unknowable number of times before the lost, hopeless man began to roll down his suddenly lopsided island. He rolled for a second or a minute, it didn’t matter, then he was tipped ruthlessly over the rim. He turned around in the darkness he was falling through and he saw that there was a ceiling to this place. It was high, hundreds of feet above him, but it was there and it hadn’t been a sec-

Halfway through this thought he realised it may also have been hours since he had fallen off his isle and the bleak landscape above him was probably restored now. He could see the many cracks, and through them he could see the horrible shapes, once again swirling in the darkness so high above him. Then, without any kind of warning a new crack opened. It opened directly above so him, so he was already looking through it when it opened. And he was scared for only a second, he was certain it was just a second this time. What he saw blinded him. It blinded him so it was just a great, overwhelming white light that he saw. He reached his hand towards it and although it was now miles above him his hand seemed only inches from it. 

He awoke.

Vega left the temple to The Light that sat in the middle of his hometown near the coast of Ensteig at about seven in the evening. If he had known about the feeling Entran Dey had developed during his battle with the knights who had attacked his village, Vega would have agreed entirely on any description the druid might have given. Vega had been feeling the same way all day. As if something that was supposed to be done was forgotten, neglected. He started walking towards his house, then decided against it. He wanted some fresh air so he went instead to the lake that was situated in the middle of the expanse of grass that passed for a park in the town of Dreiil. Walking around the lake always relaxed him but today it didn’t seem to be working. Halfway around he stopped and started to think. There had to be a reason for this strange mental ailment he had found himself with. He sat down on the bank of the lake and slipped calmly and readily into prayer. He was ready for the blank sensation of mindless respect for The Holy Light he had worshipped vigilantly all his life. Instead though, he felt something he had not felt for a long time and had hoped he wouldn’t have to feel again. Because this wasn’t the kind of prayer he had regularly engaged in for the last five years, it was completely different. This was the kind of prayer he knew from so long ago, when he had stupidly believed that his faith was an excuse for him to rid the world of everything that opposed the Light in any way. He had always thought of this prayer as the Light’s way of telling him to prepare because there was some way in which he needed to serve it. He realised just to late what was happening and tried to shut out the thought that had lain dormant at the back of his mind for so long and was now racing for control of his mind. A millisecond later his old, youthful, idealistic enthusiasm had taken over again. He opened his eyes and stood up. He hadn’t wanted to have to do anything about this. He had been more happy in this peaceful way of living that he had been involved in for the last five years than he had ever been during his long former life as a holy warrior. But he felt as though the Light was telling him about his most important task yet. It was telling him to go somewhere. Perhaps if he went outside the town he would find out where, but he knew he couldn’t let this rest. He would, he decided, set out tommorow.

On the northern edge of Scosglen was a cliff. Steep and stony, it stretched for miles along the uninhabited coast. The only villages began about a hundred miles south. Those villagers had no reason to come this far north. It had been quiet up here for many years and the place had not been disturbed by the time about five years ago when the three prime evils had been loose on the world. It was quiet, but not the peaceful quiet of most uninhabited, undisturbed coastlines. If anyone had been there, they would have felt uneasiness in that quiet. They would have been troubled, in fact, in much the same way Silas Entador, Entran Dey, and their other old companions were troubled. No, it was by no means peaceful here. Nor was it abandoned.

Inside the cliff, something smiled.

TO BE CONTINUED…
