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PROLOGUE
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The High Heavens

Since the dawn of time, the forces of darkness and light have remained locked in eternal conflict.

Our battles have raged throughout the centuries like flames erupting from smoldering embers. Whenever the angels have struck down the darkness, it has risen again, stronger than before. And yet each time, the keepers of the light and the rulers of the High Heavens have claimed ultimate victory.

At the End of Days, our foolish pride made us blind. In the guise of a child, Diablo rose up from the ashes, climbing through Sanctuary to shatter the Diamond Gates. And truly, success was close at hand, for the Crystal Arch, the source of angelic power, was within the grasp of the Prime Evil.

Until mankind intervened.

One mortal soul stood against the destruction of two worlds. The nephalem’s great courage gave strength to us all, turned the tide of fate, and led to the fall of Diablo and the salvation of Sanctuary and the High Heavens themselves.

But darkness does not fade so easily. Once more, our victory has been claimed far too soon.

The Prime Evil has been struck down.

But there are other forces that would move against the world of men.
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A falcon in flight might have viewed it as a series of silver-tipped mountain peaks rising up through the mist, the scope of them too breathtaking for any mere human to grasp. At its center rose a structure taller than the rest, a shining tower topped with a multifaceted arch that shimmered like cut diamonds. The light of the Heavens kissed these gleaming skins, set fire to them so that the entire vast tableau glowed like outstretched wings, spires reaching ever skyward as glittering crystal threw sparks to warm the darkness.

The Silver City.

In the world of angels, the archangel of Wisdom had recently come to realize, there are no beds.

Bleary-eyed and worn, Tyrael looked up from where his quill lay across the parchment as warmth and light washed through soaring arch and buttress, breathing life into the immense open space around him. He’d had no use for sleep until his mortal soul had taken up residence within his breast. Now the constant light that infused the Heavens confused his newfound internal rhythms, and he longed to lay his head on a gentler surface than the stone floor of these chambers. But he had yet to summon something more comfortable. The shedding of his wings had already given his brethren enough cause to look for any sign of weakness. He would not hand them another.

Tyrael flexed his cramped fingers. He had been taking his own notes on Deckard’s heavy scrawl, but there would be no more work done tonight, in spite of his unspoken promise to Deckard and Leah to finish what they had begun. And yet he could not bring himself to close his eyes. Not yet. There was much to consider beyond his own mortal failings. His growing rift with Imperius and the Council, for one. The role of men in controlling their destinies. The fate of Sanctuary itself.

And above all else, what to do about the thing that resided among them, seemingly silent and still as its tendrils crept like blackened pitch across sacred ground.

The archangel left his solitary chambers and walked through the lonely rooms and corridors that lined the Courts of Justice and the Ring of Judgment, his footsteps echoing on endless planes of polished stone. His mortal senses had difficulty accepting his surroundings. He had resided here for countless millennia, and yet he saw it differently now. Each space opened to one larger and more stunning than the one before; pointed arches and intricate, ribbed vaults soared far overhead; clustered columns ran through infinity; light burst forth at random from countless crystal facets that shifted and changed colors at will.

When the angels were present, their song resonated along with the Arch in a perfect harmony of light and sound. But Justice was empty now, its vast courts, benches, and seating vacant and cold, and the music of the Heavens was soft and subdued.

The archangel felt an odd ache in his breast, a longing for things left behind. Although angels still brought their grievances here, Tyrael’s former home had remained largely unoccupied since his transformation. The Luminarei, Defenders of the Arch, had taken up residence with Imperius in the Halls of Valor.

I should remove myself from this place, he thought. It is an echo of my former self, one that shall never return. And yet he could not. Since Malthael’s disappearance, Wisdom’s domain had also fallen silent, and the Angiris Council suffered for it. Tyrael had meant to assume those duties and act as a guiding hand during the most challenging decisions the Council would face. But the pools that spilled through that realm seemed alien to him, unsettling, and Chalad’ar called with a song he dared not answer. The legendary chalice required abilities that he was no longer sure he possessed.

He felt an ache in his back, a twinge in his knee. His physical form was already breaking down, the slow decline toward the grave that all mortals must face. He knew in his heart that the choice he made was the right one. And yet you still doubt yourself.

What did it mean for an archangel to be so fragile? How could he fight back the darkness if his new body was so vulnerable to attack? Would he have been better prepared to face the challenges that were coming if he had not made that choice?

The Courts of Justice had given way to an atrium that curved far above his head. Through another arch, a platform made of crystal and stone and carved with intricate, flowing designs stretched before him. The Angiris Council chamber. Tyrael was faced with the thrones from which the archangels made their arguments. The chamber was empty, and the light that had streamed through the arching windows earlier was curiously absent here.

The Black Soulstone sat on its pedestal as if awaiting his arrival.

The stone’s sharp facets and points thrust up from the base like a blackened claw. It was barely larger than a man’s skull. How could a thing like this hold such terrible darkness?

Tyrael approached slowly, both fascinated and repelled by the stone’s power. An unfamiliar chill ran through him, a mortal shell’s warning. The bloody light that shone from the Black Soulstone had been extinguished after Diablo fell and the stone was retrieved from a lower realm of the Heavens. But as Tyrael moved closer, he thought he saw the faintest glint from within.

“Halt!”

The archangel had reached out a hand toward the stone. He quickly withdrew it and turned toward the voice.

Balzael stood beneath the arch that led to the chamber, his impressive form partially hidden in shadow. The right hand of Imperius. The Luminarei warrior stepped out onto the platform and unfurled his magnificent wings, tendrils of light snapping up toward the chamber roof. Balzael’s armor was golden, the breastplate marked with the symbols of his rank.

“What is Wisdom doing here alone?”

Had Tyrael sensed the slightest mocking tone in the use of his new title? “Do not question me, Balzael. I go where I please. Has Imperius sent you to spy on me?”

“I guard the stone,” Balzael said. “That is the task given to me, above all else.”

“Those are not the only orders the archangel of Valor has for you, are they? He does not trust his brother?”

“Mortal souls are easily corrupted.”

Tyrael’s heart beat faster at the warrior’s impudence. The implication was clear: Balzael had wings; Tyrael did not and was the lesser for it. “And angels’ pride blinds them to their fate,” the archangel said. “I commanded you not long ago. Do you forget this so soon?”

Instead of backing down, Balzael moved closer. “You taught me well enough to know when to be suspicious.”

Balzael made the slightest move toward his sword, barely enough to be noticeable. But the statement it made was clear. Anger washed over Tyrael at the brazen challenge, and he stepped forward, too, standing tall, his fingers itching to grasp El’druin where it hung at his side. At the same time, he was aware of his limits. Although skilled in battle, Tyrael was not as strong as he had been as an immortal.

For a moment, Tyrael believed Balzael might draw the weapon. Then a glow of light manifested at the entrance to the chamber. The archangel of Hope appeared before them, sweeping forward and seeming to assess the situation in an instant. “Leave here,” she said to Balzael. “We will be meeting soon.”

“I have not received notice of such a—”

“The Angiris Council is not required to notify you of anything,” Auriel said. The light surrounding her changed slightly, pulsing like a heartbeat. She was not often so brief; the impact was all the greater for it. “I will watch over the stone. Now, go.”

Balzael hesitated a moment and gave a slight bow. “As you wish,” he said, then turned and disappeared through the arch, his light fading away to darkness.

Auriel and Tyrael were left alone. After a few more pulsing beats, she turned to him. “He has grown arrogant after his promotion.”

“Bravery and arrogance are close cousins,” Tyrael replied. “He showed great heroism against the Prime Evil and sent more demons back to the Hells than any other. Imperius made the obvious choice. I would have done the same.”

“Perhaps.” Auriel’s light grew softer and warmer as she studied him. “I would assume you are here to meet, except there is no Council meeting. You look . . . weary, my brother. You cannot sleep?”

“Would that I had no need of such a thing.”

“Ah, but you do,” Auriel said. “I sensed your inner conflict. It drew me from the gardens. Balzael, he . . .” She made a motion, as if to dismiss the thought. “The Heavens are not the most forgiving place or the most sensitive. The angels might not agree with what you have done, Tyrael, but that does not make the choice any less valid.”

Auriel removed Al’maiesh, the Cord of Hope, and reached, the embodiment of light itself, her armor and flowing robes ending with fingered gauntlets. As she draped the cord over his shoulder, warmth flooded through his mortal flesh, a sense of calm and well-being along with it.

Time ceased to exist as the cord tightened around him. Then Auriel withdrew, and the warmth faded.

“You are concerned,” she said after a time. “About me?”

“Never,” Tyrael said. He struggled to remain impassive, in keeping with an archangel’s bearing. He could not answer her with the truth. When he slept each night, he dreamed as mortals did: not the visions of angels but a far more immersive and fluid state that took him places he had never been. At first, these dreams had been joyous, filled with reflections of the High Heavens and his former immortal existence. But as the nights passed, they began to change, the brilliant light and music of his dreamscapes turning darker, more sinister. He dreamed of something chasing him that he could not outrun, a shadow that was relentless and icy-cold, that clenched him tightly until his beating heart was still. He dreamed of entire human cities being wiped away, the screams of people in agony as their mortal bodies were pulled apart piece by piece, as buildings collapsed and the very ground cracked and tore itself to dust.

Auriel could not possibly understand these dreams. Tyrael was mortal, and the divide between them was too great. And yet his mortal weaknesses led to insights that the rest of the Angiris Council did not possess. The archangels’ pride left them unable to sense the danger they faced now.

Auriel coiled Al’maiesh at her side, the ribbon of light becoming one with her being once again. “You are Wisdom,” she said. “And yet you do not rest among the pools. You have not yet accepted your role. Your guidance can help us rule the Heavens, should you choose to embrace it.”

“And if the Council chooses to listen.”

“The others sense your conflict,” she said. “They do not understand why you shed your wings. If you are clear about where your allegiance lies—”

“What about the allegiance I have pledged to build between angels and men? Many centuries ago, our votes saved Sanctuary from destruction. Humans have much to offer us now. Without the nephalem, the Prime Evil would have destroyed the Arch, and the Heavens themselves would have fallen!”

“And without humans, such a thing would never have been created,” Auriel said, motioning toward the stone on its perch. “The Council will debate this, Tyrael. That is the proper place for such a discussion.”

“The debate will change nothing,” Tyrael said. “Imperius will not be swayed from his position. I believe Itherael will vote against Sanctuary’s survival. This is not what I envisioned for our future, my sister. Together, angels and men can push back the darkness forever.”

She turned away as if to go, but Tyrael blocked her path.

“The decision rests with us. Will you stand with me now, as you did before?”

It went against the Council to speak so plainly of this outside of a formal session, and Auriel did not answer. Tyrael sensed a rigidity and coldness in the archangel’s demeanor that he had never felt before. She had always supported the survival of humanity, and he did not understand her silence.

But he feared what such silence might mean.

They stood together for a moment. He had gone too far. Saddened, he stepped aside, and Auriel swept by him without another word. He let her go, the ache in his chest expanding as she disappeared through the arch and left him alone. Their friendship had survived for millennia, and this reaction from her was like a thousand tiny cuts. He felt everything more strongly now, felt the archangels’ growing distrust deep within himself.

Tyrael turned back to the Black Soulstone. It sat silent and lifeless, as if mocking him. He studied it more closely. Its appearance had changed; he was certain. Had it swollen in size since he had first arrived at the chamber?

It is reacting to my presence, just as I suspected. If so, time was already running short, indeed. A darkness has pervaded the Heavens in a way it never has before. This is not like the Prime Evil’s brazen assault on the gates but something far subtler and more insidious . . . a creeping evil that only I can sense.

Wisdom feared for the future of the High Heavens and of Sanctuary and believed now, more than ever, that terrible things were in store for them all.
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In the shadows beyond the Angiris Council chamber, Balzael watched Auriel leave, waiting until the glow from her wings faded away to nothing. He had not heard every word.

But he had heard enough.

The halls were silent at this time; angels did not sleep, not the way mortals did, but there were quiet periods of contemplation and study when the music of the Heavens softened and their inhabitants grew still. By all rights, he should have been among them. But he had been given an important task, and he meant to fulfill his duty.

So far, events had occurred exactly as they had been predicted by the Guardian. Each step would have to be handled perfectly for the Guardian’s plans to succeed. Until then, Tyrael must be carefully monitored, regardless of Auriel’s recent interference.

Moments later, Tyrael emerged from the chamber. Balzael shrank back, shrouding his wings to keep from being seen. Mortal eyes were weak in many ways, but they picked up the light well. He watched Tyrael walk away from the Council’s meeting place, his footsteps echoing in the corridor. The meaty stink of flesh poured off him. Balzael resisted making a snarl of disgust. How such a legendary archangel could fall so far, so quickly, he did not know. But it would not be much longer before the stench was wiped away forever.

Balzael waited until Tyrael’s footsteps were faint in the distance and then followed, keeping himself carefully hooded. He would brief the Guardian later and receive counsel on what to do next. Tyrael did not know it, but he would play a vital role in a matter of life and death for angels and men, an end to the Eternal Conflict, the war between the Heavens and the Hells.

Above all, Tyrael must not be allowed to stop the darkness that had begun to creep across the realm of angels.

The future of the Heavens themselves hung in the balance.



PART ONE

[image: Images]

The Creeping Dark




Chapter One
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The Wanderer, Caldeum

“The entrance to the tomb was black as a thresher’s maw,” the fat man said in a low voice, leaning forward as if imparting a terrible secret. “Our torch revealed only the first few steps before the dark swallowed it up. The smell of rot from the hole spoke of things dead and wanting to stay buried.”

He looked through the smoke-filled, flickering light at the circle of faces turned toward him, making eye contact with each one to draw their attention from the whining notes strummed from the lyre at the far side of the tavern. His frock coat and trousers might have indicated Caldeum gentry, but they were well worn and patched in several places.

The number of those gathered around the fireplace grew by one as a woman in a dress sewn from a root sack tossed a jingling coin into the upturned pigskin cap set on the table. The smell of yeast and sour milk wafted over them as she took a stool.

“What’s this got to do with the boy emperor?” a man called out. “You were going to explain the uprising and the evacuation of the city, you said.”

“No mystery to it,” another said from halfway across the room. “Some say it was a Lord of the Hells raining green fire, but Zakarum priests are in league with the trade consortium council and want new leadership. They were behind it, I say! Lucky for Hakan he survived.”

“Let him tell it,” the woman in the sack dress said, motioning toward the storyteller. She grinned, exposing black gaps where her front teeth should be. “The city’s got troubles enough. We could use a good story or two.”

The bartender, built like a barbarian, scowled and resumed scrubbing the bar with a dirty rag, shaking his head and muttering under his breath.

“It’s no story, I assure you,” the narrator said quickly. “Every word is true.”

The fire was hot at his back. A trickle of sweat ran from a receding hairline down his temple. He nodded once at the woman, his gray-whiskered jowls twitching with the slightest smile, before settling back into a proper expression of abject terror.

“Where was I? Ah, yes. This was the lost tomb of a powerful Horadric mage, mind you, one who had been corrupted by the most foul evil and who conspired with demons. The mage was long dead, but my master had confirmed through extensive research that his resting place was surely haunted and protected by deadly spells. We all suspected what might await us belowground was not of this world, and not one—man, woman, or the young lass who had helped lead us to the cursed place—was willing to go first. And yet we had to proceed, because the very fate of Sanctuary itself depended upon it.

“ ‘Twas then that an inhuman cry came from below, like some kind of creature tortured upon the rack and torn limb from limb! The sound of death itself. I was consumed with a fear that bled the strength from my bones, but al-Hazir grabbed the torch from the wizard and marched to the steps. ‘Hurry up, then,’ he said. ‘I may be only a poor travel scribe, but I shall provide the first light upon this black demon’s hole!’ ”

His voice grew louder as he described the descent into the tomb. The crowd murmured, and the sound of scraping stool legs momentarily drowned out what the fat man said next as more patrons turned to face him. Several more coins jingled into the hat; many listeners shook their heads and laughed at such nonsense, while others smiled uneasily. Caldeum was a city in turmoil, and tales of black magic and demons always served to spark the imaginations of its citizens.

At a table in the corner, about ten feet away, a blond man sat with his hands wrapped around a mug of mead, only the slightest tilt of his head giving any indication that he was also listening. He wore the plain, dust-colored robes of a nomad, a black sash around his waist with the sheath of a short sword tucked into it. The man was slim, his angular features in shadow. Nothing else in particular about him stood out. He did not appear to be a native of Caldeum, but if asked which lands he properly belonged to, nobody in the tavern would have been able to say. Since he had entered the Wanderer, the other patrons had left him alone, as if sensing his reluctance for company.

As the narrator’s tale grew, his stubby arms began waving so wildly that he threatened to topple backward off his stool at any moment. His master, al-Hazir, encountered massive, inhuman beasts made of stone and sand, the storyteller said, and defeated them with his wits when the other adventurers failed with their spells and swords. “Kulle had been beheaded by the Horadrim centuries ago, to keep him from rising from the dead,” the man said. “We found the grisly remains in a ritual chamber, where the witch began her spells in spite of my master’s warnings. Al-Hazir had read the Demonicus, written by Zoltun Kulle himself—”

“Aw, get out with you!” the bartender suddenly shouted. He had continued scrubbing furiously at the bar’s scratched and worn surface with the filthy cloth as the fat man rambled on, and his face had grown red with rage. “I’ve heard enough! Peddle your nonsense on the streets—not in my place of business!”

The lyre player stopped abruptly, and the few remaining patrons who had been ignoring the spectacle around the fireplace turned to stare. The fat man blinked furiously. “Another round, Marley, for your troubles—”

The bartender slapped the cloth down, removing a stained apron and stepping out from behind the bar. He picked up a piece of split wood from a pile by the wall and brandished it like a club, marching toward the narrator. “Not for you. Now, get out, I said.” He waved the wood at the circle of listeners by the fireplace. “The rest of you can go with him and set up on the corner in the cold, if you’re still of a mind to listen to such swill. Or spend your coin to fill your bellies here, where it’s warm.”

The bartender tossed the wood roughly onto the fire. The crowd grumbled as sparks flew up and a cloud of black smoke puffed over those who occupied the circle of stools, making them cough and draw back. Other patrons in the tavern laughed as the storyteller, still protesting, stumbled drunkenly when he rose. He grabbed his hat, nearly spilling the coins as the bartender took his arm while muttering more curses under his breath.

“Go find your master,” the bartender said, and led him toward the exit. “Perhaps he can cast a spell on your tongue to stop it from wagging.”

“I beg you to reconsider,” the storyteller said, making one last stand as the bartender flung the door wide and a gust of icy air blew in. “I have much to tell, things that the people must hear! Al-Hazir has met Tyrael himself, the archangel of Justice—”

“I don’t care if he knows where the boy emperor last shat,” the bartender said. “He won’t do it in here, and neither will you.”

He pushed the fat man out. The door slammed closed, cutting off the cold. For a moment, the fire guttered, casting wavering shadows across the faces of the people watching. None of them moved. Then the bartender motioned to the lyre player, and the off-key melody began again, and people turned back to their drinks, some of them still laughing as the fire crackled and spit.

Nobody noticed when the blond man from the corner table stood a few moments later and quietly slipped to the door, disappearing into the blustery night like a ghost.
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Outside, the Wanderer’s weathered wooden sign banged and slapped against its post, chains rattling in the icy chill. Gusts of wind threw grit from the street in stinging sheets and brought clumps of straw and the smell of dung from nearby stables. Several torches had already gone out, and the evening moon was masked by clouds, adding to the gloom.

Jacob of Staalbreak took a moment to raise the hood of his tunic and tighten it around his neck before squinting through the blowing sand for the storyteller’s location. Tyrael, he’d said. The archangel who carried El’druin. The fat man had gotten many of the details surrounding the resurrection of Zoltun Kulle spectacularly wrong; he was a buffoon who had likely never come close to an actual demon. But his casual mention of the archangel as he was being tossed out on his ear had sent a charge through Jacob. He had to know whether there was a kernel of truth to the story.

The proprietor of an alchemist’s shop was frantically hammering thick-hewn boards across the shutters to keep them from blowing off. The sound echoed through the empty street like the hollow booms of battle axes falling upon shields. Other than that, the city seemed abandoned, everyone else hunkered down against the storm. Jacob spotted the fat man just before he faded into the darkness, his back hunched against the wind, staggering with drink. Jacob set off, moving quickly and closing the gap.
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The storyteller turned a corner and kept going at a regular pace, never looking back. He had emptied the coins into his pocket and set the old cap on his head, and it bobbed with each step. As he walked, his strides steadied. By the time he had reached a muddy street of ramshackle hovels on the outskirts of Caldeum, the fat man was no longer staggering at all, and Jacob was only a few paces behind.

This section of the city near the trade tents was mostly inhabited by day laborers and prostitutes, thieves and madmen, and there were no torches. The shadows deepened, only the vaguest shapes revealed. As drunk as he had appeared, the storyteller did not belong here—even guardsmen did not often come after dark. The dwellings were made of mud and sand, their roofs thatched with cornhusks that hissed and rattled in the wind. The sound masked Jacob’s footsteps, but the fat man would not have heard him regardless; he had spent many years learning how to approach his target with stealth and cunning.

Perhaps the loss of the Sword of Justice, El’druin, had left him weaker, Jacob thought, or more desperate. The sword would have given him a better sense of this man’s true intentions. Jacob had been roaming these lands for nearly twenty years, seeking out places where the balance between right and wrong had become skewed, and the archangel Tyrael’s sword had become as much a part of him as breathing. Without it, he felt blind to the outcome, fumbling about in the dark until his hands met resistance, and that was a dangerous thing, particularly here, where he might be knifed for his boots.

He was no hero, not anymore. He had never considered himself one, even if others might have disagreed; he had simply dispensed justice the way the sword demanded. But he had come this far, and turning back now made even less sense. He had to see how things would end.

Jacob could barely notice the fat man’s bulk as he made for the largest of the dwellings, the only one with any light. A reddish glow flickered from a small window set within the extra-thick mud walls, enough to make the hovel stand out like a beacon in the night. Perhaps the storyteller was drawn to it at random, searching for a warm place away from the storm’s icy breath. Or perhaps he did belong here, after all. Although his clothing indicated he might have once had money, no member of Caldeum’s gentry would have been caught dead at the Wanderer. These streets stood as the final outpost on the way to oblivion.

Jacob caught him at the door. The fat man, fumbling at the rough, looped clasp of rope that held it shut, startled at the hand on his shoulder and let out a small cry. Jacob turned him and found the man’s face bled of all color, white skin standing out like a phantom in the dark. He was about the same height but had two hundred pounds on Jacob, if not more. Still, he wasn’t in any condition to present a threat.

“Your story,” Jacob said to him. “How does it end?”

“I b-beg your pardon,” the fat man stuttered, his piggish eyes bulging as he peered into the shadowed recesses of Jacob’s hood. “I—I don’t have any money—”

The wind tore a cornhusk free from the roof and sent it tumbling and scratching down to the ground. “What you said back at the Wanderer. What do you know about the archangel Tyrael?”

“I—nothing. I mean, not really. I’m just looking to make coin for a meal.” The fat man’s eyes squinted, seeming to search for any kind of connection. “Have you been sent here to hunt down poor Abd al-Hazir?”

“Al-Hazir, the travel scribe? Is he inside?”

The confusion on the fat man’s face seemed more than was warranted by the question. He opened his mouth as if to answer, but nothing came out. Instead, he made a fumbling move toward the pocket of his trousers, spilling its contents onto the ground at his feet.

Coins rolled in the dust. “Oh, no,” he said, shaking his head and backing away until he was against the door. “Take whatever I have, just leave me be . . . or are you some kind of demon come for my life?”

Jacob did not answer him. He scooped up a medallion that had dropped from the man’s pocket and held it aloft by the gold chain. It winked in the red glow from the window. The surface was inscribed with the image of scales, an alchemist’s charm. A chill ran through Jacob as his heart skipped a beat.

“Where did you get this?”

A moan drifted across the dark. At first, Jacob thought it might be the wind around the eaves, but it came from within the dwelling.

There was nothing but the rustle and hiss of corn for a long moment.

And then came a woman’s high, piercing scream.
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The fat man moved faster than Jacob had thought possible. He glanced at the window, and when he looked back, the door to the dwelling was yawning open, and the storyteller was gone.

Jacob shoved the medallion into his tunic and stepped through the doorway, into the deep gloom. The smell of rotten meat was thick in the air. He slipped the hood from his face and drew a short sword, a family heirloom, from its sheath, holding the worn wooden grip with the blade pointed out. The front room was completely bare except for a bale of hay in one corner. A stone fireplace stood next to it, but the coals were cold and long dead.

The man was nowhere to be seen. The red glow was coming from another room, deeper inside the home. Jacob paused, listening, just outside a second door that hung open a crack. He could hear rustlings from the other side.

Whatever you might find in there is not worth the risk. And yet he felt compelled to follow the storyteller. The medallion . . . and the woman screaming. It meant something important. He pushed the door open. The door squealed like a stuck pig as it swung wide, ticking against the wall where it came to rest.

Inside the next room, a half-circle of sticklike shadows stood around a bound figure on a chair, slender and clearly female. A filthy cape had been draped across her shoulders, and a sack had been tied around her neck, masking her face. The shadows were men in dark robes, and they held long, curved, wicked-looking knives that gleamed blood-red in the light from glowing runes drawn on the worn wooden floorboards. Jacob did not recognize the runes, but the ritual they described would surely end in bloodshed.

It was not the first time this room had been used for evil. He recoiled, breath catching in his throat, which had suddenly gone dry. Spatters of old blood, black as pitch, speckled the walls and floor.

Cultists, in service to the witch.

He had thought the Coven had been wiped out by now, or at least scattered to the wind after Maghda’s death. Jacob held still, his sword out, his heart racing. His long-dead father’s words came back to him: Don’t go rushing in like a wounded bull unless you want it to be your last fight. He had broken a basic rule, one he had followed faithfully before. He considered turning to run; Jacob was no match for them, not anymore. He was no longer the avatar of Justice now that El’druin was gone, vanishing in the night and leaving him powerless.

But if he ran, the woman would die. She is an innocent. He could not let that happen.

The room was silent for a beat, and then the men turned their hooded faces toward him as one. The creak of the chair as the woman struggled sounded desperate and ugly, and Jacob could almost feel the cold bite of the cultists’ blades as if they were against his own flesh, sense his lifeblood leaking out and painting the floor red.

A noise came from behind him. Jacob whirled and found the fat man had somehow gotten around to flank him, although he couldn’t have missed him on the way through. The man now stood blocking the exit, meaty arms folded across his chest.

The fat man chuckled and shook his head. “Jacob of Staalbreak.”

“How do you know my name?”

“You have gotten lazy in your retirement. Did you really think it would be such an easy thing, robbing me of the spoils of my labors? Did you think I would tell you everything you want to know without a fight?”

“Do I—Have we met?”

The fat man chuckled again. “Not in this flesh.”

He reached up and clawed at his face, running his nails through puffy jowls, pulling his own skin down in long yellow strings that stretched and cracked like clay in the sun. Exposed beneath it was a dripping monstrosity of glistening sinew and muscle and horned bone, red eyes glowing as if with the fires of the Hells far beneath their feet.

“Bar’aguil,” Jacob whispered. He had encountered this demon before, years ago. The Burning Hells had been pushed back, but their minions were still wandering Sanctuary and thirsting for innocents’ blood. He thought back to the tavern, the casual mention of Tyrael; with little effort, the seemingly bumbling fool had drawn him out into the storm. A trap had been set, and he had walked right into it.

And the medallion? The chill in Jacob’s blood deepened. What that meant was too terrible to imagine—

“Murderer,” the demon hissed, moving forward. The flesh of the former storyteller hung from his glowing face like a grotesque mask. “Hypocrite. Monster. You have hunted us for years. It is time to repay the favor.”

“Maghda is dead. And Belial is long gone.”

“We are in service to new masters now.” The demon scuttled ahead like an insect, then stopped, cocking his head at Jacob. “You would be surprised to hear of it. But you won’t live that long. Do you know what we’ll do, murderer? Do you know where you will end up, once we are finished with your bones?”

Jacob swung the sword one way and then the other, trying to keep both sides at bay. The hooded cultists had also shifted toward him, and he felt the old squeeze of panic begin low in his belly.

When one of them leaped at him, Jacob barely had time to turn fully in that direction before his attacker was draped across his shoulders, his foul breath in his face, the smell of meat heavy and sour.

The weight of the man’s body drove Jacob down. But he had gotten the blade under the cultist’s ribs. Yanking upward as he fell, Jacob felt a hot gush of blood wet his robe. They landed hard. The man grunted and moaned, twitching, his legs shuddering against the floor.

Before he could push the dying cultist away, the others had Jacob by the arms, lifting him and twisting cruelly at his sword hand until he dropped the blade. The two largest ones pinned him against the wall, feet off the ground, as Bar’aguil approached, face dripping blood and fat, demon eyes glowing in the shadows. Bar’aguil reached out a hand, the tips of the fingers now split like cooked sausages, claws extending from them and ending in curved points.

“You shall pay for that,” the creature hissed, bloody foam and spittle forming where the storyteller’s lips had been. “Your precious archangel’s sword cannot protect you now. Tyrael is dead, and judgment rains down on Sanctuary! Men shall suffer. And we shall emerge from the ashes, stronger than ever.”

The runes on the floor pulsed red. The demon gripped Jacob by the throat. Claws sliced into his flesh, and he choked as his air was slowly cut off, stars winking deep within his eyes, the whirl of lights growing brighter until they threatened to consume everything that he knew and loved . . .

He wasn’t sure what happened next. The lights in his head shifted to somewhere beyond him, and when he came fully back to himself, the demon had let him go, and his feet were on the ground.

He gasped for air, bringing oxygen into his lungs with hot, ragged breaths.

Bar’aguil had turned with the other members of the Coven to face the figure who had been strapped to the chair. She stood upright, arms free, the remains of her bindings lying in tatters on the floor. Between cupped hands was a brilliant ball of purple flame. But Jacob’s eyes were fixed on the woman’s beautiful face.

“Shanar?”

“Duck,” the wizard said. She released the ball of pure arcane energy with a flick of her delicate wrist, sending it spinning toward the nearest cultist. As the energy hit the man in the chest, it exploded into pieces, and Jacob threw himself to the floor, covering his head.

When he looked up again, ears ringing, there were only two hooded figures left standing with Bar’aguil. The demon snarled in rage, leaping forward with his claws extended as if he meant to rip the wizard’s head from her shoulders with a single massive blow.

A glowing bubble of light burst forth around Shanar, enveloping the demon and the remaining cultists along with her. Their movements slowed to a crawl while she moved with stunning speed, summoning spikes of crackling energy in her hands and throwing them like glittering purple spears, dancing around the helpless creatures caught in her web.

And then, only moments after it had begun, it was over.

The bubble of light faded. The remains of the fat man who had been inhabited by Bar’aguil lay torn nearly in half and bleeding on the floor, dead cultists arranged around him like some kind of macabre display.

Shanar stood at the center of the carnage, bare shoulders back, beautiful breasts heaving against a leather corset. She had cut her dark hair to shoulder length, but otherwise, she was unchanged from the woman Jacob had lusted after, not a wrinkle or blemish after twenty years.

Shanar met his gaze with the familiar defiance that had always driven him crazy, in every sense of the word. “Same old story,” she said. “Saving your hide is getting old, Jacob. I waited as long as I could, but a girl gets tired of being tied up after a while.”

“You could have sped things up a bit,” Jacob said, getting gingerly to his feet and recovering his sword, wiping it clean. He touched the shallow cuts on his neck from Bar’aguil’s claws, looked at his fingers. The bleeding had stopped, but the sting to his pride remained.

“Where’s the fun in that?” With the barest hint of a smile on her lips, Shanar stepped delicately over the nearest body. “I needed you to come hither, and I had to wait for the demon to reveal himself to be sure it was time to act. Of course, you were supposed to save the damsel in distress and redeem your own sorry skin. Best-laid plans . . .” She extended a hand. “Now, before we’re overwhelmed by nostalgia and drift off, I believe you have something that belongs to me.”

Jacob dug in his tunic and produced her father’s medallion, one of the few items of any tangible value that were precious to her. The symbol of the alchemist. Shanar had told him a story once about removing it from around her dead father’s neck before the coffin went into the ground. He had never seen her without it.

“When I saw this, I was afraid that it meant that you . . .” He let the sentence hang in the air. Even after all these years, he wasn’t good at expressing how he felt about her. It was one of many things that had finally driven them apart.

“Reports of my death have been seriously exaggerated,” Shanar said. She took the medallion and tucked it away. “I let the demon take it; it served a purpose. I knew I’d survive long enough to get it back. You, however . . .” She studied him, and he thought he sensed some tenderness there, although perhaps he was just imagining it. “You look a bit worn around the edges.”

“It’s been a long year. What are you doing in this part of town?”

“Not here,” she said, glancing at the carnage. The runes had begun to fade away, and the darkness was leaching in. She picked up a wizard’s staff that had been placed at the center of the circle, hidden by the runes until now. “Outside.”
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The front room was blacker than the night beyond it. Shanar muttered a few words and raised a ball of blue light on the end of her staff. It lit the darkness, and Jacob followed her as she flung the front door wide, the sudden icy wind whipping through them like a banshee, cutting through his bones, and bringing in the stinging grit from the street.

“Wait,” he said. “You still haven’t explained what you were doing here.”

Shanar sighed, as if he were asking a great favor. “Remember when you found that cave with El’druin waiting for you, and I was waiting there, too?”

He nodded. “You carved my life story on the walls.”

“I followed the resonance of the Crystal Arch,” she said. “The Heavens led me to you and the sword, and all these years later, they’ve led me here. I’m not sure why, but considering the circumstances, I figured I ought to listen.”

A familiar charge ran through him. “I . . . I thought I’d never see you again.”

“That was the plan.” Shanar shivered, hunching her shoulders. “But plans change. Whether we like it or not.” She turned away again, heading out the door.

“Where are you going?” he called after her.

“To pick up an old friend,” she said over the wind. “Come on. I’ll explain more on the way, but there’s no time to lose. We leave tonight—”

He reached out and grabbed her arm. “Hold it, Shanar. Just like that, you come back into my life and expect me to follow you like nothing happened?”

The wizard shrugged away his hand. “Look, I know we’ve got some unfinished business between us, but you’ve got a choice: keep wallowing in your own self-pity and drink away your sorrows for another fortnight, or come with me for another adventure, just like old times. Who knows? I followed the resonance once, and it led me to El’druin. Maybe the sword’s calling me again, and it wants me to bring you along.”

With that, she turned once again and disappeared into the night.

Jacob stood on the threshold, torn. That was a cheap shot, he thought. She knew what the loss of the sword had meant to him, knew how he would feel if she even hinted that he might find it again.

And yet what did he really have to lose? She was right: he’d been wallowing in self-pity for too long. There was nothing here for him in Caldeum. Seeing her had brought back all the old feelings. He wanted to see her face again.

And perhaps, just perhaps, El’druin was waiting along with Shanar.

Jacob pulled his hood up against the stinging wind and went after her.



Chapter Two
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Tristram, Several Weeks Later

The monk paused at the top of a rise, motioning to his two companions to hold back. He looked out across a ruined landscape, searching for signs of danger. The small valley was still. Dusk had begun to give way to night, and a half-moon had broken through the clouds enough to outline the stunted, skeletal trees that stretched their bony fingers toward the blackened sky.

More than enough to expose the ruins of the old cathedral that lay scattered across the next hill.

The once-proud structure had been devastated by the archangel’s plunge like a fallen star from the Heavens. The gods had shown it to the monk in a vision—a streaking river of light through the sky. The spire and walls mostly remained, but a hole in the ground gaped open like a ragged mouth, exposing the top levels of the secret catacombs that lay far beneath the foundation. Broken arch supports stuck up through the rubble, crumbling piles of wood and stone everywhere. Fire had ravaged some of the interior, but under the faint moonlight, Mikulov could see several rows of wooden pews intact, as if waiting for a congregation to fill them again.

He had dreamed of all this many times. But to see it in the flesh, to smell the charred remains on the wind and feel the rot at its core, was something else entirely.

The gods were silent now. He did not blame them for leaving this forsaken place.
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The two men who had traveled with Mikulov waited for his signal that all was clear and then labored to the top of the hill. Their training had kept them in better shape than most, but none could match the legendary physical conditioning of an Ivgorod monk, and the journey from Gea Kul in Kehjistan had been long and exhausting. The heavy satchels slung across their shoulders added to the burden, but neither of them would think of giving them up. They were Horadrim, and the texts they carried were as essential as the blood that ran through their veins.

Cullen reached the top first and gazed out at the ruins. The short man pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose. He had studied Cain’s texts for years and had always wanted to see the Tristram Cathedral, but only one who knew him well would have sensed the excitement that lay beneath his seemingly calm demeanor.

Thomas slung his pack to the ground and touched Cullen’s arm. The taller man’s eyes sparkled in the twilight.

“The history that lies here,” he said. “If we were to gain access to the lower levels—”

“That would be unwise.” Mikulov turned to his companions. “They are unstable. And I have yet to scout the surroundings. Sanctuary may have been purged of the Prime Evil, but lesser demons still wander these lands. We must be very careful.”

“Then we search for the pyre,” Thomas said. “We must build a shrine, even a humble one, if none stands. He deserves nothing less.”

Mikulov studied the faces of his friends. Cullen, the scholar, still had the familiar boyish features below a bald crown, but his cheeks had hollowed some during the long, hard journey. Thomas was a foot taller than his companion and much thinner, but his eyes held the confident stare of a warrior. The men had changed much since Mikulov had left them in Gea Kul after the defeat of the Dark One and the fall of the Black Tower. The monk wondered how they viewed him.

“Stay here,” he said. “The gods are silent. I must find out why.”
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The two Horadrim watched the monk slip away down the hill, darting between the remains of trees and disappearing into the gloom. As always, Cullen thought, he moved like a ghost; even the moon refused to reveal him. Cullen remembered feeling a mixture of unease and awe when he’d first met Mikulov more than ten years ago.

Those feelings hadn’t changed upon the monk’s return to Gea Kul and the new Horadric temple some months ago. Mikulov had seemed surprised to find a thriving center for scholarly study in Gea Kul, established with a growing group of Horadrim led by Thomas and Cullen. He should not have been; Deckard Cain had become a legend among the group after the fall of the Black Tower, and they had pledged to do what he asked of them when he left. They followed his teachings and writings closely.

Mikulov had joined with the others studying the ancient texts, but he remained restless. The gods had shown him many things during his travels these past ten years, he had said, but he had yet to learn his true destiny. Then a new vision had come to him one evening as he explored the ruins of the tower where the final battle with the Dark One had been fought, where Mikulov had nearly become one with all things. He had been confronted by a holy stranger shrouded in light, he said, the embodiment of the gods themselves, who told him he must travel to Tristram and seek out the cathedral’s ruins.

It was not like the gods to appear in such a form, he had said. But he would not speak more on the vision. Whatever he had seen disturbed him enough to keep him silent. But he was determined to seek out the old cathedral, and when he had asked Thomas and Cullen to accompany him—told them that the fate of Sanctuary itself depended on it—they had readily agreed.

Our friend spent years wandering Sanctuary in search of truth and avoided a good many Ivgorod assassins along the way. He’s earned the benefit of the doubt. If his gods have called him to the cathedral, that’s good enough for me.

Of course, that wasn’t the only reason they had come.

“I’d always imagined the cathedral to be . . . larger,” Thomas said. “More impressive.”

“We’ve spent years studying what happened here. It’s of seminal importance to our entire purpose. And it’s been touched by fire.”

Thomas stared past the ruins. He was silent for a long moment, his eyes wandering across the scorched hills. Cullen knew what he was searching for. “Deckard lies near the burying ground, where his body was brought to ash in a great pyre of holy smoke and fire,” he said. “The archangel Tyrael himself witnessed it. That’s what was written to us by Leah, before she . . . before her loss, and I have no reason to doubt it.” He slung his satchel to the ground and dug into the bottom for a map, one of the faithful reproductions of Tristram that they had made themselves at the temple. Cullen was in charge of old and new texts, cataloging the Horadrim’s extensive library and overseeing the lettering and binding of copies of those that were threatening to crumble to dust, and this was one of his best.

He spread the map across a thick root that protruded like a black serpent from the rocky soil, muttering a few words of power under his breath. The markings began to glow softly, revealing crude drawings of the cathedral and its surroundings.

Crude but carefully marked. This was a copy from an authentic Horadric scroll, and he had updated it himself from more recent information. From this angle, the graveyard would be located beyond the ruins. Cullen tucked it away as the markings faded and peered through the faint moonlight. His heart thudded heavily in his chest. “Perhaps we could take just a short walk—”

“Don’t move.”

Cullen felt the edge of a blade against his neck.

Thomas had half drawn his sword but held it motionless. He was watching someone just behind Cullen’s right shoulder, and his eyes made a single flick down and to Cullen’s left. Cullen knew what he wanted. His assailant was left-handed, and the proper twisting move could free Cullen enough for Thomas to strike.

But the blade was held tightly against Cullen’s flesh and made such a move extremely dangerous.

Cullen made a small sound low in his throat, and the man behind him shifted slightly. The blade bit down before the moon brightened the ground for a moment.

“A necromancer,” Thomas said. He slid the sword slowly back into place and showed his hands. “Release my friend. We’ve no quarrel with you. We’re Horadrim, come from Kehjistan. What business do you have here?”

The blade remained in place, and Cullen closed his eyes, waiting for the pulse of his own hot blood rolling down his throat. But eventually, the knife withdrew.

“Beggars and thieves, more likely,” a voice said, different from the first. “I’d sleep with one eye open, ‘twas up to me. ‘Course, I’ve no choice in the matter. I go where you carry me.”

Cullen turned, expecting to find two men, but he found only one. His assailant was slim and pale as death, black bangs slashed above a bearded, solemn face. He wore a cloak with silver runes stitched along its edge; a black glove was on his right hand, bone dagger clutched in his left. The blade glowed with an eerie blue light. But his strangest features were his eyes, which were a pale gray and luminescent like tiny twin moons.

This was a man filled with a quiet but dangerous power. His leather boots did not make a sound on the gravel-packed soil.

Cullen had met one or two necromancers in his time, and their practice of the dark arts always put people on edge. They rarely showed emotion and tended to keep to themselves. But this one was even more unsettling, for reasons that he couldn’t quite understand. Perhaps it was the fact that he’d just had a knife at Cullen’s throat.

And, of course, there was the matter of the second voice.

“Your companion,” Cullen said. “Where did he go?”

The necromancer slid his gloved hand toward a fat pouch on his belt the size of a melon. “There’s no one else.”

“A fine hello, that is,” the slightly muffled voice said indignantly. “I can’t very well shake their hands myself. Ashamed, are you? I’m like the hunchbacked aunt the family keeps locked in the root cellar so as not to scare the neighbors.”

“Hush,” the necromancer said. He patted the pouch.

“I’ve been quiet too long,” the voice continued. “It’s dark in here and none too roomy. Smells like the ass end of a mule, if you don’t mind me saying.”

The necromancer seemed to hesitate slightly and then unbuckled the pouch to remove a human skull missing its lower jaw. Cullen stumbled backward, and Thomas let out a cry, drawing his sword as if to ward it off.

Empty eye sockets gleamed white in the moonlight. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance,” the skull said.



Chapter Three
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The Necromancer

The two men had identified themselves as Horadrim, and the sign of the order was stitched on their satchels. They certainly appeared to be humble scholars of some kind, based on their simple dress: pale brown robes over gray tunics belted at the waist, sandals on their feet. There had been rumors of a new clan attempting to establish itself somewhere in Kehjistan, and the necromancer had recently seen a good-quality reproduction of a Horadric text in Westmarch that the bookshop proprietor claimed had been shipped from Gea Kul. But the true order had supposedly died out long ago.

The shorter one had nearly lost his spectacles as he scrambled away from the skull, and he set them back up on his nose with a finger, blinking rapidly. “Who—what—are you?”

“I had an unfortunate turn of fate while robbing a lost city,” the skull said. “The pleasant fellow here who threatened you at knifepoint—Zayl, his name is—raised my spirit to help guide him to the proper location—”

“Enough, Humbart,” the necromancer said. He was uneasy in these surroundings, although he would never show it. Tristram was forever bound to the darkness in ways he would rather not confront quite yet. Chaos and ruin live in this place, he thought, and these men are searching for answers, too.

Zayl thought back on the past year with regret. He did not often judge his life based on his past or on fate alone. His time to depart this world would come when it was ready and not a moment sooner. But lately, it seemed that chaos had been given free rein. The absence of the Worldstone continued to affect the mortal realm; the demon hordes had come farther east than ever before and threatened his birthplace in the eastern jungles. He and his brethren had fought them off, but once again, Zayl had found himself drawn far from his home in search of the disruption in the Balance. He had sensed that the source for the uprising lay to the west, and that the Lesser Evils Belial and Azmodan would come from the Burning Hells to invade Sanctuary.
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