The Hand of Blessed Light

Chapter One. The Finding of the Temple

Dawn was approaching the land of Kehjistan.

Huddled around a campfire somewhere deep in the dank jungles were four hardy adventurers. They squatted miserably around the dying embers of the previous night’s fire. Muttering softly to one another, they ate from the meager rations they had left. At length a woman in a dark cloak stood up.

“Damn it, I knew we shouldn’t have taken that right at the fork.”

“Ah well Shar’za, all’s well that ends well,” replied a thoughtful paladin. “Who knows, what with the poor maps around here, we may be closer to Hatred than we think.”

The assassin did not reply, but changed the subject. “At any rate, our rations are running low. We had better find a portal scroll soon.”

“Not only that, I need more potions, and repairs to my armor,” agreed the sorceress, standing and brushing leaves off herself. The others all looked at the remaining adventurer, as though it were obviously his turn to say his part. He dimply sat there, staring into space.

“Well, speak up, Trag! What do you have to say about our situation?”

The necromancer looked blankly up at them. He chanted, “All will resolve itself over time. Such is the Circle of Being.” After a few moments he reverted back to his normal self. “Sorry. I was meditating.” Suddenly he snapped to attention, staring directly at a bush nearby. He muttered some dark words, shooting out a shard of bone, and from the bush came a cry of pain.

Then there was a rustle, and the group saw one of the pesky local midget creatures totter out holding its side. It dashed off, crying out in its tongue. By then all four adventurers were up and battle ready.

“It won’t be long till they come in strength,” Trag said softly. The others nodded their agreement. He was soon proved correct. From the three sides not covered by the river came a bustling, then about fourscore vicious little creatures, led by several apparent shamans riding piggyback atop more of the monsters. No words were spoken; the two sides leapt instantly and silently into battle, the Fetish surging forward and the adventurers calmly walking towards them.

On the first pass the paladin decapitated two Fetish with one swing of his sword and bowled another three over with a quick shield bash. Any others that got in his sword’s range were cut down or forced to leap away. Shar’za had fluidly drawn two handheld claws, and had already ripped apart any Fetish lucky enough to escape the paladin. The hand-to-hand combat was totally one-sided, in spite of the great numbers of the Fetish.

Meanwhile, the necromancer and the sorceress were focusing magical attacks on the shamans dancing in the background, as well as some Fetish with blowguns. The sorceress waved her hand, and a roaring sound engulfed the sounds of battle. A huge meteor struck amidst the startled shamans, who were dropped to the flaming ground as their bearers hopped about with burning feet. Most of the shamans were incinerated when their gaudy headdresses caught fire. 

Trag turned his attention to the pesky blowgun Fetish. He bone speared one, killing it instantly. Then he uttered the secret words known only to necromancers, and the flesh of the corpse burst into shreds and a short version of a human skeleton popped up, blowgun in hand. It promptly began shooting its former comrades in the head at point blank range. Trag watched, slightly amused, as the heads of the unsuspecting blowgunners swelled up from the poison and exploded. So that was it, the Fetish used the poisons they thought most harmful. Unfortunately, the poison had most effect on the Fetish themselves. Trag allowed himself a tight smile and continued casting bone spears at the horde.

In less than half an hour it was over. The four fighters stood, unscathed except for a few scratches on the part of the paladin and assassin. Both downed antidote potions, as there was no telling what the creatures had coated on their spears. They sifted through the bodies, searching urgently… At last a shout of triumph came from the sorceress. She held a yellowed scroll rolled up and tied with blue ribbon. The others gathered round as she unrolled it and read the arcane symbols. The scroll turned to dust in her hands, and the relieved party stepped through the ensuing portal. They breathed in the cool, unstifling air of the Kurast Docks. The party split up and wandered off, agreeing to meet within the hour at the area for private luggage. Trag headed off to a small shanty and began conversing with Alkor, the local chemist who practically idolized necromancers. Shar’za headed to the temporary bazaar and purchased food for the group, and also discussed the current situation with fellow assassin Natalya. The sorceress, Aiya, and the paladin, Zakar (an orphan taken in by priests and named for the faith), met with Hratli, who took their equipment in for repairs.

After all their business had been concluded, they met in front of their sparse luggage. This time they took several portal scrolls per person, and pulled out this and that from their chests. At last they were ready. They stepped on the square patch of earth marked by torches on the ground, and Aiya chanted the necessary words. The four heroes were gone in a flash of light.

They blinked back into being a second later, dozens of miles away. They stood amidst the ruins of the once grand city of Kurast. The terrors that now inhabited it had driven the populace to a small part of the city’s docks. The party had gotten the runic words for the transport from Ormus, who hoped to aid them in locating Hatred’s lair. For three hours they looked about the ruins, chopping up demons and hoping to find a prominent structure that denotes a Zakarum temple. Though all were distressed by the corruption of the city, Zakar in particular was shocked by the great changes he saw in his hometown. There he saw the old gathering place of his friends after chores. There was the place where the kindly old man would always hand him an apple. And then they found it. 

The imposing temple was, at least, still standing. But in an atrocious condition. Vines and rot covered the façade. The once fine stonework depicting heroes and saints of old was crumbling or had been demolished by demons. And the party could have sworn that a feeling of dread and fear emanated from the wide maw. From inside came sounds of demons gallivanting about in the defiled place. Zakar felt his blood boil. The demons would pay in blood this day for daring to defile the temple. He rushed inside, sword drawn and shield raised. Yet deep within he was sick to his stomach. What would he find waiting? What had happened to the priests that had raised him? What of his friends? He struggled to answer these questions by running, running. The other three were hard pressed to keep his pace. In they went, under the gigantic arch. Into the temple. Into Hatred’s lair.

