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You
may be wondering:



 

What is an ‘interactive novel?’



 

There isn’t just
one story to this book.  In The Gate to Thomerion, you control the characters’ actions by
making decisions every so often.  When
you come to a question, such as What do
you do next?,
don’t just turn to the next page. 
Instead, turn to the page instructed, based on what you want to have
happen next.  When you reach an ending,
simply start again.  As you read, you’ll
find that a quest unfolds, and overall, the book contains 29 possible endings that range in scope from utter defeat to
glorious and complete victory!



 

That’s not
all.  Some pages may instruct you to
write down a keyword, for which I
suggest using separate pencil and paper. 
These words may help you down the road, as they have special meaning
within the story.  You can denote them in
any order, but don’t erase them, even if you start the book over.  That’s all I’ll say about that for now!  Thank you for reading.

















 





 

MAP
OF AMBROSINIA


















 

Just inside Noblehorn, two-thirds of the way down a castle’s hall and four
doors past the hanging banners of various royal houses, three men sit at a nearly-cleared feast table, one of them begrudgingly.


Duke Ethias Mudd
had consumed the meal set out for him in stony silence but waited a mere
instant thereafter to breathe his ultimatum: “The residents of Noblehorn have put up with this for long enough.  Until the eastern steppe is returned, the
sanctions will continue.”  He casts a
fiery glare through a monocle at an elf across from him.


“Until you contribute your share to the
royal fund,” the elf counters with folded hands, “the steppe will remain under
close military watch, including the garnishment of ten percent of all economic activity
that passes along the main roads.  You
know full well who the instigator here is.”


You hear none of it, as your hands fidget
with an amulet depicting the god of the sun. 
Daydreams flood your mind, most prevalent among them the image of the
half-elf Titania Vermouth, former mayoress of the port town of Sungaze.  Her rescue
plays itself over and over within you, as does the thrill of the fight, even as
your knees buckled at the sight of her beauty, those six years ago.


“How do we solve this impasse, sir priest?”


You think you hear someone say something
vague as your glazed eyes cast an empty look at the floor.  A young servant takes away your plates and
refills your water, but you do not drink.


“Bartleby!”  The duke’s agitated baritone pierces the
air.  You shake your head and glance
about.


“It was, my liege,” you say, “merely a…
minor preoccupation.”


Mudd’s brows furrow.  “Be preoccupied with royal business.”


“Yes, my liege.”


“Now, we asked you a question.  How do we solve this impasse?”


You pause, then bite your lip.  The silence stretches on.  The duke and elf leader exchange wary
glances.


“Well…” you sputter, “well, ah… perhaps if
we requested the assistance of King Wyver…”


“He has already been consulted on the
issue and has deferred involvement.”


“Or a compromise could be
reached.  Scale back the military
presence to just enough personnel to collect the garnishments.”


The elf mumbles, “That
possibility has been discussed.  Before
the meal arrived.  Mudd, is this the best
you can provide as a mediator?”


Mudd wrings his hands and
shifts in his seat.  “He did make the
arrangements for us to meet here in the first place.  You must understand that…”


The elf’s chair grates against
the stone floor as he stands.  “I mustn’t
understand anything.  We will resume
talks when you make clear that you are dedicated to improving the
situation.”  He tucks a volume under his
arm and marches toward the exit.


Mudd calls after him, “Now,
wait just a minute…”  The elf is now
gone.


The duke wheels toward
you, red-faced, and flails his hands about. 
“Do you mind explaining what could be so important?”


You begin to back away,
when an idea strikes you.  You extend a
hand, gaze straight into the duke’s eyes and recite some mystical words.


“Oh, no, not that magic
again,” he counters, “Bartleby, you do this to me every time…”  Despite his will, Mudd’s tone drifts into calmer
territory, the furrows in his brow disappear and his eyelids flutter.


“And doesn’t it feel
better when I do?” You keep your hand out, feeling the charm energy drain into
your employer.


He nods slowly.  After a few more moments, when you are certain
he won’t throttle you, you let the spell expire.


The duke clears his
throat, approaches and says, “Bartleby, I know you are capable of better.  You’ve served Ambrosinia
well thus far and that’s why I’m not firing you.  But just know that we must do what we can to
rectify this, and that means no distractions. 
Understood?”


“Absolutely, my liege.”


A blond boy bursts through the door and shouts,
“Urgent message for one Bartleby, servant of the church of the sun!”  He yanks a scroll from his pack and shoves it
in your face.  You and the duke exchange
dubious glances.  The moment you grip the
paper, the boy dashes out of the room and further into town.  You
open it and read:



 

Come to Whitetail as soon as you can.  I need you. 
It’s about your godfather Fedwick, and it’s
important.



 

Titania



















 

What
do you do?



 

I
leave for Whitetail immediately.



 

I
complete my diplomatic mission first.
















As the afternoon flies by, you start to
relish the challenge of keeping a straight face.  The more you and Titania discuss and practice
the routine, the clearer it becomes that you should set up the jokes.


“I’ve gotta make
sure you’re listenin’ to me, ya
see…” you rehearse, “Who’s on first watch.”


“I don’t know,” Titania immediately quips.


“No, she’s on third,” you explain.


Titania giggles yet again.


This
might just work, you think.


As you approach the small riverside tavern
where you learned the competition will occur, however, your confidence starts
to fade.  Gales of guffaws, followed by a
rousing round of applause, meet your ears while you’re still many yards
outside.  A male voice shouts over the
din, announcing the next troupe, after which you hear the clomp of footsteps on
wood.


We’re
late!


You rush forward, enter and attempt to
register your presence with a tall human near the rear, only to be told that
the emcee has stepped outside for fresh air and has asked not to be
disturbed.  These complications rattle
your mind, but the audience now sits bored and unsettled.  Anxious for more entertainment, a halfling in
the front row twiddles his thumbs, while a young girl shouts at a high pitch,
“Who’s up next?”


“Are we ready?” you ask Titania, your
breath racing.


“We might as well!”


The stress, however, has left you
unprepared.  You bound onto the stage and
without any introduction, you dive right in, only to say the wrong opening
line.  Titania compensates—the show must go on—but now all the
punch lines are slightly off from where you’d rehearsed them, both in timing
and tonality.  You begin to sweat when
nary a peep escapes the audience during your routine’s entire first half.  You realize you’re staring at the floor while
trying to remember the next setup, and glance upward, only to freeze completely
as dozens of angry eyes stare up at you.


“Booooo!”


The child’s outcry breaks the stalemate,
and the adults surrounding her shout derisive jeers; a few throw tomatoes, and
you nearly slip while slinking off the stage in shame.  Out of the corner of your eye, you think you
see a pair of coordinators in fancy clothing whispering to each other, probably
wondering how such amateurs ever thought they could win the first-place prize.

















 

That’s
no good…

















Travel becomes harsher as
you trek toward the mountainous settlement of Bladepass.  The path underneath your feet gradually
becomes rocky and unstable, and the surrounding vegetation sparsens.   Traffic thins, and at one point you cannot
see any sign of other life for miles. 
The journey stretches onward for many hours, until the orcblood leads you through a quick turn and toward what
looks like a sharp drop-off, despite a gentle curve into the valley in question
further on.


“We climb down here,” he grumbles.  “No one see us.”


You have little trouble with the
footholds, but Titania slips upon the first step, catching herself at the last
moment.  A chunk of sediment cracks off
the cliffside, then echoes ominously as it bounces toward the ground below.


Galumnuk
offers to hold and guide her, and with his help, all three of you make it to
level ground within a few more minutes. 
The orcblood points the way, and you hike for
a short distance.  Ahead, a pair of lithe
guards linger around a sprawling, one-story compound.  They’re locked in conversation and don’t see
you yet.


With a gesture, the orcblood
silently suggests hiding behind the nearest boulder.  You and Titania comply.


“How do we get in?”


Galumnuk
scratches his head and whispers, “They wearing robes;
if we win fight,”—he punches a fist into his open palm—"we take them and
disguise selves.”


Titania counters, “But… didn’t you once
work for them?  Could you play off that
allegiance to try to lie our way in?”

















 

What
do you do?



 

Galumnuk will pretend to want to rejoin the Arcanites.



 

We attempt to subdue the guards.



 
















Cristof may be paranoid about secrecy or
even prevention of panic, but Titania is a reputable woman, you
reflect.


I
trust her.


With considerable effort, you work your
way back toward the main wing of the church. 
For some reason, all the worshippers that you noticed on the way in are
now gone.


You exit via the way you came in.  Outside, Titania, her head on her palms, sits
where you left her, staring into the branches of a nearby sumac.  When she notices you, she stands and quickly
closes the distance.


“Well? 
What did you find out?” 
Excitement tinges her tone.


You glance about the streets.


“There are too many others that could
overhear.  This way.”


You lead Titania into a nearby alley and
duck behind an overhanging string of laundry.


You look her straight in the eye.  “I have been told that this cannot be
divulged to anyone.”


She nods, serious.


Upon your sharing the need to prevent the
idol from falling into evil hands, she asks, “Why in the world would the church
choose to sit idly upon such information?”


“I’m guessing it’s because the monsignor
doesn’t know whom to trust.  Servants of
all churches are everywhere, after all. 
Let the wrong person in on the idea, and suddenly Thomerion
itself is at our back door.”


A moment of stunned silence passes.


“The monsignor,” you continue, “suggested
we get everything we can out of Fedwick before
attempting anything dangerous.”


“Yet,” Titania counters, “How do we speak
with him discreetly?  He can barely
communicate as it is.”


“I have an idea.”


You guide Titania out of the alley and
back toward the northern quarter.  As you
break into a brisk walk, the noontime sun casts stumpy shadows from the throngs
of townsfolk, many of whom step aside when they see the urgency in your eyes.


“Slow down,” Titania shouts.


You shove open the medical ward’s door and
demand the use of a parchment, ink and quill of the nearest assistant.  When she hesitates, you flash your talisman,
wielding the authority of the sun god. 
She nods and hurries to a supply shelf. 
Seconds later, Titania catches up.


“What are you going to do?”


The assistant returns and hands you the
writing materials.  You proceed to Fedwick once more, sit on a stool by his side and begin
sketching.  The dwarf notices your
presence; his eyes flicker open and he turns his head but stays on his back.


Titania glances over your shoulder as a
familiar continent takes shape on the upper part of your parchment.  “A map?”


On the lower half, you forge primitive
likenesses of the two halves of the idol, as well as of the imagery associated
with them that you learned about within the temple.  Alternating emphasis between one section and
the other, you do your best to help Fedwick make the
mental connection and perhaps even discover what else his visions have been telling
him.


Upon a long pause, while you hover your
hand over the yeti image, your godfather’s eyes widen.  With a gurgly cough
and a great effort, he sits up, extends a gnarled finger and points to a
section of ‘ocean’ well north of the map’s mainland.


“But...” you gently protest, “godfather,
there’s nothing up there.”


“Yes, there is,” Titania counters, “The
frozen isles.”


You scratch your head.  “They’re tiny, and no one lives there.  Why would a part of what we’re looking for…
be there?”


She shrugs.  “To keep it as far away from evil hands as
possible.”


You nod, deep in contemplation.


Repeating the same process with the bottom
half of the idol seems to reveal that it’s somewhere within the treacherous
dunes of the desert.  Fedwick
points to the extreme western corner of the continent.


“That’s nomad territory,” you note.


Titania nods.  “They’ve been friendly to outsiders in the
past, at least.”


After several moments of hesitation, Fedwick’s eyes flutter once again.  It seems best to simply let him be for a
while.


You pull Titania aside and subtly slip
back out of the hospital.  She arches an
eyebrow.


“That’s a start, anyhow.”


You breathe.  “It seems a long quest lies ahead.”

















 


 

Which
part of the idol do you go after first?



 

We
explore the frozen isles.



 

We pursue the nomads.

















After a glance
around the hospital, you wrap your hands around Titania and speak to her in a
low tone, “It’s been a while since you had some new jewelry.  What do you say to that fancy number we
looked at last week?”


Titania gasps.  “You are
serious!  Are you sure?”


You nod, even as doubt bubbles up as to
whether your stash of coin can withstand the cost.  “Once we’ve completed what we need to do,
it’s yours.”


“Let’s go!”  she squeals, clapping her hands and seeming
like a different person than a few moments before.


The hamlet of Sungaze,
you reflect as you head toward the stable, offers more than a bit of tourist
appeal, lined as it is with pristine pink-sand beaches and populated with
friendly fishermen of all ages and races. 
But with only a few streets to peruse, you’ll more likely get in, find
who you need and get out than engage in much fanfare.


You rent two horses and are soon on your
way.  The time passes without much
excitement, so you strike up a conversation: “Have you heard much, my dear,
about how the town is doing since you resigned as mayoress?”


Titania smiles.  “I appreciate your asking.  While the townsfolk lamented my departure,
they have been helpful with acclimating my successor to the job.  It’s the civil unrest lately that causes more
problems than anything.”


You grimace.  “With which I am all too familiar.  The sanctions threaten to lead to civil war,
should neither side back down.  That is,
however, in an entirely different part of Ambrosinia.”


“Indeed, which is why Sungaze
would like to stay out of it as much as possible.  Politically, it makes sense to do so.  But economically, we don’t have nearly as
much to offer as Fort Remnon or any of the other
centers of manufacturing.  Employment is
becoming scarcer by the day.”


“I see.”


For a few moments, all you hear is the
gentle clop of hooves.  You have exited
town, and the still air complements a haze blanketing the distant Whitetail
River valley.


“You said ‘we’ just now.”


Titania nods and looks aside.


You ask, “Do you miss it?”


“It was time.  I have never known myself to live with
regrets.  And yet, I can’t help but
wonder…”


This sinks in as you travel.  By the time you reach Sungaze,
a solemnity weighs you down.  You can
hardly remember the last time Titania uttered anything resembling those
words.  


















 

A
new day dawns…

















Taking care to maintain
external calm, but with your mind racing, you fold the message into fourths and
place it in your vestment pocket.


“This shall wait,” you assert.


“That’s the Bartleby I know,” Mudd says.  “Now, we need to go see if the king can calm
our elf friend down a few notches.”


You ponder for a moment.  “Is he truly the only person that can
represent the steppe?  What if we went to
speak to the citizens themselves?”


Mudd pumps his fist and nods
heartily.  “Give them a voice!  Gather opinions and perspectives.  After all, what’s the worst that can
happen?  A revolt?  I’m surprised I didn’t think of it myself.”


Your
reputation, you think with a frown, explains that much.


“Accompany me for a while,” he continues,
“and I’ll let you go deal with that other matter within, oh, a fortnight or so.  Does that sound fair?”


You grimace, but quickly paste on a smile
and agree.


Over that time, getting to ride in the
duke’s carriage and seeing otherwise unfamiliar countryside become the ordeal’s
only saving graces.  The duke orders you
around on a constant basis, to fetch things, fix things, watch out for things,
and in general do anything and everything except what a professional mediator
would normally do.  Indeed, the word
‘accompany’ would have been better replaced with ‘serve,’ and yet others in
Mudd’s entourage could probably perform the same drudgery just as effectively.  By the fourth day, you are utterly sick of
the fakery, the political self-masking and the pompous air that Mudd carries
with him wherever he goes.


Yet,
you
reassure yourself, A man must make a
living.  What good would I do for those I
care about without it?


Mercifully, Mudd notices your plight after
a week.  After a bit of negotiation, he
tosses you a bag of silver and dismisses you with a curt wave.  He refuses to even temporarily provide you a
horse, and from the expanses of the steppe, Whitetail is another three days’
journey away on foot.


Your provisions last you the entire trip,
but by the time you get there, your feet and back make their regrets clear by
aching beyond description.  And on top of
it all, a female screech pierces your ears the moment you cross through the
capital gates.


“Did I not say in the message that this
was important?” Titania shouts as she waves her hands about.


“It is good to see you too, my love,” you
grumble.  You show Titania the silver as
a half-hearted explanation.


“Don’t give me that!  Can’t your superiors give you one moment of
slack when you need it?”


“Truly, no,” you counter.


“Fedwick was
having visions.  Hallucinations,
Bartleby!  Fearsome ones that kept him in
a half-conscious stupor.  He said
something about…. a gate… through which Thomerion
himself could reach this land.” 


Your eyes grow wide.  “Thomerion?  The god of destruction…”


“And there are additional complications.”


“Such as?”


“I checked in with Fedwick’s
caretakers to find him… missing.”


Your breath shortens.  “Missing? 
How could he just disappear?”


She pauses.  “Come with me.”


The two of you hustle through the streets
toward the eastern quarter, where the medical ward stands, and enter.  Some ill or wounded townsfolk glance up at
you, while others focus on their healing, groaning of discomfort.  You sidestep around a pile of supplies as you
survey the area.  Men and women of
various ages frantically cross the precious few square meters of the ward, from
a shelf to the beds and back again, trying to keep up.


Seeing that no one is paying attention to
you, you shout, “Pardon me, but what was the last anyone has seen of one Fedwick, of the Canterbury clan?”


A nurse in a white apron and cap
approaches you and chides, “Keep your voice down.  The patients appreciate a calm atmosphere.”


You nod in apology.


“Fedwick was
here, in his normal bed, as of last night. 
This morning I had assumed he had merely stepped out for air, and
admittedly, I dawdled in checking with the attendants as to his status.”  Her voice remains firm even as her eyes avoid
your gaze.


“So you have no
idea where he went?”


She shakes her head.  “When I looked outside, however, I saw
footprints that might have been his.”


“I can think of two options,” you assert.

















 

Whom
do you consult?



 

I risk using magic to divine Fedwick’s whereabouts.



 

We
hire a tracker to physically find Fedwick.

















You stand by your
conviction in fighting for what appears to be the greater good.  “What is that imp going to do,” you ask, “if
I do break my word?  I doubt it could
even find us on its own.”


Titania nods with force.  “Let’s continue, then.  No distractions.”

















 

And no moral compunctions either…

















You dismount and offer,
“I’ll watch first.”


Titania, already off her horse, rubs your
arm and consoles, “It sure would be nice if no one had to do it.”


You sit within the mossy outskirts of an
oaken stump and listen as the others settle in. 
Their breathing slows as the moon climbs higher, and the orcblood snores mightily, occasionally writhing about as
his breath catches.


You examine your sun talisman, which hangs
as it always has, from your neck via a simple silver chain.  The points of its sun, equidistant and
radiating in all eight compass directions, seem to speak to you.  Over time, a sobering realization also hits
you:  you have not prayed
since you began this journey.


Somehow,
it all has seemed too easy, you think.  Perhaps
we should prepare, in whatever divine way might help, for the inevitable
obstacles ahead.


You bow your head.  Instead of invoking your usual sun god, you
take a new angle.  You mumble to a deity
you learned about directly from Cristof, your
temple’s monsignor:



 

Animata di Lamnish,
er Dey Ranglit Yah Notzin….


Animata di Lamnish,
der Tonguin par Lengin…


(Move our wings, and hold our hearts close
to you…)


(Move our wings, and help our words
support life…)



 

The wispy tones of Cirran,
the language of legendary cloud-creatures and sky-dwellers, strike you as
particularly appropriate, even as you are gravity-bound.


You smile, and
breathe deep.



 

Animata di Lamnish,
er Den Fash nem Crethma…


(Move our wings, and guide our feet toward
home…)



 

Nothing else of note happens during the
night.  You switch watch duty with Galumnuk just as the moon reaches its apex.

















 

Sweet dreams!

















Other options aside, the
mention of the footprints must be some sort of clue.  Even if they’re not Fedwick’s,
they might lead to something, or someone, important.


You examine the ground outside the medical
ward, where you can see the beginnings of many trails, since the terrain is
damp from recent rain.  But within yards
of the entrance, they all become muddled with each other; it’s almost
impossible to tell whose is whose without additional
clues.


“Let’s find a tracker,” you suggest.


Titania nods.  Since there isn’t a designated place where
such people regularly convene, the two of you decide to see who you can find at
the Pig’s Foot Inn and Tavern, the largest and most popular pub in Ambrosinia.  It takes
only a few moments to get there, as its centered location makes it easily
findable from just about anywhere in Whitetail.


A cacophony of voices and commotion meets
your ears as you push past the tavern’s wooden doors.  A wizened human standing on a crate rambles
through an impassioned speech about ‘invasive plant life,’ while a trio of
halflings plays some sort of dice game at a nearby table, casting their gaze
about the room and giggling uncontrollably after each roll.  While perusing an aisle, Titania nearly trips
over a drunkard sprawled across the floor.


Not
a single table available, you note, but, we’re not here to drink.


It takes another full minute to find
someone that looks like they might have the proper know-how: in a shadowed
nook, with a green hood cinched over her head by a stringed clasp, sits a
demure female elf, chatting with an orcblood.  Her appearance reminds you of a band of
rangers that patrols the prairie to the east, but in a departure from their
usual arms, she carries a sheathed shortsword at her
waist.  As you approach, you hear foreign
words, guttural and rough, escape her mouth. 
She turns a leaf over and over in her hands.


She notices you, looks up, smiles and says
in the common language, “May I help you?” 
Her dimples crinkle her mouth into a quite beautiful shape, and her eyes
shine even more brightly than those you’re used to gazing into.


“Why, yes…” you say with a grin, injecting
your voice with an excitable energy, “I am Bartleby, servant of the church of
the sun.  May I?”  You reach for her hand.


She giggles and replies, “Of course.  Quite pleased to make your acquaintance,
Bartleby.”  You kiss her fingers, once.


Titania clears her throat from over your
shoulder.  The orcblood
across from the lady shifts nervously.


“Apologies.  I… we… couldn’t help but wonder… although
perhaps appearances deceive me, might you have tracking skills we could
employ?”


She smiles even wider.  “Why, indeed I do,” she replies, “For a fair
price, no less.”


An awkward pause ensues.  Titania nudges your elbow.


“And, good madam, what might your price
be?” you ask.


“Normally, twenty silver, unless extensive
travel is required.  For you, half of
that.”


You look toward Titania for approval.  She rolls her eyes but shrugs in
acquiescence.


To her friend the tracker mumbles a
pardon, and she stands.  You reach into
your coin pouch, blindly count out the requisite coins, and slip them into her
palm.


“My name is Darlayne,”
she says in a husky alto, “and I am at your service.”


Titania takes charge and says, “I am
Titania Vermouth, of Sungaze.  Darlayne, a dwarf
by the name of Fedwick, of the Canterbury clan and
Bartleby’s godfather, has disappeared. 
We’re hiring you to find him.”


“Lead the way.”


The three of you head back toward the
medical ward.  When you are still many
yards away, Darlayne darts ahead of the group and
crouches over the ground near the ward’s entrance.  Her gaze locks intently upon the grass.


“These!” she starts, sounding excited,
“You said Fedwick is a dwarf, yes?  I can tell which set is his by the distance
between these prints… Yet, oh, my…”


You and Titania exchange glances.  Darlayne wanders about
the area, and then away from the entrance, in the direction of the northwest
city gate.  The two of you follow.


“This is not the gait of a healthy
man.  He stumbled quite frequently, as
some of the prints either repeated themselves over one another or are oriented
at odd angles to the usual path.  And
here is further evidence…”


She gingerly picks something up and
examines it in the midday sun.  Due to
glare, you can barely tell whether anything is actually
between her fingers.


“A hair…” she whispers, “with a streak of
gray, of coarse texture and tightly curved.”


“That certainly sounds like Fedwick’s beard,” you concur.


Completely absorbed by her work, Darlayne moves further ahead, allowing you an
opportunity.  You pull Titania aside.


“So, what does the jealousy accomplish?”
you whisper.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,”
she replies, folding her arms.


“I daresay you do.”


She waits a moment to reply, “Just because
no one knows about us does not grant an excuse to flaunt yourself as if
available to anyone…”  She turns and
closes the gap the tracker created.


You shake your head.


The two of you follow Darlayne
all the way past the city gate and into the prairie surrounding the
capital.  She has fallen silent, so you
ask, “Does it look to you like there was a struggle at any point?  Was he accosted or kidnapped?”


The tracker turns toward you.  “Not by anyone of humanoid inclination,” she
says, “but look…”


A yard or two ahead, the footprints stop.


You see several sets of large, pointed indentations
in the mud.


Darlayne
plucks another object from the ground. 
This time you can see it better, for its sheen reflects the sunlight
into a keen ray.


A black scale.


Your eyes narrow, and a bitterness
pervades your tongue.


Xelbane.


The
only black dragon remaining in the known world.


Titania’s eyes well, and she wrings her
hands from the unspoken knowledge of what appears to have occurred.  “What would that monster,” she whispers,
“want with Fedwick?”


Darlayne
lays a hand on her shoulder.  “Peace be
in your heart,” she soothes, “I theorize that he mounted the dragon willingly,
as opposed to just being snatched from the air. 
That could be why we see claw tracks, as well as a scale, which doesn’t
get knocked off dragon skin by itself.”


“But,” you counter, “That’s even more
confusing…”


Titania warbles, “Dare we confront
him?  And how
would we?”


The tracker smiles slyly.  “I’ve been told he hides out in the end of a
cavern system called the Divine Labyrinth.” 
You arch an eyebrow and feel your pulse race.  She continues, “I’ve been curious about Xelbane for quite some time.  If Fedwick
cooperated for whatever reason, perhaps there’s less danger here than is
immediately apparent.  But,
you never know.  You might want me to tag
along.”


The look in her doe eyes belies the
confidence in her tone.

















 

What
do you do?



 

I invite Darlayne
to accompany us.



 

I
would rather we stay a twosome.

















Even at the expense of
waiting several days, you theorize, flying to the frozen isles should save an
immense amount of time and trouble.


You ask the barkeep a few more questions, and
in the process learn where the festival will be held (the town square and the
surrounding handful of streets, including special space set aside for merchants
and hawkers).  After thanking Josephine
and wishing her good day, you turn and push through the tavern doors, leaving
the grizzled sailor with a confused frown on his face.  Titania follows with fervor.


“I’ve heard of the illustrious Spring
Festival,” she comments, “But I’ve never actually been able to make it there
before.  Politics in Sungaze
had kept me occupied for so long…”


Her voice trails off as she seems to
relive another time, perhaps neither better nor worse than now.


“It should indeed be exciting,” you reply,
“even as we will not be there purely for recreation nor celebration.”


Titania grins and pushes on your chest as
a dismissive ‘pshaw.’  “Mister dire and
serious.  All the time, every time, eh?”


You snicker and shrug.  The two of you agree to reconvene at your
home the evening before the event is to begin, and part for now.


Within hours, however, the time in between
starts to crawl at a snail’s pace.  
Having effectively resigned from your position as political mediator,
you have little to do but wander the streets and occasionally stare at the sky.


Here’s
hoping I can develop a congregation of my own someday, you
ponder, but I suppose that is why I
wanted to break this habit of bowing to the monsignor’s desires…


Despite these feelings, near the end of
the second day you drag yourself back to the temple of the sun, with no
intention of speaking to your superiors. 
Worshippers are sparse, prompting thoughts of challenging the methods by
which your church spreads word of its benefits.


You sit in the backmost
row and scan the area.  A blank, empty
feeling washes over your spirit.


“Brother.”


The throaty voice triggers memories from
long ago.


You turn. 
Behind you stands your gangly tomboy sister.  She has lived a dozen fewer years but,
judging from the lines in her forehead, life’s travails weary her no less.  The last time you saw her in person escapes your
memory, but she casually chews on a toothpick as if nothing about her
appearance should surprise you.


“Laurassa!”


You flinch, realizing your volume breaks
the reverent environment.


“It has been ages,” you whisper as you
stand and approach.


She embraces you gently,
and does not smile.


“I’m only in town for a short while,” she
says as she hitches a pack over her shoulder, “to confiscate some horses from a
dishonest customer.  I’d say it’s funny
to run into you here, but a girl’s got her own
confessions to make now and again.”


You nod as an awkward blush rises in your
cheeks.


Laurassa
continues, “I heard somethin’ ‘bout you questin’ with some old dwarf?  Somethin’ ‘bout our
godfather, a few years back?”


“Why did you leave?”


The question shocks you as it leaves your
lips.


She recoils a bit, but quickly recomposes
herself.  With a subtle nod toward the
temple doors, she indicates a better place to speak about such matters.


You follow and pounce again the moment you
are outside.  “I’ll ask a second
time.  Why did you leave? We needed
you!  Mother needed you.”


“Yes, she was extremely ill,” Laurassa admits, “and my timing was pretty awful.  But Bartleby, we’ve got to be able to live
our own lives.  She ended up in pretty
good hands until the end of her days, so it might be time to get off your high
horse about it.”


Calm, she spits out her toothpick and
crushes it into the mud with her foot.


You wait a moment, to quell the irritation
rising within.  “I,” you persist, “have
devoted my life to the care of others, both physical and spiritual.  And had hoped to set an example by it.”


She looks you straight in the eye.  “You,” she counters, “Are not our father.”


This hits
home.  You avert your gaze and hang your
head.


Laurassa
pats your arm, then steps away a short distance.  She turns and says, “May we see each other
again soon.”


Dumbfounded and numb, you watch after her
as she strolls down the central road, toward the stables.


The rest of the week passes faster, but
only with the help of distraction.  You
offer to give the reigning pastor some time off, and channel your feelings into
your daily sermons, without expecting nor requesting the slightest monetary
compensation.

















 

That was… unexpected.
















Jumping
in yourself would be suicide, you conclude. 
Struggling to maintain a grip on the siderail, you force your way
through the gusting squall, toward the center of the ship.


Titania,
my love… hang on.


You start to manipulate the ropes holding
the lifeboat, and almost have it free when a shout rings
out…


“Duck!”


You whirl about.  A mast has come loose and swings straight in
your direction.  You react, but not
quickly enough to prevent the hulking mass of wood from crashing into your
face.  Consciousness fades away without
even a moment by which to ponder: will this hapless band of so-called sailors
be able to find your salt-saturated body within the depths?

















 

Go
back to the previous
choice,
or start
again.

















You scratch your chin in
thought and turn your sun talisman over and over in your hands.


Titania arches an eyebrow, but smiles.  “You don’t know how to cull information from
your god, so to speak?”


You shake your head.  “Not very well.  Every cleric of the sun god specializes in a
line of magic.  I am a decent healer, but
in times such as this, I desperately wish I had expanded my studies into other
arenas.”


Titania places a palm on your chest and
gazes into your eyes.  “Surely, many more
times, you have saved a life that would have otherwise been lost.”


You smile, as Titania’s sincerity warms your
heart.


“I will need a space in which to
concentrate.”


A contrasting chill envelops you as you exit
the medical ward and lead the way toward your home in the southern quarter.  The door stands ajar, but everything within
appears normal.  Titania pulls a chair
toward you.  You sit and fold your hands
in your lap.


“Many thanks,” you say.  She starts a small fire in the hearth, then takes
a seat on the bed behind your back.  You
glance around.  The arrangement minimizes
visual distraction while ensuring comfort.


You close your eyes and pray, focusing
your abilities.


At first, little happens.  But after several moments you feel a magical
force pull gently, coercing you to follow an unseen instinct.  The hairs on your knuckles rise, as the magic
slowly elevates from your sternum and spreads toward your mind.  Then, a lightness takes over your entire
being.  Just in time, you remember that
this is when you need to focus on the intended target of your divination.


Where
is Fedwick, of the Canterbury Clan?  My beloved godfather.  He might be in trouble.


You reflect upon Fedwick’s
countenance in detail, right down to the small dent near the back of his head,
inflicted when an old battle wound healed incompletely.  But instead of coalescing into a specific
setting like you expected, the area surrounding the internal image remains
pitch black.  Stars blink in and out of
your vision, as if somehow you float among the depths of space.


A sphere of blue light appears in front of
you.  Your pulse begins to rush as the
sphere slowly expands to become a ring. 
Through the ring, you see a familiar image:  a bloody skull, pierced at an angle by a
jagged dagger.


It opens its jaw, and breathes in a husky
whisper:


“Thomerion shall
prevail!”


It cackles at you, increasing in pitch and
volume until you can no longer bear the assault.


You open your eyes and come back to the
real world.  You hadn’t realized that you
grip your chair with white knuckles.


Titania approaches and touches your
hand.  “Are you all right?”


You nod slowly.


“You were kicking your feet and looking
quite distressed,” she continues, as she wipes a bead of sweat off your brow.  “What did you see?”


“A portal.”


You explain the details.  Titania shakes her head in disdain.


“Something deathly serious is occurring
here,” she postulates.


“And,” you say, “We still don’t know much
about Fedwick’s true whereabouts.”


“I’ve heard of magi needing several tries
to get anything useful with this technique. 
On the other hand, the more you press, the harder it could be on you,
possibly to the point of exhaustion or worse.”

















 

What
do you do?



 

I dive deeper into the divination
magic.



 

We
hire a tracker after all.
















You swallow,
but stand tall.


“Perhaps, my liege,” you assert, “the time
has come for us to part.”  You roll up the
scroll and stash it in a pocket.


“You had best think this through further,
young cleric,” Mudd warns.  “Walk out
that door, and I’ll ensure you never work for the Ambrosinian
government again.”


“A risk I am willing to take.”


You bump the duke’s shoulder as you pass
by him and out of the royal chamber.  His
jaw nearly hits the floor.


You arrive at Whitetail’s north gate long
after the sun’s last blazes have faded beneath the horizon.  Titania bolts toward you at first sight, crossing
with such urgency that you fear for her safety.


“Thank the gods you’ve come,” she says as
you embrace.


“What is the matter?  And why the secrecy?”


Titania guides you toward the local
medical ward, little more than a nondescript hut in the eastern quarter.  About a dozen beds line the walls, most of
which support bandaged militiamen.  You
recognize only a few from your experiences as a military chaplain, but an old
dwarf stands out immediately; he sports a dent near the back of his skull.  His haggard hair complements shaky fingers
and a blank countenance.


You close in, tense with worry.  “Godfather,” you say as you kneel beside him
and attempt to look into his eyes.  “What
is the matter?”


The old man that you helped some time ago looks
aside and whispers, “The gate shall open.”


“The gate shall open?  What does that mean?”


Fedwick
stares for a moment, and slowly paws at the air.  Once, twice. 
His gaze darts about.


“Can you tell us more, godfather?”


He emits a weak giggle and his eyelids
flutter.


“The gate shall open,” Fedwick
repeats.


“Rest now,” Titania helps him lay back,
and he starts to calm.


“How long has he been this way?” you ask.


“A few days.  Up until then, everything seemed normal,
until one night he remarked upon having had some strange visions.  His peers dismissed them as senility, but as
soon as he started going downhill from there, I knew something had to be done.”


“What did he say he saw, while still
lucid?”


“A skull, pierced by a dagger.”


Unrest rises within you.  “Thomerion.”


“The god of destruction.”


You wring your hands.  “It has been six years.  It seems unlikely that the magic of the seal
could still be affecting him.”


Titania nods.  “And yet…”


You both glance
again at the dwarf, who snores gently.


“We need more information,” you say, “Shall
we go see what the connection is between Thomerion
and this ‘gate?’”


“The temple archives would be quick,” Titania
replies.


You shake your head.  “I recommend that we see Katalina.”


Titania rolls her eyes and crosses her
arms.  “Not her again.”


You extend your hands in supplication.  “She is a capable source of lore, as she has
traveled more of this country than you or I would ever hope to experience.  And her fortune-telling could help us
determine the best course of action.”


“And her headquarters is in Sungaze, two days’ journey away.”


You ask an attendant if Fedwick seems to be a threat to himself or any of the
patients or staff, which yields only a shake of the head.  The attendant turns away to fold some
bedsheets, and you scratch your head, pondering.  Titania’s opinion aside, you admit to
yourself that the time issue may make a difference.

















 

What
do you do?



 

I insist that we see the
fortune-teller.






I
give in, and we go to the temple of the sun.

















Under
other circumstances, you may have had to ask for help to find a wanderer like Katalina, but you are already familiar with her
headquarters.  You plod toward a
cul-de-sac in the northwest corner of town and recognize a burlap tent, the
sides of which billow in the breeze like a fragile tree.  Above the entrance hangs a sign which reads:



 

Prognosticative Services 


Suggested donation 5 Gold



 

“Only five gold, Kat?” you call in.  Out bounds a young, light-skinned woman
wrapped in multiple exotic scarves and grinning from ear to ear.


“Bartleby!”


“I knew you had set up your own business,”
you reply in half-seriousness, “but I also know you are more valuable than
that.”


“It is very good to see you again,” she
says, offering a hug, which you take without getting too close.  Titania shakes her hand with a stoic
expression.  “And a fortune-teller has to start somewhere, after all.  Please, do come in!”


The inside of the tent is small.  Deep brown animal skins and webs of string
connect the upper corners and line the floor, creating a mysterious and vaguely
intimate atmosphere.  On a wooden table,
a crystal ball sits upon a rounded marble slab, and a bench offers just enough
room for the two of you to sit comfortably.


Katalina
plunks herself down opposite you, barely containing her excitement.  “What brings you here?  What can I do for you?”


You and Titania exchange glances and take
a moment to breathe.


“It’s about Fedwick,”
you begin, “he is having visions relating to Thomerion.  Something about a gate.”


Katalina
blinks soberly.  “That sounds ominous,
indeed.”


“We were wondering if there is anything
you can tell us about what can, or will, happen next.”


Katalina
nods.  She slowly extends a hand.


“This may get a little more complicated
than a normal personal reading.  If I
may…”  At your approval, she places two
fingers lengthwise upon your left temple. 
After a moment, she dips her head slightly, closes her eyes and
concentrates.


A minute passes.  And another. 
The tips of Katalina’s fingers become warmer,
even hot, to the point of digging into your skull without any noticeable effort
on her part.  You grimace but wait
patiently.


She opens her eyes and backs away a few
inches.  She slowly folds her hands, her
gaze boring into you, weighed down with grave concern.


“I saw…” she whispers, “The demon realm.”


You and Titania exchange glances.


“And you were both there.  Actually in the
demon realm, crossing scorched lands as red as lava, sustaining yourself off
withered plants and the meat of decrepit imps. 
And... a cannon.  Something about
a cannon.  It was far less clear than the
rest, but it seems to stand in some sort of area with no doors.  Finally, some words kept coming to me… ‘You
must claim your throne.’”


She looks aside, and lets this information
sit.  The wind blows the flaps of the
tent back and forth, lending the moment a sorrowful, isolating air.


“That certainly doesn’t seem very
pleasant,” you comment.  “What would
happen instead, though, if we were to somehow prevent what you just saw from
happening?”


Katalina
concentrates once again.  Another minute
passes.


“My perception…. “ she
mutters, “is vague.  Cloudy.  But I see… the god of destruction.  Walking among us.  Causing utter chaos, smoke and haze, as life
itself gets choked out of the ecosystem, out of our cities…”


Suddenly, she screams, and pulls her hands
away from the crystal ball, as if it were burning.


You and Titania exchange wary glances.


Katalina
glances over your shoulder.  There stands
a family of three residents in dirt-stained overalls, waiting.


“It seems I have more customers…” the
fortune-teller chimes, with a fake smile. 
“It was really good to see you. 
Now get out before I faint.”


You spend a moment trying to ask more
questions, but upon being politely waved away, Titania pulls your arm until you
comply and leave the tent.  She leads you
to the shore, where you sit on rocks, thinking hard.


“How would one even get to the demon
realm?” you ponder aloud.  “Do we need to
open a gate in our own right?”


Titania scratches her head.  “The more urgent question may be,” she
counters, “What do we need to do once we get there?”

















 

How ominous!

















You
take your time in winding your way back to the main wing of the temple, then
march down the center aisle toward the exit, feeling focused and
determined.  A worshipper turns to watch
you, coughs and mumbles a surprised word or two.


Back out in the open, you find Titania
drags her foot along the edge of the dirt road, her eyes locked on its many
pockmarks and anthills.  Not until you
are nearly beside her does she look up.


“What did you learn?” she asks, excited.


“I am honor-bound not to say.”


Her face falls.


“But, I can still
use you.  Come, there is important work
to be done.”


You turn, and begin to return to the
medical ward, soon noticing that the former mayoress does not follow.


The two of you lock gazes.  She stands stiffly, unblinking.


“You can tell me nothing?”


You shrug. 
“For the safety of Ambrosinia.  I was told panic could ensue.”


“So, this gate?  The visions? 
What do they mean?  What do we
need to do?”


You maintain silence.


“Someone in there knows?” she asks,
pointing at the temple.  “Someone I’ve
never met, that you somehow trust more than the love of your life?”


Shame flushes your cheeks.


Titania inches away, her shoulders
slumped.


“Well, he’s your godfather.”


“What is that supposed to mean?”


“You know perfectly well,” she snaps, “and
I’ve put up with feeling excluded for long enough.  I care about Fedwick.  And you’re acting like that has never
mattered for one day.”


Titania whirls about and stomps in a
northwesterly direction.


“Where are you going so fast?”


“Back to Sungaze,”
she yells without turning, “where I belong!”


Desperation rises within you.  “Titania! 
Please reconsider this…”


Soon, she is gone.


An afternoon breeze whips your hair into
your eyes, stinging more than usual.


I
can do this on my own if I must, you tell yourself.  She’ll
calm down and come to her senses eventually.


Remembering what Cristof
suggested about Fedwick, you return to the medical
ward and ask your godfather as many questions as you can think of, while taking
absolute care that none of the staff deduce or overhear exactly what you’re
talking about.  His mumblings, however, are
largely incoherent.  Even when you use a
map to corroborate what you saw in the temple, the best he can do is point to a
general area well away from the Ambrosinian mainland,
point to his head, and then back again.


“The frozen isles to the north?  You saw something about the isles?”


Fedwick
nods, so fiercely that he makes himself dizzy. 
With your help, he lies back down again.


Investigation of how to travel that far
takes several days.  No one in Whitetail
can really help, so you rent a horse, travel to Noblehorn
and resume the pursuit.  Even at their
local tavern, most people don’t seem to want to talk about the isles
readily.  One gentleman, a scraggly-looking
sailor with only one eye, admits that he makes the trip about twice a year, if
only to see whether the natural crop of crystal salt growing there has
refreshed itself.


“Not had much luck the last few times,” he
grumbles, “but I’d be willing to take you there, for a price.”


You agree, without hesitation.


As you pull out your coin pouch, however,
you realize that fate may have other plans. 
The sailor laughs heartily as you open the pouch, shake it up and down
and peer inside, for everything and anything that might remain.


You’re flat broke.


It hadn’t even occurred to you that, since
you abandoned your diplomatic mission at exactly the wrong time, you hadn’t
received the pay for which you were scheduled the day after.


“Duke Mudd wasn’t kidding,” you mumble.


“When it rains, it pours, sonny!” the
sailor shouts, still guffawing.


You’re able to get back to Whitetail, but feel in the end that you’ve accomplished
little other than having wasted a lot of time. 
You beseech the duke for your job back, only to be flatly refused.


What started as a mystery has devolved
into a fight to fulfill your basic needs. 
The only question now is, which scars your conscience less:  begging on the streets, or stealing from the
church till?

















 

Go
back to the medical
ward,
or start
again.

















There’s no real need to
argue here.  You can get to the temple,
figure this out and get back to Noblehorn the next
day, perhaps even in time to patch things up with Duke Mudd.


“You may be right,” you concede.  “But it’s late.  Let’s see what we can discover here, tomorrow
morning.”


Titania smiles and takes your hand in hers.  You recite a short prayer for Fedwick, then whisper your for-now-goodbyes and step
quietly out of the hospital.


At your home, sleep comes quickly.  The morning sun wakes you, and you stretch to
work out a knot in your back.  Titania
greets you as you step outside.


As you march toward the northern quarter,
the streets echo with the shouts and play of children, some in tatters, a few
in unstained royal blue vestige.  The
adults watching over them chat idly with merchants without buying a thing.  One glances at the sun talisman at your waist,
then at Titania and back again, and frowns intensely.


“There’s only one thing,” you say.


Titania groans.  “You won’t let me into the temple along with
you,” she guesses, “because someone in a position of authority might discover
our relationship.”


“Has it become that regular of a problem?”


Titania halts and crosses her arms.


“Bartleby, when are you going to realize
that nothing can stop who we are?  That
no one, of divine authority or otherwise, has the right to hold us back?”


“This has to be the way it is, my
dear.  Without the church, I am
nothing.  And you know full well what
they could, or would, do.  An excommunication
is the least of my worries.”


“They would hurt you?”


“No, it is a church of peace.  But they are not beyond besmirching my
reputation in potentially drastic ways.”


Titania gazes straight into you.


“You,” you continue, holding her around
the waist, “are the most important thing to me. 
We will continue to make this work, no matter what.”


She nods weakly, her eyes betraying
sadness.


“Now come. 
There’s not far left to go.”


You turn a corner and shield your brow
from the morning light.  Facing east, you
see a familiar structure sitting upon a marbled foundation.  A golden archway beckons you; at its peak is
mounted an eight-rayed sun, the symbol of your faith.


“Wait here,” you instruct.  “I will return soon.”


She sits on a stone and gazes toward the
horizon.  You make your way through the
doors and around a dozen pews, toward a plain metal vestibule near the back of
the building.  A few worshippers pray
silently here, their heads bowed.  Your
footsteps echo against the ancient stone, and you squint as you pass through
the narrow beams of light afforded by the temple’s few windows.


The vestibule’s door clanks securely
against its binding as you pull.  You glance
around and recognize a balding human in white robes, who sits near the
confessional.  You approach and tap him
on the shoulder.


“Monsignor Cristof,”
you whisper with reverence.


“Bartleby, my vibrant young student,” he
replies as he stands and grips your hand in both of his, “It is good to see
you.”


“We… I mean, I would like to access the
archives.  A need has arisen for
information about Thomerion.”


Cristof
scratches his head and squints.  “Hrmmm… There is only so much even we, as experts of
religion, can tell you about the god of destruction, but I would like to help
in whatever way possible.”  He turns.


“Have you ever seen anything,” you
continue, “relating to that deity about some sort of gate?”


Cristof
turns back suddenly.  His eyes become
large as plates, and his mouth twists into a stunned ‘O’ shape.


“What is the matter?” you ask.  “What did I say?”


The old man glowers around at nearby
worshippers, then lowers his voice to a sober whisper.  “I had hoped… to keep that topic a secret
from the public.  For the very thought of
this gate, let alone the reality, struck fear—nay, dread—deep into the hearts
of those who first discovered the possibility.  To spread rumors would cause utter chaos.  Before we delve into it further, you must
pledge to me that you will not tell a soul about what you learn here.”


You flinch.  “Not even those I trust most?”


“Not even. 
Perhaps especially, for they are often in the best position to make use
of such secrets.”


You cross your arms.  “You trust too little.”


“Do I have your pledge?”


What
choice do I have, in truth?


A tense moment passes.  You sigh, and nod.


“Very good.  Come, this way.”


Cristof
leads you away from the vestibule and toward what appears to be a featureless
wall built into a side wing of the temple. 
When it’s clear there’s no one else watching, he mutters a mystical
word, and the wall dissolves to reveal a secret passage.  You follow him in.


The passage is short and natural in make,
nothing at all like the temple that leads to it.  At its end stands a podium, upon which lies a
massive, untitled volume.  A torch on the
wall emanates just enough of a glow to read by.


The monsignor uses a small reed stuck
between pages to open the book to a spot about two-thirds of the way
through.  Hideous imagery leaps out at
you immediately: disembowelment, burning at the stake, and the crushing of
skulls underneath mounds of the very stone that once comprised the houses of
innocent civilians are all some of the least deplorably evil acts these pages
depict.  Without a word of explanation,
you can tell they are all innately connected to the god of destruction.


As Cristof turns
another page, however, an image of a hollow blue circle leaves you mystified.


“My friend, this… is Thomerion’s
gate.  Long ago, his worshippers figured
out a way to open a two-way portal that connects this realm to the demon realm.  Insane and brainwashed as they were, they
wished for him to be able to come to this earth and rule it in its
entirety.  Fortunately, they were stopped
just in time.”


“A family member is having visions, and has been saying something about such a
gate.  Could the cult of Thomerion be trying again?”


Cristof
scratches his head.  “It is
possible.  However, they would need to
reunite two parts of a particular golden idol, and
then activate that idol when Velgo, Duminus, and Qartan, the three
famed planets of greatest magical energy in the universe, are next in full alignment.”


You scoff, “That’s bound to happen only
once every few millennia.”


Cristof
looks you straight in the eye, his jaw locked.


You feel the shock rob you of your breath.


“No.”


“Astronomically, it cannot be denied.  The moment will come to pass in precisely
forty-three days.”


Panic strikes you.  “And no one has done a thing about it in the
meantime?  The church of the sun knew
about this?”


“Calm yourself,” Cristof
cautions.  “We don’t know where the
pieces are, for one.  A preclusive search
could have taken months, if not years, and required more men than we have
available.”


“But now that we have reason to think they
are being sought…”


“Is this family member you mention some
kind of diviner?”


“Not in the least.  He was, however, afflicted with Thomerion’s seal six years ago, at the time of the alliance
between that church and the Koraxon military.”


“I would use him…” Cristof
advises, “to the greatest extent you know how.” 
He turns his back to you, seeming to shrink as he shuffles toward the
main chamber.


“You cannot assist?”


“Once again, my job now is to maintain a
sense of normalcy among the congregation. 
After all, my suspicions are complete. 
The world is doomed.”


“So, without telling anyone, I am to
literally save the world from Thomerion?”


Without turning, he mumbles, “Fate is a cruel
beast.”


You frown, ignoring the faithless fool,
and approach the book to look more closely. 
The pages imply the idol’s parts: 
a top and bottom, which form a golden monkey with a twisted, menacing
visage, and seem to activate when clamped together.


Further scratchings,
although vague in shape, appear to show that one piece is (or at least, was at
one time) guarded by a tremendous yeti, while the other is inside some sort of
gangly plant.  Some words in large print,
taking up an entire page of their own, are most foreboding of all:



 

Those who would rend these treasures
in twain: their energy shall rend thee in turn.



 

So whoever destroys the idol is
destroyed by its aftermath?


“There has to be a way to survive it,” you
mumble to yourself.


You turn around, only to find that Cristof has left the chamber.


“By the gods…”


As you prepare to leave the area, a
realization hits you. 
Titania knows none of what you’ve learned.  She would likely follow you to the ends of
the earth.  But,
you ask yourself, if the gods demand it, would she do so blindly?

















 

How
do you handle this?



 

I tell Titania only the absolute
minimum.



 

I betray the church by spilling
everything.

















It is now considerably
after sunset.  Most locals have retired
for the night.


“It might be best to find an inn,” Titania
suggests, “and talk to Katalina yet tomorrow.”


You nod. 
“We wouldn’t likely find her about now, anyway.”


You stable your horses and proceed on foot
toward the only tavern in town, the Blighted Eagle.  Approaching it, you grimace at the sight of
its warped wood and the ancient sign hanging out front.  The windows look like they haven’t been
cleaned in eons.  Titania looks at you
with hesitation.


“It’s better than nothing,” you mumble.


Suddenly a crash and several shouts ring
out from within, followed by a series of muffled thumps.  A large chair explodes through the swinging
doors, and you jump back just in time for it to fall at your feet.  Titania tenses, but holds her action, her
eyes large.  A child’s wail pierces your
ears, interspersed with orcblood curses.  You can’t see much of what’s going on inside,
despite the commotion.


You grip the sun talisman hanging around
your neck.  “Should we break this up?”
you ask, your eyes locked straight ahead. 
“It sounds like at least one person could need healing.”


“That count could include either of us in
the end,” Titania argues, “We should wait until the dust settles.”


You feel torn.  By that point, it may be too late to help.

















 

What
do you do?



 

I
jump into the fray!



 

We
stay in the street until the brawl finishes.

















You smirk as you look Titania
in the eye.  She thrusts a hand into her
hip.


“What are you thinking, mister?” she asks.


“I’ve heard of a festival coming up.   I
think I can make some arrangements to get us in.”


“Really? 
That sounds quite enjoyable.”


“It will be.  The last one had a number of contests,
merchants and wizards, and a royal dance.”


You gaze at each other for several long
moments.


“And…” you continue as you cock your head
in anticipation, “you’re sure you’re willing to head out toward Katalina in exchange?”


Titania smiles.  Her eyes reflect a flirtatious shimmer.  “It’s a deal. 
Let’s get started,” she concedes, “before I change my mind.”


You chuckle and take her hand in yours as
you leave the ward.


Images of the well-maintained beaches of Sungaze flit through your mind as you approach the stable, and also as you negotiate terms of your rental with the
stablemaster.  You almost went to the
seaside fishermen’s haven when addressing Fedwick’s
illness six years ago, only to be distracted by Titania’s captors, which
blessedly led to your getting to know her better.  The last time you graced the town’s pink
sands and numerous ports, on the other hand, you were very young, and couldn’t
help but ask your parents why the lot of you couldn’t visit someplace more
exotic, perhaps even one found outside of Ambrosinia
altogether.


‘And risk having you kidnapped, or worse
yet, tortured by foreigners?’ your mother chided at the time.  ‘Not a chance, child.’


Perhaps,
you
ponder, I inherited a bit of that caution
and lawfulness.  A bit too much, even.


You glance once more at your love, and are reminded that the church frowns upon such
relationships.


On
the other hand…


“Bartleby…”


You shake your head, thinking you hear a voice.


“Yes?”


“Where did you go?  Are you with me?”


You blink with force.  “Nowhere important, love.  I am with you always.”


Halfway to your destination, you set up
camp with a lot on your chest.  Sharing a
bedroll with Titania infuses your soul with blessedness and joy, yet a kernel
of trepidation settles into the back of your mind.


Will
this be worthwhile?  I’ve already
sacrificed a lot, and as of yet, we know virtually
nothing.


The second day passes without delay, and
you enter Sungaze late in the evening.  Gaggles of merchants and fishermen close shop
as the sun sets, although several stop to offer salutation to their former
leader.  At one point, Titania hugs and
chats briefly with a mother of three young boys, each identically dressed in
dapper brown knickers and tunic, who play in the streets with wooden toys.  You’re their role model, she tells Titania,
before herding them all into an adobe hut. 
Your lover stares after them for several moments, beaming.

















 

Write
down the keyword REMEMBER.



 

Ahhh, reminiscence.


















 

You say, “Where may we
find you later, should we ascertain the fee in the meantime?”


Stephano replies, “I shall be browsing at
the weapon shop midday tomorrow.”  You
nod.  He mounts, and you let him fly away.


“I’ve shot an arrow or two in my day,” you
assert, “so let’s enter that archery contest.”


Titania smiles in agreement.  “There are only eight slots,” she reminds
you, “so you’d better get registered early.”


Sleep comes easily, and you wake
rejuvenated.  The town square once again
stands packed corner to corner.


After a little asking around, you find the
plump barker that seems to be in charge. 
With a grin and a nudge of his elbow, he writes your name down on a long
parchment.  After a few more minutes of
milling about and organizing, he steps upon a pedestal and shouts, “Ladies and
gents of all races and ages, welcome to the archery contest for the Ambrosinian Spring Festival!”


The crowd whoops and hollers, and a cluster
of elves pump their fists in the air.


“As our assistants are currently setting
things up, the otherwise ordinary field you see behind me,” the barker indicates,
“will soon become an arena by which to test wits, skill, patience and a steady
hand.  At stake is by all measures a
considerable prize:  two hundred gold
pieces!”


You and Titania exchange glances.


“Fifty gold goes to the runner-up, and to
all others, a pat on the back and the knowledge that you had a good time.  Or so one would hope!”


The barker grins wide, and a few folks
chuckle, but most keep listening quietly.


The barker continues, “The winner shall be
determined by single-elimination format. 
The first two rounds shall consist of three shots per person, one each
at increasing increments of distance, but from there, things will get a little
more… shall we say, interesting.”


Within the field, you think you see a few men
manipulating pulleys and rope into some sort of interconnected system.  For now, a few targets, pallets of painted
wood consisting of six concentric circles each, stand on bulky easels at the
south end of the field.  Their maroon
centers, small as they are from this distance, stare into you like eyes.


“First up is Bartleby of Whitetail,
servant of the church of the sun!”


You look into Titania’s eyes, and smile.


“Good luck,” she says, “But perhaps just
as importantly, have fun.”


You wink, then turn to see an attendant
standing nearby, who holds an ornate longbow and quiver.  You accept the weapon with fervor, nock an
arrow and shake hands with your first opponent, a nervous-looking squire half a
foot shorter than you.


A small crowd observes and claps politely
throughout the proceedings, although the squire turns out to be somewhat easy
work.  Some of your shots fall in
sub-optimal rings, but his fare far worse; one even sails completely wide of
the designated target.  You breathe deep,
allowing yourself to adjust to the pressure, before the real competition
arrives.  After notching the win, you
shake the boy’s hand, even as a small tear begins to streak down his cheek.


Titania shouts from the sidelines, “He
knew this had to be coming!”


You smirk. 
Your arms already ache from repeatedly pulling the bow’s masterfully forged
string.


The barker allows a break before abruptly
beginning the second round.  Your
opponent this time is a female centaur, who wears a regal-looking fur cloak and
nods her respects in your direction. 
From the looks of her, she’s seen a competition or two in her day,
whether for entertainment or not.


The second round is extremely close, and
comes down to the final shot, but you earn a tremendous whoop from the crowd by
somehow hitting the bullseye on the farthest target.  The impact’s vibration disturbs a pigeon atop
a nearby branch, which flutters and coos before settling back down.


The centaur approaches.


“I do not envy your next test,” she
mumbles, before bumping your shoulder as she returns to the main path, her calm
hooves clacking against the cobblestones.


You glance back at the creature, apprehensive.  It hands off its bow and quiver to a lithe male
elf, whose gaze bores into you like the rays of energy your sun talisman emits.  Dressed in kelly
green from head to toe, he radiates confidence, right down to a tiny curl at
the edge of his lips, which are richer in color than the brightest of roses.  His long fingers grip the weapon as easily as
if it were an extension of his entire body.


You gulp. 
A bead of sweat trickles down your brow.


“We’re down to the finals, ladies and
gentlemen!” 


A hush conquers the entire area.  The men you saw earlier swing into action.


“For these six shots,” the barker
continues, “our combatants can play it safe with a stationary target, or
instead try to hit a moving one for bonus points.  As you can see, some go side to side, some up
or down, and some move more quickly than others, but it’s this bit of strategy
that will most greatly test our finalists’ mettle.”


Worse yet, by the luck of a draw of
straws, you go first.


“I’ve had training,” you mumble to
Titania, “but not this much.”


She looks straight into your eyes.  “You can do it,” she encourages, as she pats
your shoulder.  “Teach this elf who’s
boss!”


As the final round progresses, you feel
the chances of your earning the prize money gradually slip away.  The elf hits shot after shot without
hesitation, occasionally bowing to the audience as several ladies within squeal
their admiration.  You are held
speechless at one point, after a particular lob requires him to overshoot a
strangely hanging tree branch, yet strikes the
bullseye anyway.  Meanwhile, you do the
best you can, alternating between stationary and moving shots, but find
yourself behind in the count as your opponent readies his fifth shot.


At the very moment when he has drawn back
as far as possible, the dove you’d disturbed earlier—at least, you think it’s
the same one—swoops past the elf within inches of his face.  He instinctively swats at it, losing his
grip, and the nocked arrow releases, sailing completely wide of the target.


The crowd gasps.  The elf glares at the barker.


“I’m afraid,” he replies in a sheepish
tone, “that we’re going to have to count that.”


You reel in amazement.


By
the gods… you think, Divine
providence is with me after all!


Nevertheless, the margin is such that you need
to make a decision, while accounting for how the
targets have now been moved to their farthest point from where you stand.  If you make even a decent final shot at a
moving target, you’ll really put the pressure on your opponent to do the same
and do it well.  On the other hand,
firing at the stationary target would be a surer bet
when it comes to your own accuracy, but gives the elf a little leeway.

















 

How
do you proceed?



 

I shoot at the moving target.



 

I
shoot at the stationary target.

















You ask, “Where may we
find you later, should we ascertain the fee in the meantime?”


Stephano replies, “I shall be browsing at
the armorsmith’s midday tomorrow.”  You nod. 
He mounts and flies away.


Sleep comes quickly, and
lasts longer than you’d expected.  The
next morning, as the midday sun has almost climbed to its highest point, a whim
of adventure conquers your spirit and drives you forward.


You meet your love in the center of
town.  “Let’s see how the art of the
lance treats us this day,” you propose.


“But…” Titania objects, “You’ve never
jousted in your life.”  She scratches her
head.


“Do you trust that I’ll do my best?”


“I have all the faith in the world in
you,” she says warmly, “It’s just that…”


“I am aware of the need to win,” you
interrupt, “and the consequences of failure.”


Titania nods and smiles.  She grips your hand.  “Just… don’t get yourself hurt.”


Together you stroll toward the northeast
corner of the square, holding hands the entire time.  There, young handlers decorate several steeds
with colored banners.  The vivid red and
blue complement the horses’ reflective barding.


Among all this, a lithe man in a leather
vest and knickers shouts orders while having trouble keeping a scroll from
closing in upon itself.  He pulls aside
bystander after bystander and mumbles something to each, only to watch them all
continue about their business.  You
approach, and volunteer.


“Thank goodness,” the coordinator replies,
“I was beginning to think we wouldn’t have a contest at all.”


“How many entrants do you have?”


“Two, now.”  He jots a gigantic ‘B’ down, sufficing to
represent your name.  You cross your arms
and glare at the scroll.


Titania nudges you.  “This shouldn’t be too hard, then, eh?”


“It’s the first year we’ve held this
contest,” the man continues, “And will be the last.  I tried to tell my superiors that the common
townsfolk view jousting as above their heads, but no….”


You and Titania exchange glances.


“Anyway, it’s time to suit up.  Head this way.”


Helpers lead you to a clearing and outfit
you with armor stuffier than you thought existed.  At one point, a rusty vambrace edge scratches
your arm, and although the wound draws no blood, you ponder its significance as
a possible omen.  With help, you mount a
house, then strap onto the same arm a shield emblazoned with red and
white.  Having a weapon shoved in your
face caps the whole ordeal; the lance, pleasantly, doesn’t weigh that much, but
its unwieldy length gives credence to Titania’s initial doubts.


What
have I done?


You steel your heart, lower your visor and
ride back into the open.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” the coordinator
shouts, “Thank you all for coming.  Two
brave mystery opponents face each other today in a test of strength, an
assessment of agility and a battle of pure bravado.  You shall witness nothing short of the most
exciting joust this side of Fort Remnon!”


You hear a smattering of applause as a
handler leads you toward several flags and posts denoting the jousting
track.  Your limited peripheral vision
prevents you from seeing just how many (or few) people bothered to come watch.


“Go, go, go!” Titania hollers, “You can do
it!”


You glance about, and notice a horse,
carrying a comparably armored jouster, ahead of you and on the opposite site of
a short fence.  You can’t see that rider’s
eyes, yet something tells you they’re trained exclusively on you.


The coordinator continues, “The winner,
who shall receive precisely one hundred gold pieces, shall be the knight who
has accumulated more points after three rounds. 
Simple contact with the opponent’s shield shall be awarded one
point.  Disarming the opponent or
shattering one’s lance shall be awarded two points.  A complete unseat is worth the most, at five
points.”


You steer your mount toward the starting line
and aim your lance forward, as beads of sweat accumulate in your brow.  The moment stretches on forever.


“Are the riders ready?”


You raise your shield, a gesture your
opponent echoes in silence.


“Joust!”


With a fervent kick upon your horse’s
flank, you charge.  The hoofbeats of both
mounts rumble in time with the heartbeat of the earth itself, and a handful of onlookers whoop in excitement.  The opponent grows larger within your limited
range of view.  You strike forward with
all your might, and…


Crash!


Your shielded arm wrenches backwards,
nearly throwing you to the ground.  By a
miracle of reflexes, you regain your balance while pulling on the reins with
your opposite hand.


“That’s one point for our knight in blue!”


Applause rings out, although you think you
hear among it a groan of disappointment. 
Standing tall in the saddle, your opponent waves you toward him in a tauntful beckon.  You
flex your shoulders, adjust your helmet and tell yourself to shake it off.


This
is far from over.


You line up at the guardrail once
more.  For as little as has happened, an
astonishing amount of fatigue already weighs you down and tightens your muscles.  Your horse drags a hoof in the dirt,
hesitating.


“Round number two!  Are the riders ready?”


The opponent raises his shield.  You slowly follow suit.


“Joust!”


You charge once again.  This time, you make contact first, but you
may as well have run headlong into a brick wall.  The opponent’s shield barely bounces, instead
propelling the force backwards into your lance; you drop it and hold your wrist
in pain.


“Disarm!” shouts the coordinator, “Two
more points for blue.”


The opponent pumps a fist and pounds his
chest.  The display of arrogance and
pride would sicken you, if you weren’t so concerned with another detail.


“But,” you shout back, “did I not strike his
shield?  Is that not worth a point in its
own right?”


At the sound of your voice, the opposing
knight stops gallivanting, and turns toward you, head slightly atilt.


“Only the knight that lands the better
blow receives points for a round,” replies the coordinator.  Murmurs and chatter arise from the crowd.


It
would have been nice, you grouse to yourself, to know that earlier!


Despite screams from within your soul
urging you to concede, you line up for a third time.  Your heavy breaths betray weakness, by which
you assume your opponent will relish victory that much more.


“Are the riders ready?”


You raise your shield.  The opponent nods.


“Joust!”


The final round goes by in a flash, but
while trying to gauge your opponent’s positioning, it seems for a moment that
his horse charges much more slowly, and if you didn’t know better, you’d swear
he moved his shield to purposely avoid your strike.


Having charged well past the point of
impact and heard several gasps from onlookers, you steer your mount in a
circle, and gasp yourself when you realize that the other knight lay prone in
the dirt.  His armor clanks as he
struggles to get up, so you take his hand and help him.


“Unseat! 
With a total of five points, red wins!”


The opposing knight embraces you, backs up
a foot or so, and removes his helmet. 
You stand for a moment, stunned.


“I’d say it’s funny running into you here,
but…”


Before you stands
Laurassa, cheeks red and hair disheveled.  She smiles.


Your jaw drops, and you blink with
force.  “You didn’t just…”


“For you, bro.  Shall we leave it at that?”


The crowd awards you both a rousing round
of cheers.  The coordinator breaks up the
scene, shoves a bag full of clinking coins in your hands, and moves on to
attend other business in another area of the festival.


Titania darts toward you, her face flush
with glee.  “I knew you could do it!”


“Certainly you
did,” you reply, chuckling a bit at your own sarcasm.  “While I have you both here, I’d like you to
meet someone.  Titania, this is my
sister, Lau…”


You turn as you speak, only to find that Laurassa is no longer there.  You scratch your head.


“How odd.”


“Meet whom?”


“It… matters not,” you stammer.  “Let’s find Stephano, hopefully where he said
he’d be.”


You proceed to the armorer’s shop, where
you push through throngs of random customers and gawkers to where the paladin
negotiates loudly.  You tap on his
shoulder and show him the gold.


He nods and sets a suit of chainmail down
on the counter.


“This…” he booms with a sly grin, “shall
have to wait.”


















 

Moving forward…

















You push yourself through
the oak’s trunk and feel a weird twisting of your body in the process, but the
feeling fades quickly.  Darlayne and Titania follow with little difficulty.  The floor beneath you has changed drastically
compared to the outside; it’s now made of stone, with no plant life anywhere to
be seen.


A dark passage lay ahead.


With
a wordless glance at the tracker, you take the lead.  


As you traverse the passage, swaths of
chalky pebbles shift underneath you at each twist and turn.  The humidity sticks to your skin, and your
lungs feel like they draw in soup instead of air.


Darlayne
remarks, “Not exactly my idea of divine. 
I’d just as soon get lost in a good book.”


“So far, I doubt the stories told here are
much to speak of,” you add, “but perhaps there is more than meets the eye.”


Titania turns abruptly and says, “Speaking
of which…”  She stares at a flat section
of wall, which looks out of place among the rough, naturally-formed
pathway.


You follow it into a chamber about twenty-five
feet square, lined by neatly-cut stone that emits a
faint glow.  In the far wall are three
archways, each of which leads to an additional small chamber.  As you look about, you notice three
square-shaped indentations, one above each entrance.


“What the…?”


Also, a dusty inscription in gold
lettering stretches above all the entrances:



 

Let your talents shine,
and unlock the code!



 

“Well…” you say, nonplussed.


Finally, you notice a shiny metal door in
the left wall, which you immediately check.


“It’s locked,” you note, “but it sure
looks like it’s the way we need to get through.”


Titania scratches her head.  “Shall we look around?”


“That seems prudent.”


Titania leads your group into the leftmost
chamber.  While its craftsmanship matches
that of the lead-in, it seems otherwise unadorned, until you reach a statue built
into the far wall.  Made of ancient
limestone, the statue depicts an armored dwarven warrior in profile, posed on
one knee and with a shield on its back. 
Its left hand grips its right arm, and the face displays a pained
expression.


Your party ponders this for a moment, then
returns to the main chamber.


As you approach the middle offshoot,
strange skittering sounds meet your ears. 
A gaggle of tiny goblins, even smaller than the ones you’ve seen in
monster arcana, reside within.  They
struggle with a collection of wooden blocks of various shapes, and as you watch,
one or two occasionally point to a square-shaped hole in the wall.


“Oh my goodness…”
Darlayne says. 
“They’re… almost cute.”


“One more to go…”


The instant you step into the right-most
chamber, your heart nearly explodes from within you as a gargantuan bear claw
swipes at you, missing your face by millimeters.  You back down, holding your arms out to
contain the rest of your party.  You
can’t tell how you possibly missed the rest of the bear earlier, but relief
washes over you as you notice that a strong manacle and chain secure its ankle
to the back wall.


It stands on all fours, growling and
writhing against its restraint.


“Let’s just… take a moment,” you say.  You return to the main chamber.


“Look,” Titania says, “The writing’s
changed.”


Indeed, somehow, the phrase above the
archways now reads:



 

One per chamber, please.



 

Darlayne
digs her fists into her hips.  “Who do
they think they are?”


“The question is,” you say, “What now?”


















 

What
do you do?


We
investigate the statue.



 

We
address the goblins.



 

We
get the bear over with.

















If
we’re going into the desert, you reflect the following
morn, we had best be prepared.


You lead Titania to the local tailor,
where you rent some light long-sleeved clothing.  A jaunt to the nearby supplier ensures that
you’ll carry enough water (four skins in total), but a significant quandary remains:


“These nomads are obviously wanderers,”
you comment, “so we may have to get some help just to find them.”


Titania nods in somber acceptance.


You trek to the western gates and speak
for some time with the guards, who have heard only rumors.  Those rumors, however, imply that the people
in question usually come into the capital for a brief time during the hottest
months, but for some unknown reason, no one has seen them this year.


You arch an eyebrow, and ask, “Could the
authorities know what happened?  Might
there have been a conflict of some sort?”


The guards shake their heads, certain that
they would have been informed.


“What other details should we know?”


“Just look for their beige robes, and
don’t let the mirages fool you.  My guess
is that they’ve holed up in or near the dunes by Fort Remnon,
anyway.”


You nod in thanks.


As you travel, the clouds gather just
tightly enough to block out the intense sun, then start to disperse the further
west you go.  As the path takes a major
bend, it fades into the earth, becoming softer and more natural.  Your footfalls betray an eerie silence, and
at one point just before dusk, you glance upward to see a flock of turkey
buzzards circling, watchful.


Just after reaching the apex of a steep
dune, an unusual sight surprises you.  Far ahead stand two doglike gnolls, who appear to be locked in some sort of silent
communication; you hear none of the barking or growling you’d expect.  Each sports a light-colored robe and holds a
gnarled staff.


“Those creatures ahead,” you whisper,
“They’re wearing the robes we were told about!”


“Might they have stolen them from the
nomads?”  Titania asks.

















 


 

What
do you do?



 

We
attack the gnolls, hoping to capture and interrogate
at least one.



 

We try to communicate with them in a
friendly manner.



 

We observe them from a distance for a
while longer.

















Considering Titania’s
feelings about this possible interloper, no matter how irrational they may be,
you decide that this is the farthest that the tracker gets to come along.


“Darlayne,” you
say, “We have one final need to ask of you. 
Where can we find this Divine Labyrinth?”


“An entrance lies within a specific oak
about seven leagues due north of town. 
Look for a tremendous tree with one side that appears unnaturally
flat.  It’s illusory; you can walk right
through it.”


You nod in thanks.  “Your help has been extremely valuable.  We believe that we can take it from here.”


She puts a hand on her hip and pouts,
“Well, if you insist.  T’was a pleasure, for as long as it lasted.”  With a sigh, she turns and heads back toward
town.


You pause before asking Titania, “Happy?”


She arches an eyebrow.  “Happier.”


“Seven leagues would take us the rest of
the day on foot,” you postulate, “Shall we hire some transportation?”


The two of you head in the direction of the
town stables.  Despite a throng of
townsfolk surrounding them, the horses’ docking stations seem sparsely
populated.  As you scratch the forehead
of a handsomely mottled stallion, you notice the stablemaster approach out of
the corner of your eye.


“Greetings,” he says.  Slight in stature but bright-eyed, the man
speaks with a humble, country-ish lilt.


“Good afternoon, Matthias,” Titania
responds, “We are interested in renting a pair of horses.”


Matthias nods eagerly.  “That can most certainly be arranged.”  He starts to gather bridles and feed, then
hesitates.  “As you are aware, Miss
Vermouth,” he says, “I don’t normally like to pry into other people’s business,
but, if I may be so bold as to ask, where would you and mister Bartleby be
headed this fine day?”


You arch an eyebrow at his curiosity.  During many prior transactions with Matthias,
he has hardly said a word.  


“We need to find Fedwick,”
you explain, stopping short of full disclosure.


He wrings his hands and avoids your gaze,
squeaking, “I’ve been looking to change things up a bit, you see.  Gets awful repetitive just handling these creatures day after day, pretty though they are.”


“A pattern seems to be emerging,” Titania
mumbles.


The man hoists himself up by the britches,
clears his throat and asks, “Would you consider… letting me come with you?”


Something about the stablemaster’s
sincerity, even if just the eagerness in his eyes and tone, appeals to your
softer side.  He even seems ready to depart: silvery geegaws poke out
of his pack at awkward angles, complementing fancy hiking boots that seem
drastically out-of-place when surrounded by horse manure.


“One moment,” you say to him.  You pull Titania aside.


“We’ve already rejected one such
possibility,” you argue.  “Maybe the
universe insists that the two of us are not enough.”


Titania hesitates and glances over her
shoulder at the stablemaster.


“You make a good point,” she
concedes.  “All right.  He’s harmless enough, anyhow.”


You turn toward Matthias and invite him to
join the expedition.  He gleefully bolts
toward his nearby home, wherefrom he soon returns with an assistant,
instructing her to take over for the day and possibly longer.  The stablemaster unhitches his own mount, then
assists Titania in boarding hers, and the three of you depart.


As the main path outside Whitetail
meanders slightly toward the northwest—connecting the capital to the port town
of Sungaze—you soon find following Darlayne’s instructions to be trickier than you
expected.  Knowing how far you’ve come
breaks down to guesswork, as the northern woods contain few landmarks or anchor
points.  Your horses struggle to maintain
footing among throngs of thorny brambles. 
Before long, you begin to wonder whether you’ve saved any time via this plan.


When you have arrived at your best guess
as to due north from town, you tie your mounts to trees and begin the search on
foot.  Dusk approaches, and a twinge of
panic sets into your heart, as it becomes gradually harder to see what you want
and where you’re going.


Matthias groans, dragging his legs behind
and him and strectching creakily.  “What exactly are we looking for again?” he
asks, extending an arm toward a nearby oak.


It fails to hold him up.  He stumbles, barely preventing himself from falling.  “What the?”


“An illusory surface,” Titania reminds the
group, smiling.  “You found it!  Good work!” 



Matthias blushes.

















 

We push forward.

















After
some discussion, your group decides to travel along the main road.  After all, the more eyewitnesses there would
be to any trouble, the less chance that anyone would try to stir it up in the
first place.


Titania cautions, “we won’t be able to
dilly-dally.  We must travel late into
the night before resting, with as little watch duty as possible.”


Galumnuk
crosses his arms and glares at your love. 
“You used to giving orders so readily?” he
grumbles.


Titania stands her ground.  She turns toward the orcblood.  “Yes, in fact,” she replies, “I was once
mayoress of Sungaze, a port town in the
northwest.  Not that I would expect you
to know that recent of Ambrosinian history.”


“Pardon me?”


The big guy stands stiff as a board.  His shadow reaches across both your bodies
and even a yard or so beyond.  He frowns.


“Galumnuk not
one to get angry,” he continues, “but your tone remind
me of days when generals get abusive. 
Their shouts, their hatred. 
Everything need done, and need done
quickly.  They even use whip to get their
way.  I saw.” 


A look of pity crosses Titania’s
face.  She reaches toward the orcblood and lays a palm on his arm.  


A long pause ensues.


You let the tension dissolve a while
longer before saying, “Galumnuk, you weren’t just a
conscript for Koraxon, were you?  You were a slave.”


He blinks twice, then rubs his eyes.  Finally, he shrugs.


“Galumnuk
suppose,” he admits, “When you put it that way.”


Titania says, “I owe you an apology.”  She looks into the orcblood’s
eyes and smiles warmly.  “I will try
harder not to trigger these memories. 
Thank you for sharing this difficult part of your past.”


“Is okay.” 
He grins in return.  Several of
his largest teeth glint in the evening sun.


Galumnuk
lets you sleep in his chamber that night, on small, uncomfortable cots, while
defending that they are the best the inn can provide without the two of you
paying for a stay of your own.


The next morning, you pass many small
bands of onlookers, some of whom glance over their shoulders or shoot
suspicious glares at the orcblood.  Midday, a small boy approaches your party and
looks up to shout a greeting, but a woman in blue closes the distance quickly
and pulls him back.  Together they rush
past, refusing to make eye contact and seeming to shrink as they go.


Galumnuk just
gawks at a large field to the south as he marches, covered as it is with deep
purple wildflowers.  His feet sink into
the soft dirt with every step, leaving prints larger than the beasts of burden
that traverse these trails every day.


Is
it a greater weight, you ponder, to suffer these prejudices daily, or instead to be oblivious to them?


The day passes without much fanfare.  Hours of idle conversation later, the flow of
travelers slows and your horses’ heads start to droop
from fatigue.  As Titania suggested, you
press onward, and soon the constellations of the northern spring sky are the
only guide left.


“Galumnuk back
hurt,” the orcblood grumbles as he stretches and
twists his torso, “and feet, too.”


“How far away are we from Whitetail, would
you suppose?” Titania asks you.


You scan the horizon.  You recall passing a warehouse you
infiltrated six years ago as a part of your pursuit of Thomerion’s
worshippers, but it’s so dark that you can’t tell whether the capital lay
ahead.


“At what point,” you counter, “does this
become counterproductive?”


“All right, ya
sissies…” Titania says in a kidding tone. 
“Let’s set up camp, over here.”


Nearby lay a clearing in the surrounding
wood, overgrown with enough wild thistle to protect you from the stiffening
winds.  Galumnuk
removes his pack and hastily sets up a bedroll.


“Who take watch, and when?”


The low possibility of danger
notwithstanding, someone must take each watch, and Titania has a point about
summoning just a little more stamina.

















 

What
do you do?



 

I
take first watch.



 

I take second watch.

















“The
leftmost seems safest,” you postulate… “Here, safe is good.”



 

Who
will enter the chamber with the statue?



 

Titania.



 

Matthias.



 

Myself.

















“Maybe we’d better
deal with the middle one,” Matthias states.



 

Who
will enter the tunnel with the goblins?



 

Titania.



 

Matthias.



 

Myself.

















“That
bear sure does seem dangerous,” says Titania, “but that might be all the more reason to get it out of the way.”



 

Who
will enter the tunnel with the bear?



 

Titania.



 

Matthias.



 

Myself.

















“The blocks look like
they belong in the gap, in some arrangement or other,” Titania tells the stablemaster
as they step toward the middle chamber. 
“You’re good at fitting things together, what with horseshoes and all.
Give this one a try.”


Matthias nods, and enters.  You watch for several moments.  The goblins’ skittering changes tone and
pitch in unpredictable waves as the stablemaster handles the blocks.  He looks back and forth between the goblins,
the blocks, and the wall. He tries speaking to them occasionally, but a clear
language gap keeps much from getting accomplished.


Upon Matthias’s placing one of the largest
blocks in an awkward position, two goblins begin screeching and grumbling, and
thump their fists into your friend’s legs. 
“Ow, ow.  Owww!”  He bolts out of the chamber, rejoining you
and Titania.


“Those little brats were trying to beat me
up!” he shouts directly at you.  You
shrug, helpless.


“I get the feeling,” Titania offers, “that
they want their independence after all. 
They didn’t want you to solve the puzzle for them.”


“So much for putting things together,”
Matthias mumbles as he brushes dust off his tunic.


“I have an idea.  Let me try something.”

















 

What does she mean by that?
















At dawn the next morn,
you hear a raucous rap upon your door. 
After you dress and exit, you find Stephano standing at the ready.  The paladin leads you to his gryphon, which
greets its master with a nuzzle of its head. 
You are told that while the beast is large enough to hold three people,
it can only accommodate one saddle.  It
seems the two of you will be riding bareback, with only a safety rope
connecting you to each other, and to the paladin.


Knowing what lay ahead, you and your love
each take a warm cloak out of your packs and tie it around your neck.  As Stephano helps Titania and then you mount,
you exchange glances with Titania.  She
wrings her hands.


“Afraid of heights?” you ask.


“No,” she defies.  “Would I not have brought such an issue up
earlier, if I were?”  Her eyes, however,
tell a different story.


“We’ll be all right,” you reassure.


“All set!” Stephano shouts.  “Hang on tight.”


The paladin snaps the reins with a casual
air, as if guiding a mere horse.  With a
screech and a lurch, the gryphon flaps its tremendous wings.  You rise straight into the air and begin
cruising.  The gryphon gradually rotates
by a third of a circle, now facing a precise north by northwest.  It accelerates, rising through a low-hanging
cloud bank until townsfolk below look tiny as ants.  You marvel at the creature’s speed, and the
time flies by; the sight of the land below gives way to the expanse of the sea
within what seems like minutes.


More time passes.  The whoosh of a rhythmic wingbeat is the only
sound, beyond Titania’s occasional whimper. 
She grips you around the waist. 
You turn, see that her eyes are shut tight, and comfort her with a
squeeze of the hand.


“There!”


Ahead, you can barely see an expanse of
white peek over the horizon.  As you
approach, the moonlight glints off what appear to be crags of ice and smooth
rock, shooting nearly vertically from a barren landscape.


“What is that?” Titania asks.


Not until you land, dismount, and light a
torch do you get a good look at it:  A single-story frozen fortress stands here,
its walls thick and cloudy but semi-transparent.  Four towers complement the structure, one at
each corner, as if a castle, made for a king like any other.


“When did this get here?  And how?” you ponder aloud.


“Such things matter not,” Stephano posits,
“Rather, note that since it takes up most of the territory here, what you seek
is probably within.”


You arch an eyebrow at your transporter.  Unhesitant, he takes the lead and marches
toward an open archway in the structure’s center.  You exhale hard and run your hand across the
surrounding wall’s smooth surface.  Its
cold bites into your fingertips, and you pull your cloak tighter against your
skin as a shiver pulses through you.


Beyond, you see a narrow passage, bound on
each side by more semi-opaque ice walls. 
The floor here is made of natural dirt and frostbitten vegetation, as if
the walls lack a foundation.


The two of you enter and catch up with
Stephano.  The passage leads to a turn to
the right, which in turn leads to a tee-intersection.  Both offshoots lead to more of the same.  You keep exploring in this fashion without
much rhyme or reason as to your direction, until you begin to hear grotesque
smacking sounds.  Another archway lay
ahead.


You approach from the side and peek
carefully around the wall’s edge.  Within
a chamber beyond, at the end of a short tunnel, a massive white-furred monster
with fists the size of hams sits upon the dirt, its back turned to you.  It seems to be munching on the carcass of a
bear or other large mammal.


Within a nook in the wall behind the yeti
lies a metallic construct no larger than your palm, in the shape of the top
half of a monkey.


“That,” you indicate, “is what we came
here for.”


You lead your group in a retreat, to
beyond earshot.


“You clearly need to deal with that...
thing,” says the paladin, “and what better way than to have you and I fight it
while milady here runs around behind it and grabs the item?”


You arch an eyebrow.  “You would help us do that?”


Stephano shrugs and nods.


At the same time, the sharp points of a
raised porticullis’s many spears glint in the light
from within the archway above.  A tense
moment passes as you scan the area, cautious. 
Titania crosses her arms, and says, “Look here…”


From the outer surface of the icy wall
protrudes a vertical lever.  Somehow free
of rust or moisture, it looks as if it could be flipped with little effort.


“Might that operate the porticullis?” you ask.


Titania shivers harder than you did, and whispers,
“No real chance to test it without getting the yeti’s attention.  But it certainly looks dangerous, even
deadly…”


















 

What
do you do?



 

We follow through with Stephano’s
idea.



 

We try to lure the yeti toward the porticullis, to drop it upon the creature.

















“You’re a compassionate
soul,” Titania notes, “maybe these goblins could use your guidance.”


“I’m not sure I’d know what to say,” you
counter, scratching your chin in thought. 
“But I’ll try.”


You step into the chamber and immediately
your feet and legs feel like they’re drowning among the creatures.  Yet, while they dart about in random
directions, they look at each other, the blocks or the ground instead of at
you.


You kneel and tap one on the shoulder.


“You know,” you say gently, “this reminds
me of growing up among humans, and of some of the toys we’d play with…”


It turns a block over and over in its
hand, feeling its texture with a leathery finger, and glances back and forth
between it and you.


You turn back toward your companions.  “I’m not sure it understands at all.”


“Keep trying.”


Scanning the goblins, a commonality jumps
out at you.  They’re all quite young,
with one exception:  the tallest has some
level of authority over the others, and you’re quite sure it’s a male.


The
father.  And yet, it’s not really helping
matters.


“Where is your mother?” you ask, even as
you realize they won’t answer.


“Intriguing…” Titania remarks.

















 

Who
will try the middle chamber next, if he or she hasn’t already done one?



 

Matthias.



 

Titania.

















You react without the
slightest regard for your own safety.


If
we both must cling to flotsam for an eternity to survive, you
think, at least we will be in it
together.


You hurdle the aft siderail and drop
twenty feet straight into the sea.  It
takes several moments to get your head back above water, but after taking a
tremendous breath, you zero in on Titania and start pumping your arms and legs
to close the distance.


She sees you and shouts, “You are a
confounded fool!  A romantic one, but a
fool nonetheless!”


“You’re welcome,” you grumble as you wrap
your arms around her.


Despite the pounding currents, you wave
back upward toward the ship in hopes of gaining someone’s attention.  Soon, your worst fear comes true.  The storm pushes the ship farther away from
you, and no one on board seems to be able to get it back under control.  In the meantime, the water freezes you,
soaking straight through your vestments and into your bones.  Titania sets her head on your shoulder and starts
to weep.


You tread water with one arm and shout at
the top of your lungs.  But within minutes,
the vessel appears as nothing more than a brown dot floating near the horizon.


Do
such strangers deserve the trust that I gave?


















 

Go
back to the previous
choice,
or start
again.

















At your proposal of
sending Titania into the rightmost chamber, she leans to one side, shoves her
fist into her hip and glares at you.


“What?” you say.


“You would send me to face a ferocious
bear?”


“You’re a perfectly capable woman.  Soothe it with your gentle touch.”


Matthias snickers.


“If anyone knows the power of your touch,”
you continue, “it would be me.”


“I may be brave,” Titania counters, “but
I’m not stupid.”


You frown. 
“So you won’t even try?”


Several moments of silence pass, during
which you each stare daggers into the other. 
Finally, she turns aside and stares at the wall, her arms crossed.


“Fine,” you grumble, “But we’re going to
have a talk about this later.”

















 

Who
will attempt the rightmost chamber instead, if he hasn’t already?



 

I
will (to get out of the doghouse).



 

Matthias will.

















You shake your head in
confusion.  Your devotion to your deity
is at complete odds with human logic right now. 
Besides, nowhere in your holy education were
you taught that you must do everything that the sun deity says (mostly, you had
heard the opposite, as to what you’re not
supposed to do during your short time alive.)


You ask once more as desperation tightens
your chest, “What is this personal cost of which you speak?”  Only silence follows.  The image, calm and patient, folds its hands.


“I would have liked to think,” you grumble,
“that you were not this cruel.”  The
second after hearing that, the image winks out.


You stand. 
Silently asserting to yourself that there must be some better way to
accomplish this task, you press the cube again. 
It brings you back to the other side of the door, and you help calm
Titania of her shock and confusion, before briefly explaining that nothing
significant came of the exploration.


Over the rest of the current day, you
investigate the depths of the Arcanites’ headquarters
and even start up some basic conversations with those that know about the plans
for the gate to Thomerion, while pretending to the
best of your ability to already know what they’re talking about.  You even volunteer for a mission to occur the
next morn, but insist upon sleeping outdoors—you need to reconnoiter with Galumnuk…


The next morning, however, you find that
the gagged guards have disappeared, and that you face an unusual hurdle:  reciting your morning prayers no longer
imbues you with any magical energies. 
You try channeling through your talisman, but by all estimations, it
acts like a completely ordinary piece of wood and nothing more.


You spent a solid couple decades
developing divine skill, only to have it taken away; evidently, the sun goddess
took offense and now considers you to have abandoned your calling.


Who
am I to challenge Thomerion now, you
reflect with tears in your eyes, but a
powerless commoner?


















 

Go
back to the previous
choice,
or start
again.

















“It’s an unfortunate
truth of the universe,” you say, “that sometimes, force is called for.”


Titania says, “Don’t tell me you’re going
to fight the beast.”


“I’ll try to keep my distance,” you say,
even as you puff out your chest and exhale in a burst of forced courage.


You step just inside the room, close
enough to see the bear via the dim light but still outside the range of its
claws.  A tiny voice of hesitation speaks
up within you.


The
church taught you to respect and preserve life. 
What do you think you’re doing? 
This creature doesn’t know better. 
And it’s just chained there.  It
has every right to be mad.


You remind yourself that this is for the
greater good.


As the bear thrashes some more and your
head reverberates from its roars, you pull your sun talisman from your vest
pocket, and aim it carefully at the beast’s midsection.  Its arms keep blocking the way, so you can’t
get a clear shot, and you take a small step to adjust.


A mess of pebbles shifts underneath your
foot, and you slip forward, just far enough that the bear swats the talisman
from your hand with one gigantic paw, then grips your left arm with the other.  This sends you further off-balance, and
suddenly you’re flat on your face. 
Before you can get your hands underneath you, you feel serrated claws
dig into your back, and the bear pulls you further toward itself.  Your companions’ gasps barely meet your ears,
as your entire body is now caught in an underarm lock and being squeezed to the
point of indescribable agony.  Despite
your struggles, the bear eventually crushes your sternum as easily as if it
were a rotted wooden crate.  The world is
left to wonder, not so much what happened, but why it had to happen that way.

















 

Return to the very beginning.

















You close your eyes and,
feeling Titania’s fingers wrapped gently around yours, channel divine energy
into the cube.  After several seconds,
you reach toward its top with your thumb and depress the yellow button.


The next instant, you find yourself somehow
alone, near a raised stone slab.  A
lantern hanging on a nearby hook illuminates the small surrounding area, and
banners matching the colors of the Arcanites’ robes
hang over the slab’s edges.  The golden
door stands nearby, except this time its rune patterns are reversed, proving
you made it through.


You whisper, “If this isn’t a sacrificial
altar, I’ll eat my talisman.”


You run a finger across the slab’s granite
surface.  A film of dust thereon sends
particles flying across your field of vision.


But,
what now?


You think at first to recite some ancient
texts you memorized in school via the divine language of the gods.  Something within your spirit, however, urges
you to keep things simple, should the wizards come to retrieve you and involve
you even deeper in their inner workings.


Which
would probably help us in the long run, you admit, but if there’s a less risky way to do it…


You whisper in the common language, “Powers
that be, beings of might, guide me.  For
I seek a helping hand to dictate what shall be done in the name of protecting Ambrosinia from Thomerion, your
archenemy and the dark angel cast away from the realms of divinity during the
infancy of time.  He threatens the purity
of life via his evil ways.  Whatever can
be done, show me how.”


Silence. 
A moment passes.


You start to stand, when a flash of light
nearly startles you clear out of your robe. 
Blinded, you take a moment so your eyes can recover, but then see a
small image of a blond woman in cyan robes hovering inches over the altar’s
surface.  No more than a foot tall, the
image is clearly magically projected, as if from a great distance, and ethereal.  It crackles with energy but fails to
physically interact with its surroundings.


“Bartleby, my servant.”


The calm voice puts your soul at complete
rest and peace.


“I can grant your request, but only at a
great personal cost.”


You nod and listen for more.  The goddess
of the sun—you’d been taught all your life that the deity was male—waits in
turn.  Even as you
prompt her, she refuses to explain, giving only a shake of her head.

















 

What
do you do?



 

I take a leap of faith and complete
the bargain.



 

I
pass this up and take my chances using mortal means.

















“I don’t care what you’re thinking,” you
tell Stephano, “since that thing is much bigger than us.  To take it on hand-to-hand would be a fool’s mission.”


He coughs and turns his head.


Titania says, pointing to the huge iron
gate, “Let’s try to knock the yeti out.” 


After some discussion, your group heads
back to near where the yeti still sits occupied.  The bear corpse, however, looks much more deeply
picked over, almost barren.  It seems you
are just in time, as the creature slowly stands, stretches, and glances about
at its surroundings for more.


Stephano and Titania each take a position
on opposite sides of the archway, with Titania manning the lever.  Waving your arms, you step into obvious view
and take several large bounds forward, to within yards of the creature.  It grunts and stands abruptly.


“Come get me, ya
big galoot!” you shout.


Its fur standing on end, the yeti roars,
pounds its chest and stomps toward you with a gait longer than the height of
all three humans put together.  You cover
the distance back to the archway in the swiftest sprint you can remember
mustering, but when you get there, you extend a hand for Titania to hold action
until just the right moment.


The ground shakes as the creature’s sheer
mass compacts the dirt, one huge, unthinking step after another, and you almost
slip in anticipation.  “Wait…. One
more...”


It’s now just a few yards ahead…


“Now!”


Titania flips the lever, which clanks
loudly.  True to your suspicion, the porticullis rumbles into action, as gravity hurls its
spears into the head and shoulders of the beast, which collapses before it even
realizes what’s happening.  Gruesome
amounts of blood spill from the wounds and seep into surrounding dirt, tinting
it midnight blue.


Holding a hand over one eye, your love
gingerly peeks at the corpse, only to retch and move the hand to her mouth.


Stephano claps a few times and cheers,
“Well done, well done.”  As Titania backs
away, the paladin raises the lever back into its original position, and the porticullis retreats into the archway.  The spears make a doubly sickening scrunch as
they detach from the clearly dead monster.


After allowing some time for your
adrenaline to subside, the three of you casually stroll toward the end of the
tunnel.  You say to Stephano as you walk,
“Thank you for bringing us here.”


He chuckles, half-smiles and replies,
“No.  Thank you.”


Suddenly, Stephano bolts toward the far
wall, grabs the golden monkey half, turns and makes a beeline for the exit.


“Hold!”


You and Titania get ahead of him and wedge
yourselves in the archway.  Stephano’s
momentum almost bowls you over, but he stops short.


He yells, “You would never understand!”


You think you see, just underneath a
corner of his armor, part of a robe of black and red, like that of a Thomerion devotee. 
Your mind flashes back to six years ago, when you saw such vestments on
much less experienced youths, ones that could have argued at the time that they
didn’t know any better.


“Oh, we understand,” you reply, “that
you’re not whom you appear to be!”


At that, the paladin swings his fist at
you.  You dodge just in time; a gloved
knuckle brushes your nose as you quickly ready your sun talisman.  Titania kicks Stephano in the groin, and he
buckles in pain, which gives you enough time to recite a mystical word.  But something occurs to you amid all the
din:  this traitor probably knows a lot
he hasn’t said yet.


You aim to subdue, but in the hubbub your
arm gets nudged too far; a ray of energy blasts forth from your talisman and
strikes Stephano straight in the heart. 
He drops to the floor with a shout, and the idol piece clanks in the
dirt, thereafter rolling several yards away.


“By the gods.  This thing doesn’t always work as
intended.”  You kneel and channel just
enough healing energy into the paladin’s chest to keep him alive for a few more
minutes.  The wound does not close.


Stephano mumbles, “I know when I am
defeated, as rare as it might be.”


You and Titania exchange dubious
glances.  The circumstances dictate quick
questioning.


“Why did you bring us here,” she asks, “If
you knew that we wanted the same thing for different purposes?”


“Do you think,” he replies, “that I would
have been foolish enough to take on the yeti alone?”


“And yet,” you comment, “we killed it with
what was already here.”


“Enough,” Titania chides, “What more do
you know about the idol?”


“The Arcanites
want it.  The gate shall open, if they
have anything to say about it.”


“We want to destroy it.  Is there a way to do so safely?”


“That is a long-kept secret among their
inner circles.”


You frown. 
“Would you rather die knowing you didn’t divulge it?”


Stephano pauses, breathing heavily as his
body begins to fail.  He scrunches up his
face, then starts to weep mildly.  “I
should never have associated with them,” he says, his tone filled with remorse,
“for the path of the paladin is one of honor! 
This, all this, is merely shame.”


You look straight into his eyes.  “Then, redeem yourself.”


Another pause.  He nods, struggles to clear his throat and
continues, “One of the cannons atop the royal castle in Whitetail is
enchanted.  If you load anything you want
within it, aim it straight upwards, light the fuse and fire it with no powder
whatsoever, its magic can launch the object into the expanses of the universe,
never to be seen again.  Look for the
cannon with two small notches near the end of its shaft.”


You nod. 
“Thank you.”


You and Titania stand and have taken a few
steps toward the exit, when Stephano creaks, “There is one more requirement,
before you can fire the cannon.”


You turn and kneel over him once
more.  “What?  What is it?”


He coughs mightily, and his eyes
flutter.  “Go to the throne room, and…
and…” In the next moment, with a final wheeze and a tremendous shudder,
Stephano’s head and body go limp.


You check for a pulse,
but find none.  “He’s gone.”


With a heavy heart but also renewed vigor,
you find your way out of the fortress and locate the gryphon, still obediently
waiting.  Unsure of how to fly it, you
see little other choice as to how to get back home.  Fortunately, it lets you mount, then steer it
with gentle pulls on the reins.  As you
soar, it strikes you that you will have to act quickly once you get home, since
Stephano’s absence is bound to raise red flags among both the Shieldwings themselves and these Arcanites,
whoever they are.


The flight proceeds without incident.  By the time you reach home, the sun has
dipped well beneath the horizon.  As the
gryphon is without a true master, you incant a calming spell to induce it into
sleep.  With droopy eyes, it curls up in
a pile of weeds outside your home, looking comfortable and safe.


Just enough time remains in the day to
hire a pair of retired militiamen as bodyguards, a task Titania takes on with
fervor.  As they help ensure that you and
the idol are protected for the night, you retreat to bed, and swiftly fall
asleep.



 

If
you have both halves of the idol, press forward with your plans.



 

If
you still need the other half, proceed toward finding the nomads.
















The tracker raises an
eyebrow.


“I know far less about stone than about
living creatures,” she says.


Darlayne
cautiously approaches the statue, examining its detail.  She runs a hand across the stone, then retracts
it with a visible shiver.


“Are you all right?” Titania asks.


The tracker nods.  “Cold…. but not as lifeless as I thought.”


She puts a thumb to her chin.  Her eyes lower, their gaze meeting the
statue’s base.  From your perspective,
the mooring appears loose.  Another
moment passes, before the tracker glances over her shoulder with a mischievous
smirk. 


You and Titania exchange glances.  


“What are you thinking?” you ask.


Suddenly, Darlayne
pushes off from the ground, launching herself into a charge.  She crashes shoulder-first into the statue,
but it holds fast.  She rebounds with a
yelp, holding her arm in agony.


The statue’s eyes zero in on your
party.  Titania gasps and holds a hand to
her chest.  You lunge forward, but an
invisible force repels you.


“By the gods!  That one-per-chamber rule…”


You hear a gravelly dwarven voice echo
from within the chamber, and think you see the statue’s mouth move.  “I expected kinder company,” it grumbles.  As Darlayne stands
by helpless, it raises a stony arm, which reaches toward a unique brick in the
wall.  It shoves the brick aside, and the
ground starts to shake.  Walls crack, and
stalactites fall.  Panic floods you.


 Running
for your lives, you dodge dirt and detritus with every step, and feel your
heart pounding, begging for survival.  Your
party has made it to within a few yards of the entrance, when the ceiling caves
in.  A boulder shatters your skull; the
pain lasts only long enough for you to wonder, one last time, whether Duke Mudd
ever truly cared for your servitude in the first place.

















 

Return to the very beginning.

















Better
safe than sorry.


You whisper to Titania, “If memory serves,
these creatures are rarely found alone. 
We can wait a little longer… but not much.”


The will-o’ wisp evidently hears you.  It closes the distance and changes its
bobbing pattern: it now streaks back and forth in jagged lines faster than your
eyes can keep up, leaving traces of light on your retinas.  Then, it starts to buzz, and changes colors
from pure white to an irritable orange.


You and Titania exchange glances.  It seems to pose much less actual threat than
you perceived at first, but when you step aside to proceed further, it flies
back in front of your face like a persistent gnat.


You roll your eyes.  “Enough of this,” you grumble.  You hold your talisman in front of you and
aim carefully as it continues its protest. 
A scorching beam blasts forth from the item, sails right through the
creature and chars an anthill on the other side.  The wisp doesn’t visibly react.


“I should have known.”


“What do you mean?” Titania asks.


“Its body’s made of light. 
It’s unharmed by divine energy.”


Titania scratches her head in confusion, and bites her lower lip.  “Of course. 
Anybody with half a brain knows that.” 
You cough at her thinly veiled sarcasm.


“May I?”


Titania reels when she sees that you mean
to borrow her dagger.


“You’re going to fight it hand-to-hand?”


“Don’t argue.”


She irritably shoves a fist into her hip,
but hands it over.  Your heart accelerates
as you slash several times in quick succession. 
It dodges most of your strikes, but you keep trying.  You are about to give up when a final attempt
feels like it should have struck home, but much like the energy beam, does no
damage whatsoever.


You arch an eyebrow as you slow down and
catch your breath.  “That… makes no
sense,” you huff.


Titania pulls on your arm.  “Look! 
There!”  She points toward the
trunk of a large maple, behind which a bearded man lurks within the
shadows.  Seemingly in the middle of
casting an illusionary spell, he freezes for an instant, then breaks into a full
run away from you.  At the same time, the
will-o’-wisp disappears entirely.


“Stop, by the authority of the church of
the sun!” you shout.  The man ignores you
and keeps running.


If
this is an Arcanite, we must prevent him from
reaching his superiors…


















 

What
do you do?



 

I use my talisman to blast the wizard!



 

We chase him on foot through the
woods!

















“I
overheard some plans just now,” you share, “that I think I need to speak with
Stephano about.”


“Plans?” Titania asks, “What kinds of….
Wait!”  Before she can finish, you’ve
already stood and begun pushing gentlemen and ladies alike aside in your
fervor.  As the paladin is not as
noticeable without his armor, you listen carefully for his voice, stopping
occasionally to stand on tiptoe and scan the room.


You find him in a corner, gabbing with two
women at once.  You close to within a few
inches of his face.  The women nearly
spill their drinks. 


“Explain yourself,” you demand.


Stephano chuckles,  “Must you make a scene?  I told you what I would do for you, but can
it not wait after all?”


“Not that.”  You emphasize the ‘that’.


“Very well,” he says grimly, setting his
tankard upon a nearby table.  “But not
here.  Come with me.”


He leads you through an archway and out
into the royal courtyard, then turns toward a weedy section of garden
unviewable through any windows.  A mental
alarm goes off within you.


“What did you hear?”


“All,” you reply.


“Then I am sorry for these actions.”  At that, he rushes you.  You ready your sun talisman, but Stephano
spears your midsection just as you begin to focus, and the shot goes wide.  Your bones crunch against the hard soil, and
you shout.  Only then you do realize that
you are probably out of earshot from those who could save you.


As he is a much larger man than you,
Stephano keeps you pinned even as you struggle mightily.  He slugs you in the jaw.  Pain ripples through your skull, stunning you
long enough for him to wrap both mitts around your throat.  The oxygen in your system runs short, your
vision lightens and your head swims as you silently admit just how much you
underestimated his strength.


“May the Arcanites
reward me for ending your pitiful existence,” you hear, just before everything
goes black.


















 

Go
back to the previous
choice,
or start
again.

















You follow through on
what seems like a natural connection. 


You say to Darlayne,
“Shall we see if we can calm it or get it to move out of the way?  You can speak with animals, yes?”


The tracker crosses her arms.  “That is a blatant misperception of the ranger
community, perpetuated by decades of inane schoolyard lore.”


Titania reels and pauses, then sticks a
finger in Darlayne’s face.  “I’ll tell you something, miss.  I used to be an educator in Sungaze before earning a prominent leadership role there.  I happen to know, without doubt, that what I
taught my pupils came from trusted sources. 
We even had one of your comrades come and speak to them about his
experiences in the woods.”


Darlyane
retorts, “Somehow I doubt that he or she had the time or the flexibility to…”


You intervene, “Can we avoid this
bickering, if you please?  It
accomplishes little.”


Both women roll their eyes at you, but
back away a little from each other.  You
continue, “Darlayne, surely you possess some sort of
knowledge pertaining to non-verbal cues, or to what this creature might be
saying in some general sense?  More than
a simple priest such as myself might have?”


Titania blurts, “Either that, or she’s a
fraud and a tainted harlot, as I suspected from the beginning!”


Darlayne
gasps.  “You did not just say that!”


“Yes, I did.”


A tear starts to well in the tracker’s
eye.  She turns her back on the rest of
you, an action Titania mimics.


This
mediator, you reflect with disdain, is going a solid oh-fer-two on the day.


More importantly, since you’re the only
one left willing to cooperate…

















 

Give
it a try yourself.

















You push harder and concentrate
even more intensely, blocking out every possible external stimulus.  Sweat gathers on your forehead and drips into
your eyes as you request:


I
need more.  Which dragon possesses this
hoard?  Where can I find it?  Is there a way to…


A backwash of magical energy flows into
you, and you lose all control.  Something
in your brain stem snaps, as if an invisible force throws a switch with a
violent lurch.  Titania reaches out, but
you barely see what’s happening, as your eyes roll back in your head, your
limbs splay in wild disarray, and your entire body convulses with madness.


Through tears, your lover opens the door
and calls into the streets for help. 
Soon, you’re surrounded by three strong men who, while trying to remain
calm and gentle, sometimes employ force just to get you to stop moving
around.  When you start clawing at your
face, they tie you with rope for your own safety.  You emit a high-pitched yowl, followed by
several guttural syllables of nonsense.


They haul you to the medical ward, where,
to the tune of ultimate irony, the staff bind you to the same bed that your
missing godfather once occupied.  Upon
consultation with magical professionals, Titania learns that the duration of
this kind of problem can vary immensely from case to case; you could return to
normal after a few weeks, or maybe not for entire years.


Either way, as hallucinations dance within
your vision and your ears ring with nonexistent pipe music, you’re able to
occasionally string together a coherent thought, which repeats itself in
ever-deepening tones:


Thomerion shall prevail…


Thomerion shall prevail…


















 

Go
back to the previous
choice,
or start
again.

















“No one ever said helping
others was for the weak,” you preach, “so I’m going in.”


Titania says, “Be careful.”


She watches as you burst through the
doors.  True to your ears, the fight
involves almost a half-dozen orcbloods, although one
large human makes his presence more than known. 
Only through reflex do you duck a sucker punch, and thereafter you get
tangled in a mess of limbs and pushed halfway over the top of a table.  The innkeeper shouts over the din and more
blows land on various bodies as you lay sprawled there, waiting for the huge
creature pinning you to move.


May
the gods help these cretins!


You twist away and straighten up once
again, only to get drenched by a mugful of ale. 
As your face and chest drip pitifully, you hear gales of hearty laughter
from an orcblood, which promptly end when he gets
socked in the jaw.  “Shut your face!”
shouts another brute.


Enough.


You wipe your eyes, retrieve your sun
talisman and point it toward the roof. 
Concentrating as best you can, you focus energy into the item, and white
light blasts forth from it in a wide radius, causing several in the room to shield
their eyes and stunning others into paying attention.


“This ends now!” you shout.


The action halts dead.  Everyone stares at you for a few awkward
moments.  Then, the troublemakers
glance about, grunt or mumble a few words, and slowly disperse.  You think you hear one apologize to the
innkeeper and arrange to pay for damages before he leaves.


One orcblood, smaller
than the rest, remains sitting in a corner. 
You almost wouldn’t have noticed him if he hadn’t shuffled his feet in
an obvious attempt to elicit pity.  Now
that you do, however, you close the distance in a hurry, as blood trickles from
a large gash in his forehead into his eyes.


You kneel beside him and hold your hand a
couple inches above the wound. 
Channeling a halo of healing magic, you watch as the gash closes.  The orcblood smiles
a toothy grin.


“Would you like help up?”


“No,” he grunts.  “I fine.”


His knee pops as he stands, and he flexes
his arms and knuckles.  He takes a
kerchief from his vest pocket and dabs away some of the mess.


“But,” he continues, “thank you.”


“What’s your name?” you ask.


“Galumnuk.”


“What happened here, Galumnuk?”


“I just waiting for woman, when stupid
drunk stranger start insulting others.  Get
out of control fast.  He been in here
before, never know when to quit.”


You arch an eyebrow.  “You weren’t also drinking?”


“Galumnuk hate
taste of alcohol.”


You laugh out loud.  Nowhere in Ambrosinia
have you heard such a surprise.


“Did your date ever show?”


He hangs his head.  “No.”


You smirk and pat his shoulder, taking
care not to poke yourself on his spiked armor pads.


“I can’t imagine why not.  Titania,” you call out, “it’s safe now.”


She pokes her head through the door and
scans the spilled fluids and toppled furniture.


“What a mess,” she grumbles.  “Are you both all right?”


“I am fine,” you say, “This is Galumnuk.  Galumnuk, meet Titania Vermouth.”


He shakes her hand in both of his, and bows his head. 
She half-smiles, a little taken aback by his unusual grace.  “Happy to meet you,” she replies.


“What you two in town for?” the orcblood asks.


“Do you know Katalina,
the fortune-teller, perchance?”


He grunts and crosses his arms.  “That fraud? 
She rip off Galumnuk,
take gold and spread lies.”


You and Titania exchange dubious glances.


“You no need her,” he continues, “I lead
you to what you need.  Besides, Galumnuk want to help, after you helped.”


“That’s very valiant of you to offer,”
Titania says kindly, “but we’re investigating some strange visions that have to
do with Thomerion.”


“All the better.  Come.” 
The orcblood saunters further into the inn.


Titania looks to you for approval.  Wary but willing, and figuring this is at
worst a minor distraction, you shrug and beckon her onward.  You follow Galumnuk
to a small chamber, then wait patiently as he retrieves a key and unlocks the
door.  He offers you seats at a small
table and nudges a tray of appetizers thereupon in your direction.  You decline. 
Titania reaches for and starts to nibble on a bit of goat cheese.


Galumnuk
leans against a wall, his tone casual as he speaks, “Six years ago, I fight for
Koraxon.  When
church of Thomerion join with Koraxon,
things started changing.  Visions, you say?  Sound
familiar.  I have brother who have them
too.”


You raise an eyebrow.  Titania leans forward, in rapt attention.


“An old friend,” you explain, “suffered
from the seal of Thomerion and an accompanying
disease at that time.  Did your brother
as well?”


Galumnuk
scratches his head and thinks briefly.


“No.”


You slump, confused.


“May not matter,” Galumnuk
says, “For visions are sign.  After all, Thomerion people treat their own as badly as they do
others.  This why Galumnuk
left alliance, and Koraxon.”


Titania asks, “What did you learn while
working for them?”


“Near end of conscription, just before I
leave, friend recruit me into Arcanites.”


“Arcanites?” you
ask.  “Who are they?”


“Galumnuk not
know much.  They secret group of wizards,
strong in mind but weak in body.  Wanted
bodyguards.  Seemed to plan something
big, something dangerous.”


You frown, concerned.


“So dangerous… that even Koraxon government now want nothing to do with them.  I heard they sending
envoy to Ambrosinia, to propose alliance.”


This nearly sends you falling from your
chair.  The two countries have been odds
at with each other since well before you were born.


“We need to talk to that person,” you
postulate, “even if only to learn more.”


“Or….” Titania offers, “we can investigate
the Arcanites themselves, and get to the root of the
problem.”


“Galumnuk know
where their headquarters is,” the orcblood says.


“And you didn’t report this to any
authority before now?” you ask.


“Would risk head, to gain what?  To help brother?  Until now, Galumnuk
not think he have anything to do with them. 
But with your help, I brave.  We
find solution, together.”  The orcblood pounds his chest.


“I still think,” you say, “that this
deserves further deliberation.”

















 

Where
does the group go next?



 

We intercept the envoy.



 

We infiltrate the Arcanites.

















“Tavern brawls are bound
to happen every now and again,” you comment, “but perhaps those involved can
handle themselves well enough.”


Titania nods with force.


You wait for a minute, until finally the
commotion fades.


New shouts ring through the entryway, and
a gang of orcbloods pour, or stumble, out into the
open.  Some hold their heads as they
bleed into their eyes, while others seem merely discombobulated.  One bolts into a nearby alley and pukes
forcibly.  None are in proper shape to do
anything but go to their homes and rest.


A middle-aged human planks
himself near the doors, stomps his feet and shakes his fist.


“You cretins are lucky I’m not having you
arrested!  By the gods, get out of here!”


You and Titania try to sneak past the
throng to reserve a room, and get to within a few yards of the innkeeper, but
he dismisses you with a brusque wave.


“We’re closed,” he harrumphs, “I simply
can’t take any more of this ruckus today…”


“But,” you object, “we’re only here to…”


He has already turned his back and gone
inside, stooping over to clean up an apparent mess.


You consult Titania.  Disappointed but not discouraged, she notes
the pleasant weather and proposes that you set up camp near the
shorefront.  The morning comes faster
than you anticipated, and you stretch, ready and eager to find Katalina.

















 

A
fortune waits to be told.

















“Where may we find you,
should we ascertain the fee in the meantime?” you ask Stephano.


“I am scheduled to meet a friend at the
stables in the early afternoon tomorrow. 
Find me there.”


You let him fly away, then turn to
Titania.


“We may as well have as much fun as
possible while trying to win some money...” you offer.


“The comedy competition?” your lover
concurs, excitement tinging her voice.  You
snicker, nod and shrug.


“Superb! 
I have a new gimmick I’ve been waiting to try on just the right audience.  Picture this,” Titania says with a grand
gesture.  She pauses dramatically…  “Who’s on first watch.  What’s on second.  I don’t know is on third.”


You squint and scratch your head.  A long moment passes while Titania encourages
you to ‘get it,’ but she eventually exhales in frustration.


“See, the main actor sets up the joke, then
the comedian gets confused because ‘Who’ and ‘What’ are the actual names, not
questions.”


You cross your arms.  “If you have to explain it, then it’s
probably not going to come across as being very funny.”


“Just trust me.”


As she explains the concept further and
you begin practicing in earnest, it becomes clear that you will either need to
be comfortable not cracking a single snicker during the entire performance, or
instead must keep up with the difficult demands of precise comic timing.

















 

Which
role do you play?



 

I set up the jokes as the ‘straight
man.’



 

I execute the punch lines as a
comedic powerhouse.

















“How shall we reach the
northern isles?” you ask.


“Let’s start by asking around the capital
for help,” Titania says.


Together you travel to Whitetail’s popular
Pig’s Foot Inn and Tavern.  The barkeep,
a stout, red-haired woman, sees the concern in your eyes right away.  She steps out from behind the counter with
arms extended.


“Bartleby, my friend,” she proclaims,
patting your cheeks.


“Hello, Josephine,” you reply as you smile
and blush a little.


You explain your need in no uncertain
terms, while withholding the possibility of the demonic gate.


“Goodness,” Josephine says as she
scratches her head.  “It makes a person
wonder why anyone would go up there, but I won’t pry.  My best guess as to how would involve
flight.”


“Flight?”


She nods. 
“Have you heard of the Shieldwings?”


You and Titania exchange glances.  “We have not.”


“They’re an independent militia, and their
specialty is taming and riding gryphons. 
They don’t often associate with the public, but they’ll be appearing at
the Spring Festival just a handful of days from now.  Perhaps they'd take you where you want to
go.”


“Now, just wait a tootin’
minute!”


 The
voice came from a nearby man, with heavy chin stubble but light clothing.  He stands, approaches and shoves a finger in
your face.


“You best not be messin’
with them paladins,” he croaks.  “Stuck-up
charlatans.  On the other hand, I’ve got
a crew braving the choppy weather by heading that way tomorrow.”


















 

What
do you do?



 

We
hitch a ride with the sailor.  



 

We
wait for the Shieldwings.

















You approach the sailor,
negotiate for a short while, and shake his hand in agreement that he won’t
charge for the trip, so long as you help him and his
crew gather water from the isles.  You
conveniently omit the knowledge that you’ll need to confront a dangerous yeti, probably
waiting to tear your heads off.


You return to your house, filled with
cautious confidence.  That
night, fits of discomfort wrack your sleep, but you do not dream.  You feel a tug at your shoulder; Titania
gently wakes you.   Darkness pervades
your room, as it is not yet dawn.


You rub your eyes and sit up.  “Anxious to get going, are we?” you mumble.


“Beauty rest is overrated,” she says.


After some preparations and a simple
breakfast, you meet the sailor and his crew near the marble fountain in the
town square.  Only there do you realize
that he’s not paying for horses.  The
trip to Sungaze, where his ship is docked, will take
nearly twice as long as you’d originally hoped. 
You offer to hire mounts, but he ignores you completely.


Any
benefit compared to waiting until the festival is now cancelled out, you
reflect.  Yet, an agreement is an agreement.


The extra time lends itself to conversation.  You and Titania purposely lag
behind the others, just out of earshot.


“So, my dear,” she begins, “under the
circumstances, I’m reminded of a question I’ve long been holding onto, but never
been able to ask.”


You cock your head, intrigued.  “Ask away.”


She speaks in a tone of heightened
drama.  “What… is the biggest lie you’ve
ever told?”


You chuckle.  “Wow…” 
Time passes as you ponder possible answers.


“Nothing? 
Ever?”


“There was one time,” you confess, “while quite
young, when I snuck out of the house to play by the riverside with my sister in
the middle of the night.”


Titania giggles.


“We got filthy, and when our mother
confronted us in the morning, we tried to tell her that trolls had come, stolen
our clothes for their own use, then gave them back.”


Titania laughs even louder.  “So, did she believe that?”


“Just because it was a lie doesn’t mean it
was a good one.”


More time passes.


Your love gazes at you so intensely that
she nearly veers off the path, correcting her step at the last second.


“Are you all right?” you ask.


“Bartleby,” she says, “You truly are a
virtuous man.”


You smile, but say nothing, humility
ruling your heart.


As you get closer to the port town, the
weather starts turning ominous. 
Tremendous banks of clouds sport a grey so deep it seems unnatural, and
the breeze stings your cheeks as if proclaiming nature’s wrath.  Nevertheless, the sailor and his crew push
ahead.  You shout, “Are you sure about
this?”  Once again, he ignores you.


A deckhand turns toward you and reassures,
“It will calm.  It always seems to, at
least for the cap’n.”


And
I thought, you reflect, that sometimes my faith was blind.


The crew dives into their preparations.  Within another hour, you are at sea.  True to the prediction, the waters’ waves
subside for a while, the sun peeks through the sky, and your sensitive stomach
expresses its thanks for both in silence. 
By the time you can no longer see the shores of Sungaze,
however, conditions are neutral at best. 
The crew struggles to keep up with sudden and frequent changes in wind
direction; at one point the sails appear oriented at different angles to each
other.


You check in on Titania, who stands at a
siderail, gazing.


She says, “So far.  Let’s just see what happens.”


You haven’t had much sailing experience by
which to judge, but by now, a feeling of surprise and suspicion creeps into
your chest, as it would make the most sense for the captain to call
non-essential personnel into the lower decks. 
Then, a thunderclap nearly deafens you, and rain begins to pour down in
sheets.


That’s
it.  No more of this.


Just as you take your lover’s hand, a tremendous
wave slams into the stern.  Its force
rips her fingers from yours, and she careens overboard and into the deep blue.


“Titania!”


Panic overcomes you as you slip on the wet
deck, hanging on for dear life.  Others
appear too occupied to respond.  Two
options occur to you as to how to save her.

















 

What
do you do?  



 

I lower a lifeboat.



 

I
jump in myself to haul her back.

















Stephano leads you
outside, where he says in a frank tone, “A deal is a deal, is it not?  I shall meet you on the royal grounds the
morning after the ball has completed.”


This sets you aback.  You frown and cross your arms.  “Wait a moment,” you object, “Why can’t you
take us there right away?”


“This is the best I can do.  I have companions expecting me at the royal
ball.”


Titania arches an eyebrow but averts her
gaze, to avoid arousing the Shieldwing’s ire.


You let Stephano leave without another
word.  As you return your arm to your
side, you brush against the bag of coins you won at the joust.  In addition to the tinkle of metal, you also
think you hear a paperlike rustle.


You and Titania exchange glances.


Upon your reaching inside, you feel the
rough surface of parchment.  You pull out
a full sheet bound with string, untie it gingerly and read:



 

Congratulations!  Upon competition this fine day, thou hath
emerged victorious!  As a special reward,
thy presence and that of a guest of thy choosing are requested at the royal ball,
which begins at sundown of the morrow. 
Meet our footmen then at the base of the royal bridge.



 

You reel in amazement.  No one
told us this was at stake!


Titania, reading over your shoulder,
covers her mouth, her eyes wide with glee. 
She giggles and hops a small distance into the air.


You smirk. 
“You’re acting… just a bit childlike.”


“Can you blame me, Bartleby?” she
replies.  “In all my years as a leader in
Sungaze there was never reason for someone of my
tenure to even come within leagues of such a prestigious event, let alone be
directly invited.  Now we get to be
there!  The dresses, the lights, the
handsome men…”


You arch an eyebrow.


“Okay, maybe not so much for that last
part…”  She snickers mischievously and
snorts as she catches her breath.


“The catch is…”


Titania finishes the rest of your thought:
“Yes, Bartleby.  Everyone will know we’re
together.  And you’re going to have to
manage.”  


















 

What
do you do?



 

We attend the ball as an obvious
couple.



 

I assert that it puts my position
within the church at too much risk.

















“Flying in from above
seems like an invitation to get shot at by archers,” you comment.


Titania’s face falls.  “I was looking forward to flying again…”


You reel in shock, but smile.  “Truly, now?”


She blushes. “A woman must at some point
face her fears.”


            Nevertheless, you give the creature
some food from your pack, which it pecks and pokes at, occupying it for now as
you and Titania move forward.  You take a
wide path, keeping behind foliage as much as possible, until you reach the
north side of the castle.  You wait until
it seems no one’s watching, then dash for the designated section of moat.  Here, a path of large stones leads directly
across.


A thin section of land separates the
castle wall from the moat.  Upon your
very last hop toward it, your foot slips; you nearly spill head-first into the
muck below, but flail your arms and recover just in
time.  Titania grips your arm until you’re
balanced again.


At
least we still haven’t drawn any attention, you reflect.  We must
be in some sort of blind spot, from the perspective of the watch towers.


You feel across the surface of the wall,
until your hand meets a small outcropping. 
You grip it and pull.  True to
your memory, a small gap opens in the wall, just wide enough to squeeze
through.  Holding Titania by the wrist,
you haul yourselves single-file into the passage
beyond, taking care not to scrape your limbs on jagged rock.  The craftsmanship of the area makes you think
it must have been built hastily, as if to create rudimentary safety from
centuries-old raids or monster attacks.


Looking about, however, grants no clues as
to where the passage leads.  Ahead, it
stops short before doglegging upwards into a leaden plate.  It appears you must climb to reach the first
floor, yet there is no ladder nor any handholds nearby.


You each understand what needs be done
next.


“Nothing like a little teamwork,” your
love coos.


“We can do this,” you affirm, “Together
now.”  You cup your hands, crouch
slightly, and brace your stance for her weight. 
She sets one foot firmly within, then the other, and you easily push her
upwards.


“Just a few more inches,” she requests
with a grunt.  Her arms stretch as far as
they can go, but her fingers barely scrape the metal.  You strain your biceps and heave harder.  You hear the plate move, squealing against
the stone ceiling, but dare not look up for a visual confirmation.


“I’ll climb through,” Titania says, “then,
toss me your rope so I can help you follow.”


Even after you achieve this much, the
outlook for finding your way to the rooftop cannons starts to look grim.  The chamber beyond the metal plate has three
offshoot tunnels, all of which look the same. 
You can’t hear anything from within.


The middle one darkens to complete
pitch.  You touch a corner of your tunic
and utter a mystical word; it now emits just enough of a soft glow to see about
a yard ahead of you.  Within a few steps,
however, the passage comes to a dead end.


You next test the leftmost passage, which
offers little consolation for your first choice’s futility.  Titania edges against the wall as she
explores the forty feet or so ahead of you, while you’re too preoccupied with
the idea of another secret being around here somewhere to watch.


“It curves to the right up here, my love,”
she whispers.


A hollow chittering meets your ears, then
echoes through the tunnel.


You both halt,
frozen.


“We need to get out of here.”


 You
turn and run, only to halt fast when you see that a carrion worm has somehow
gotten between you and the exit.  How it
could have been hiding is beyond your comprehension.  Its gigantic, multi-sectioned torso
complements two pairs of sharp mandibles and a dozen red feet that schlorp loudly against the floor as it moves.


You ready your talisman, but it gains the
first strike, and soon has your arm clamped within its slimy maw.  You struggle, but
fail to force it to release.  Titania
attacks it repeatedly, and while her dagger cuts spill copious amounts of green
blood everywhere, they do little to slow the creature down.


It envelops more and more of you, until
you fall, your final thoughts reflecting upon why the royal staff did not
discover the creature before now. 
Perhaps if they found they could not kill it, they could at least
quarantine it, with enough manpower.  But
this matters little, as you went and disturbed it, unprepared.


And
even the greatest teamwork in the world, you realize
through Titania’s wails of despair and anger, wouldn’t have been enough.
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You
lean in toward Titania’s ear and whisper, “I have reason to think Stephano’s up
to no good.”


Titania looks at you in shock.  “Are you sure?  I hate to profess so on reputation alone, but
by the gods, he’s a paladin, Bartleby. 
They’re bound by a code of honor!”


“Which is part of why,” you admit, “I
think we should move ahead.  That, and we
have no other way to get to the isles. 
We can handle ourselves should it come to conflict.”


Titania nods.


You chat a little more with royal folk
over the rest of the evening, and even imbibe a little wine, while refraining
from more dancing.  Your confidence in
approaching the morrow, however, wanes during the night, as dreams involving a
strange blue haze and a gigantic white monster haunt your sleep.

















 

The
next day arrives too quickly...

















You and Titania, still
disguised, rejoin the other wizards, who have convened in a small chamber deep
within the compound.  Holding out hope
that you can gather key information, you listen carefully as a discussion unfolds.  To your consternation, they speak in an ancient
arcane language that you don’t understand in the least.


Desperate
times call for desperate measures.


The group acknowledges some sort of mutual
decision via a salute aimed at the haggard elf. 
After the leader dismisses everyone, you pull aside a gangly,
middle-aged male wizard and ask with a chuckle, “So, I’m not sure I caught all
of what was said.  You know how these
ears get as we age, right?”


Titania pokes you in your side, but you
ignore the warning.


The man nods in understanding.


“Could you shed some light on all that?”
you continue, “For example, the part about what has to happen for a certain gate
or portal to open?”


The wizard flinches, frowns and crosses
his arms.  “That meeting was about
division of shifts for mess hall duty.”


You grin, sheepish.  Titania shakes her head and shades her eyes.


“Oh.”


He gestures toward others now further down
the hall.  “Gentlemen and ladies,” he
calls out, “We have something funny going on around here.”


As the Arcanites
surround you and finally recognize that you don’t belong, you pray internally
that, any chance of Galumnuk coming to your rescue
notwithstanding, perhaps your anticipated use as a pair of hostages could end
up earning you mercy points with the god of the sun.
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“There’s only two of
them,” you whisper, “And there’s no sense expecting gnolls
to be friendly.”


Titania hesitates, but nods.


“Try not to slaughter them too painfully…”
she groans, before jumping out into the open.


“Wait!”


The gnolls,
noticing her immediately, stand and draw scimitars.  Shouting a divine prayer, you aim your
talisman, focus divine energy through it and blast one of the creatures
straight in the skull.  It falls with no
sound.


The other turns and barks a command,
following it up with a blood-curdling howl.


Titania closes the distance and confronts the
creature, slashing wildly with her dagger, when you hear the swoosh of shifting
sands.  Eight more rough-edged dog-men
slink up over the edge of the nearest dune. 
Until now, there was no indication they were there.  They notice the commotion and charge, echoing
their leader’s battle cry.


Panic surges through you.


By
the gods!


You stumble forward, grab Titania’s hand
and drag her in the direction from which you came, but the chalky dirt beneath
you crumbles and sinks, denying you a quick exit.  You pump your legs with all your might, but sure-footed as the gnoll
party is, they quickly circle around and intercept you from the other
side.  You are surrounded.  As these brutes savor the chance for a fresh
meal, their pitch-white fangs drip saliva in a savage testament to the defense
of their pack.


While you had hoped that someday the god
of the sun would touch your soul and bring you into its divine kingdom, was it
worth becoming a human pin-cushion first, in the
middle of the relentless desert?


Somehow, you think not.
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You breathe deep, and
retreat to within yourself for a long moment, trying to deflect the tension.


Considering
the circumstances, I had better be certain that I score.


You pull, squint fiercely, aim at the
farthest stationary target and let the arrow fly.


Thunk!


It hits the second ring—just missing the
bullseye—for a solid eight points.  A
woman—it didn’t sound like Titania, but it might have been—gasps.  The rest of the crowd reacts with mild
approval and a smattering of applause.


Slowly, you lower your bow, apprehensive.


Your opponent needs eight points to tie
and go into sudden-death, or nine to win outright.


“Quiet, please…” the barker cautions, as
the elf lines up at his spot.  Several
moments pass as he ponders the situation. 
His facial expressions, though, seem exaggerated.  You feel as if he’s toying with you.


You glance about.


Just
take the shot, already.


The elf readies, pulls, aims, and…


… turns toward you.  With his gaze still boring into your eyes, he
winks, and fires.


“A blind shot, ladies and gentlemen!  And it hit the mover smack-dab in the
center!  How is this even possible?”


Your heart sinks.  The barker is right; the final arrow, the
coffin’s nail to your chances of buying help in your quest, earned the elf ten
points, plus a bonus for the more difficult target, as if he needed it.


Adding
insult to injury.  You
scowl, as you hear a few onlookers snicker.


The elf starts to walk toward the barker,
to claim his prize, when you intercept him. 
You stand tall and stare him down.


“You had to be using magic to do that.”


“You are a cleric of the sun,” he replies
in a smooth tenor, “so you know full well that that is impossible.”


“Not with elven trickery,” you insist,
“or, you had someone in the audience cast a spell to guide the arrow.”


Titania closes the distance, shouting,
“That’s enough!  Bartleby, he won fair
and square, as far as we can tell.”


“Indeed,” the elf says, “Now get out of my
way.”


He shoves you full in the chest.  You barely budge; his strength
notwithstanding, this act of poor sportsmanship sends you over the edge.


The thought of Fedwick
and the gate’s being opened within weeks sends your fist crashing into the man’s
face.  He reels, his knees buckle, and he
groans in pain.


Total silence reigns.


You feel a tap on your shoulder.


You turn just in time to see the centaur’s
fist slam into your jaw.  The impact
knocks you to the ground, and the creature uses her equine half to pin your
entire body.  As blood trickles from your
lip and you try to get your vision to clear, you think you hear her intone,


“A man of the cloth should know better.”


The authorities incarcerate you upon
charges of assault.  Titania visits your
cell, only to inform you that, fearing for her own safety, she is relieving
herself of your companionship, and that today, she saw a darker side of you
than she’d ever witnessed before. 
Pursuing the problem with Fedwick certainly
seems secondary now, but at least you will have a lot of time to ponder
possible options, once your trial is complete.
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Why
invite trouble into our hiding place? you ask yourself.


You whisper your orders, “Let’s all just
wait this out.  We just don’t have enough
information to jump in headlong.”


Titania nods with enthusiasm and pats your
arm.  Xelbane
grumbles and retreats to its treasure pile. 
The shadows obscure him just enough, so he should not be seen from above.  You and your love sit as stilly and silently
as possible on the flat faces of tremendous basalt boulders.  Then, you wait.  You can’t tell for sure, but as time passes,
you surmise that your party acted fast enough that any riders didn’t notice
that the cavern is occupied.


Soon, the silence overwhelms you.  Temptation to glance upward again boils in
your chest, and you become confused while trying to remember whether gryphons
typically screech or provide any sort of warning that they’re coming.


With a nod and wave of her hand, Titania
beckons you.  You shrug, but she guides
you toward a section of cavern wall.  You
run your fingers over it, and judge by its splintered, craggy feel that you
could dig your way through to see what’s on the other side.  Indeed, when you push between the cracks,
large shards of shale give way, exposing a thin line of natural light.


“We could just go back the way we came,”
you whisper.


“It just seems entirely too easy,” Titania
counters.


You acquiesce, and
start chipping away.  The passage widens
and rises as you work, until it breaks open entirely, leading to a section of
woods.


Sunbeams peek through the cracks between
branches, and the breeze out here is slight at most.  A gentle birdsong meets your ears from
somewhere.


“Too easy, indeed,” you say.


You glance at Titania long enough to see a
gauntleted hand dart in front of her face and cover her mouth.   She mumbles, struggles and strikes, but the
body the arms belongs to, ensconced in golden armor, holds her fast.


“Xelba…! mrrrhmmphh….”


Before you can call for help, you have
been similarly captured: a gryphon-rider with a sadistic grin on his face pulls
your arms behind you and ties them with rope. 
A dozen more men emerge, having caught the two of you at a weak
point.  The dragon would have to surmise
you’re in trouble to find you, and even then, might not see through the dense
foliage.
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You
squeeze sideways through the oak’s trunk, then feel a weird compression upon
your torso, but the feeling fades quickly. 
Matthias and Titania follow right behind.  The floor beneath you has changed drastically
compared to the outside; it’s now made of stone, with no plant life anywhere to
be seen.


A dark passage lay ahead.


Titania
nods toward you.  You wordlessly take the
lead.  


As you weave through turn after turn
within the passage, large sections of silty chalk shift underneath you.  The humidity dampens your clothing, and your
lungs feel like they draw in thick fog.


Titania remarks, “A strange place to call
divine, if you ask me.  One would think
the gods would prefer something a little more luxurious.”


“They operate in mysterious ways,” you
add, “but perhaps there is more than meets the eye.”


Matthias turns and says, “Speaking of
which…”  He stares at a flat section of
wall, which looks out of place among the rough, naturally-formed
pathway.


You follow it into a square chamber, lined
by neatly-cut stone that emits a faint glow.  In the far wall are three archways, each of
which leads to an additional small chamber. 
As you look about, you notice three cubical holes, one above each
entrance.  Also, a dusty inscription in
bronzish lettering stretches above all the entrances:



 

Let your talents shine,
and unlock the code!



 

“Well…” you say, nonplussed.


Finally, you notice a shiny metal door in
the left wall, which you immediately check.


“It’s locked,” you note, “but it sure
looks like the way we need to get through.”


Titania scratches her head.  “Shall we look around,” she suggests, “before
deciding how to handle this?”


“That seems prudent.”


Titania leads your group into the leftmost
chamber.  While its craftsmanship matches
that of the lead-in, it seems otherwise unadorned, until you reach a statue
built into the far wall.  Made of ancient
limestone, the statue depicts an armored dwarven warrior, posed on one knee and
with a shield on its back.  Its left hand
grips its right arm, and the face’s expression is pained.


Your party ponders for a moment and
returns to the main chamber.


As you approach the middle chamber,
strange skittering sounds meet your ears. 
A gang of tiny goblins, even smaller than the ones you’ve seen in
monster arcana, reside within.  They
struggle with a collection of wooden blocks of various shapes, and as you
watch, one or two occasionally point to a square-shaped hole in the wall.


“Well…” Matthias says, “This is….
unusual.”


“One more to go…”


The instant you step into the right-most
chamber, your heart nearly leaps out of your chest as a gargantuan bear claw
swipes at you, missing your face by millimeters.  You back down, trying to contain the rest of
your party.  You can’t tell how you
possibly missed the rest of the bear before now, but relief washes over you as
you notice that a strong manacle and chain secure its ankle to the back wall.


It stands on all fours, growling and
writhing against its restraint.


“Let’s… take a moment,” you say.  You return to the main area.


“Look,” Titania says, “The writing’s
changed.”


Indeed, the phrase above the archways now
reads:



 

One per chamber, please.



 

Titania scratches her chin.  “Seems like a strange rule.”


“The question is,” you say, “What now?”


“The first instruction said, ‘Let your
talents shine.’  Is that how we’re
supposed to get past this area?”


“Perhaps. 
But where do we start?”

















 

What
do you do?



 

We investigate the statue.



 

We
address the goblins.



 

We
get the bear over with.

















The
dusk before the festival is to begin, you meet up with Titania as planned and
spend the final hours of anticipation (and what little savings you have left) on
drinks and a room at the Pig’s Foot Inn and Tavern.  The tables are abuzz with conversation; you overhear
tidbits about everything from the limited availability of wizards’ tomes this
year to how and where the farmers from the surrounding plains plan to show off
their prize cattle.  Preparative activity
in the streets continues into the wee hours, as if no one here really gives
much credence to the silly concept that the rest of the continent calls ‘sleep.’


An animalistic shriek from outside pierces
the din.  You hear feather-like ruffling
and the tinny tap of claws on stone.  Few
within the tavern notice immediately, but a moment later, a long-haired human
in golden armor pushes open the doors and steps into full view.


Six-and-a-half feet tall, his shoulders
broad as a barn, the man half-grins and looks about as everyone turns and
gawks.  A woman two tables away,
appearing as if she might faint, fans herself at a rabid pace.  The man brushes a shred of straw off his
chest, and marches slowly toward the barkeep.


This
is no mere commoner, you think, but am I supposed to already know him from somewhere?


Josephine belts, “Stephano!”  Her tone carries wispy admiration, but she
holds herself together.


“Josephine,” the man replies, “As much as
I would love to spend time among my adoring public, I shall need a room for the
night.”


“A specimen of such proud rank as yourself?”
she coos, “I’d think you’d be able to find someplace a little more, shall we
say, upscale…”


“We Shieldwings
need more convenient access to all of Whitetail than what the castle affords, what
with the Spring Festival coming soon.  No
sense in dawdling come the morn.”


While exuding a slightly cocky air, this
man nevertheless holds your attention rapt through every word he says.  When he mentions ‘Shieldwings,’
you wave your hand in the air, which Josephine notices.  You mouth a few words and point alternately
between you and Stephano, but she focuses on the paladin.


“That may be true,” the barkeep continues
with a regretful lilt, “but it doesn’t change that I just booked our last room
earlier today.”


Stephano harrumphs and tosses his hair
about.  “Well… that’s… just too bad, then.  I was prepared to offer a mighty share of
coin.  As a gratuity, shall we say?”


The paladin winks flirtatiously, turns and
exits, even as Josephine hollers, “Wait! 
Perhaps something can be arranged…” 
Before a murmur can rise from the others in the room, you grip Titania’s
hand and follow Stephano.


“Pardon me,” you shout.


You catch him as he prepares to mount a beige-maned
gryphon, tied nearby.  He shoots you a
nonchalant glance.


“I understand,” you say, your voice
cracking, “That you train and ride gryphons.”


He indicates his mount, half-smiles again
and lets go of the creature’s stirrups.  “Whatever gave you that impression?”


You clear your throat, and swallow.


“Whom do I have the pleasure of meeting?”


“Bartleby, servant of the church of the
sun.” You reach for a handshake, which he returns with a grip that’s firmer
than a vice upon a blacksmith’s works, yet also reassuring.  For a moment you feel swallowed by his
shadow, such is his presence.


“We’re interested,” Titania interjects,
“in traveling to the frozen isles, and were wondering whether you can help.”


“I am for hire,” he replies in a cordial
tone, “A ride that far, however, fetches no less than one hundred gold.”


Even
without counting, you think, I’m certain we don’t have that much.


Scratching your chin, you reflect
further.  Over the course of the
afternoon, you’d learned that the Festival includes three competitions, each
with a significant cash prize for first place. 
They all sound like they have certain pros and cons.  Win one, however, and you might just be able
to hire Stephano.  On the other hand, an
alternative comes to mind that could suffice, if you’re up to the required finagling.


















 

What
do you do?



 

I
enter the archery contest.



 

I
enter the jousting tournament.



 

I
try my hand at comedic performance.



 

I offer Stephano our room at the inn in
exchange for waiving the fee.

















A
little bit of kindness might go a long way, you ponder, as the
Shieldwing prepares his gryphon.


“Sir Stephano,” you inquire with reverence,
“I couldn’t help but overhear that you have a bit of a problem with
lodging.  If you would consider
eliminating, or at least reducing, your travel fee, I might be persuaded to
allow you to stay at my home in the northeast quarter for the duration of the Festival.”


“Allow?”


The shock in his voice makes your mistake
clear.


“No offense intended,” Stephano grumbles
as he stands straight as a board, “as I’m sure your quarters are perfectly
reasonable.  Nevertheless, you heard what
I said in there.  I’m already taking a
downgrade, at the behest of my commanders, relative to accommodations I’ve
frankly earned via decades of hard service. 
So, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve no more time…”


“But…”


Titania grips your hand in a silent
request to not dig yourself any deeper into this hole.  The paladin turns, hauls himself onto the
back of his mount and flies away.


You have little choice now.  You re-enter the tavern.  Fortunately, the sailor you encountered
earlier still sits in his booth, drinking and chatting away.

















 

Time
to resort to plan ‘B’.

















You notice a patch of
cacti nearby and beckon toward Titania to join you behind them.  From there, you observe the gnolls, who don’t notice you yet.  Over time, they dig in the sand, then point
in various directions, then sharpen their scimitars upon flint.  Finally, they start to plod down the opposite
side of the dune, still making strange hand-signs to each other, and soon, their
bobbing heads disappear under the edge of the sand.


With a signal to Titania, you lead the
effort to tail the gnolls, while keeping considerable
distance.  Climbing up the dune as the
sands shift underfoot stresses your calves to the point of pain.  The breeze stiffens and the collar of your
unbuttoned tunic flaps wildly, chafing your neck.


When you can see just over the top of the
dune, a revelatory sight gratifies your efforts.  Within a valley ahead lies an encampment consisting
of various burlap tents, near each of which stand crates, waterskins, and other
supply-related containers.  A half-dozen
more gnolls mill about here, many sporting confused
looks.  What’s more, you think you see
one take an apple from a pack and start to gnaw on it.


Aren’t
gnolls known to be exclusively carnivorous?


You duck back out of sight and say, “They’re
acting more like humans than anything else.”


“Which could mean,” she replies, “maybe
they would be open to communication from strangers…”


You nod. 
“It is possible.  But at this
point, we can see that if we’re wrong in assuming so, we’d be badly outnumbered
in a fight.”

















 

Write
down the keyword ENCAMP.



 

What
do you do?



 

We infiltrate the camp
at night.



 

We decide to be friendly after all.

















“You little guys need a
leader, don’t you?”


Titania’s gentle tone calms the creatures,
as their chittering halts for the moment.


“They’re looking up at me like they don’t
understand the language,” she says. 
“Which wouldn’t surprise me…”


She starts pantomiming and pointing, to
express what she wants them to do.  Over
the next several minutes, you watch the clacking of blocks, interspersed with
an occasional joyous yelp.  One goblin snarls, then hisses at another, but Titania replies with a
firm “No!”  She has handled the conflict
with her usual grace and authority.


You smirk, waiting dreamily.


I
love that woman.


“The last piece is ready,” Titania
says.  “Here goes.”  She directs the tallest imp to place it,
finishing the puzzle.


A flash of light emerges from the
hole.  The goblins scatter into the main
chamber, whooping, hollering and high-fiving each
other, then skitter onward and into the outside world, via the way you
came.  


The square above the middle archway now
glows with a soft white light.

















 

If
all three tunnels are lit, proceed further into the labyrinth.



 

Otherwise,
return
to the main chamber
and pick an unexplored option.

















You ponder the pros and
cons but admit to yourself that if Titania means as much to you as your heart
professes, it’s time to be brave.


“I’ve already given up one job on this
quest,” you say, trying to speak with sarcastic cheer, “I might as well throw
the rest of my reputation to the wind also.”


Titania lays a hand on your chest.  “Everything will be all right.  And this will be fun.  What would we do in the meantime otherwise?”


You nod in agreement.  Titania’s logic wins out again.


“I just have one question left for you,”
you state.


She smiles.  “What’s that?”


“How good of a dancer are you?”


A day and four hours later, your lower
back muscles throb, and pain twinges through your toes, to the point where you
can barely stand.  If a fellow gentleman
asked you how many times the latter had been stepped on, you’d gladly admit
that you’d lost track, if somehow you could avoid further embarrassing the
already sheepish-looking Titania.


You try leading more assertively for the
penultimate performance of the evening, but stumble and nearly fall.  Light-headedness floods you.


“Shall we rest?” Titania asks.


“I thought you’d never ask.”


You limp toward an ornate bench near the
far wall and sit together.  She gazes
into your eyes, with a degree of love and care unparalleled.


“You’ve been such a trouper, and so
patient with me.”


“And,” you admit while scanning the
several dozen lords and ladies filling the room, “it turns out that my fears
were completely unfounded.  No one’s
bothered us.”


Titania points toward the space’s opposite
corner.  “Oh, there’s Helmina
Wilton!  We met ages ago, while just
small girls at the elven academy.  Do you
mind if I…?”


You shake your head.  She says, “I shall return very soon,” and
kisses you on the cheek before bounding away, into the throng.


She
wants a new level of commitment, you ponder with a touch
of sadness, yet won’t even go for a peck
on the lips.


A familiar voice rouses you out of your
reverie.  It comes from behind a door to
your left: “Sir, just because I will have some help with me when traveling to
the northern isles, albeit unwitting help, does not mean your goal is in
jeopardy.”  The unmistakable baritone
could be no one else besides Stephano.


A mysterious, wheezy voice replies, “It
had better not.  You will acquire the
item while you are there and bring it to us, or the Shieldwings
will suffer the fallout.”


“You dare blackmail me?”


A long pause ensues.  You strain to hear more above the music and
general chatter.


“Would you rather we expose you as a
traitor to society?”


Another pause.


“Exploit these commoners to the best of
your ability, then deal with them as you see fit.  The Arcanites
expect nothing short of complete success.”


“Understood.”


A final moment passes.  Then, the door opens.  Stephano, dressed in lighter but more formal
attire than his usual golden armor, steps through.  He strides right past you and grins wide as
companions greet him in the center of the hall. 
For someone who makes it a point to stand out, you observe, he’s doing a
good job of seamlessly blending in.


The door to the side chamber remains ajar.


You scan to see if anyone’s watching.  Then, without standing, you lean to peek
inside.  Within, you find a bench and a
few shelves adorned with a variety of reading material, but nothing (and no
one) else.


Suspicion and fear rise within you, yet
the timing and necessity of the circumstances could dictate that you play along
and see what happens.


You feel a tap on your shoulder.  Titania stands above you.


“Talking to Helmina
was a sheer joy.  But something seems to
be on your mind.  Am I mistaken?”

















 

What
do you do?



 

I confront Stephano about what I
heard.



 

I leave our plans unchanged.



 

I ask Titania for her opinion.

















“Great,”
Matthias whines, “What do you guys get? 
A harmless statue and some goblins. 
I get a man-eating bear.  How very
typical.”


“I meant to ask earlier,” you say,
pointing at one of the geegaws in Matthias’s pack,
“But what is that you have sticking out of there?”


He glances over his shoulder.  “What does that have to do with anything?”


“Just trust me.”


Matthias frowns, and crosses his
arms.  “It’s a pan flute.”


“Ah ha! 
Soothe the beast to sleep,” Titania suggests.


“But…” the stablemaster says, dragging a
toe in the dirt, “that would imply I’m musically talented.”


“Maybe you are.”


Matthias’s jaw flaps a couple times, as he
searches for the right words.


“I’ve… been dabbling a little, performing
for my siblings here and there.  Nothing
serious.  Nothing that… that could have
that kind of effect.”


You blurt, “How do you know until you
try?”


Matthias hangs his head.


“What’s the worst that can happen?”


“It doesn’t work, and the bear kills me.”


A moment passes.


“Okay,” you admit, “That would be pretty bad.”


Titania says, “Don’t encourage that kind
of thinking!”


She turns toward Matthias.  “Look at me,” she tells him, and he complies.
“If you’ve ever believed in yourself, for any reason, now is the time to reach
deep inside you and resurrect that feeling. 
If it was when you were performing on pan flute, excellent.  But it doesn’t need to be.  It can be when you had your first kiss, or
your first child, or anything.”


Matthias smiles, even as fear shakes him
to his core.


“We need you,” Titania continues, “and after
all, if you weren’t talented to at least some degree, don’t you think you would
have given up the pan flute a long time ago?”


“I have. 
Many a time.”


Matthias puffs out his chest and
exhales.  “But…” he groans, “there’s no
sense in just standing here, is there?”


He inches toward the rightmost chamber,
while staying well outside the archway. 
Upon second sight of Matthias, the bear again roars, and you hear it
straining against its chains, banging its paws against the floor and
walls.  You wonder just how securely the
manacles are bolted down, but for the moment, the connections must be holding.


Breathing hard, Matthias slowly reaches
over his shoulder and slips the pan flute out of his pack.  He locks eyes with the beast, raises the
longest tube of the flute to his lips, and inhales.


The beauty of the sound that escapes
thereafter astonishes you.  Deep, soulful
notes stretch on for ages, penetrating your spirit and infusing your bones with
paradoxically relaxing energy.  


The song is a common one, heard by
hundreds around the central Ambrosinian plains, but
no bard you have ever encountered has done it justice in comparison.  As Matthias shifts the flute across his
mouth, from left to right and back again, his performance seems as effortless
as a hawk’s gliding upon an autumn breeze.


“It’s working,” Titania notes.


A third of the way through the song, the
bear stops thrashing and returns to all fours. 
It sways slightly, in tune with the melody.  The pitch shifts upward, but in lieu of a crescendo,
Matthias backs off his airflow just enough, and the music now resembles the
moaning, subtle call of a blue whale.


Soon, the creature lies down, its fur
draping a swath of the floor’s stone, then slowly rolls onto its side.  You hear it breathing heavily, and step just
close enough to confirm that its eyes have closed.


“Great job, Matthias!” you shout.


The others simultaneously say “Shhh!” and put a finger to their lips.


“Oh, yes. 
I mean, great job,” you whisper. 
The bear does not stir.


The square above the rightmost archway now
glows with a soft white light.

















 

If
all the tunnels are lit, proceed further into the labyrinth.



 

Otherwise,
return
to the main chamber and
pick an unexplored option.

















“We wish to learn
more from these people, since there’s no sense in jumping to conclusions.  Please hide, and wait for my cue,” you
whisper to Xelbane. 
It complies, taking Fedwick with it, by
tucking itself into a craggy offshoot. 
Only its spiked tail sticks out from the shadows.


You pull away from Titania, move toward
the very center of the cavern’s open ceiling and wave your hands frantically.  You shout, “Hark!  We wish to speak with you!”


Titania mutters, “Are you sure about this?”


You reassure her, “We can handle it.”


“But… there are far more of them than us…
even when you consider…”


Her objections go unheard, as the gryphons
have already descended nearly toward the cavern lip.  You continue waving, being sure not to
display your talisman or any intent that could be interpreted as hostile.


A well-kempt male in golden armor nods in
your direction as his gryphon lands.  Others
follow and begin scanning the area.  “Hail,
friend,” the leader says with a salute. 
“We are the Shieldwings.  An elite unit of the royal flight brigade.”  


“I greet you in peace,” you offer, “but,
what might such illustrious warriors as yourselves be doing in this part of the
wilds?”


“I was about to ask you a similar
question.”


A cleanshaven subordinate shakes the
leader’s arm.  “Paulino,”
he says, “there’s treasure over here. 
Huge amounts, in fact.  We may have
stumbled into…”


“May I remind you,” Paulino
grumbles under his breath, “that we already have what we need, in physical
terms…”


In that moment, you notice two somethings
hanging from Paulino’s belt loop.  Their metallic surfaces glint in the midday
light.  You squint just enough to make
out their shapes:  two halves, the bottom
and top, respectively, of a monkey.


He continues, “A certain dwarf, he goes by
the name of Fedwick, I believe… knows a keyword we
need.  Do you…”


You hear a guttural voice interrupt, “He
has the idol!”  An instant later the
dragon barrels out from his hiding place, its claws digging huge chunks out of
the floor with every stomp, such is its ferocity.  Paulino’s men shout
and scatter in fear, although he himself, pale in complexion, seems frozen in
place, a leg twitching wildly as if disobeying its master.  “Xelbane!” Titania
shouts, “Stop!”


It stops, but only long enough to rear
back its head and unleash a torrential jet of flames from within the depths of
its throat.  Utterly engulfed, Paulino falls to the ground, screaming and writhing.  With little authority over the dragon’s
actions, your insides scream similarly, as you watch in horror.


Once
evil, always evil, you realize.  There
was never a chance to talk this through from the beginning.


The rope connecting the idol to Paulino burns as quickly as the rest of him, and within
seconds, the monkey falls to the ground with a clank.


“May the Arcanites
suffer for all eternity!” Xelbane roars.


It approaches, and, throwing all its
weight into a single purposeful step, crushes the idol underneath its foot.


What happens next is all too fast for you
to process.  Your disembodied soul thinks
you saw the idol flash with blue light--ever so briefly--upon impact, in a way
that reminds you of an old property of heavily enchanted items you learned
about in school:  If manipulated in a
violent way, they can unleash a tremendous explosion of magical energy.  Perhaps Xelbane
knew this, and thought he could survive.  Or perhaps instead, the defeat of the Arcanites was important enough to him that he was willing
to sacrifice his own life.  Only time
will tell both the reasoning behind and the impact of the dragon’s decision.



 
















 

You
may have lost your life, but the gate will never be opened!



 

Is
there more to the story?



 

Keep reading The Gate to Thomerion
for more endings.

















Summoning even
greater patience, you decide to wait until the dead of night to learn
more.  You pass the time with prayer and
discussion with Titania—staying well out of earshot of the encampment—and as
dusk approaches, the remote possibility that this is all just a red herring
occurs to you.


Surely,
you
whisper to the sun god, our having come
all this way must carry some sort of divine meaning.


When darkness prevails, you touch a corner
of your vestment and incant a mystical word. 
It emits a faint glow, just enough to see by for a few feet ahead.  Titania grips your hand and stays close as
you approach the encampment.  Snoring,
some severe and some light, meets your ears from many different directions at
once.


You gingerly search for some sort of clue
as to what’s going on, peeking within tents while taking great care to not wake
anyone.  When outside, a crisp desert
breeze whips your hair about, and at one point, Titania visibly shakes, her
eyes and goose-bumped skin betraying discomfort and anxiety.


You are about to reach out to comfort her
when you think you see a spry gnoll wielding a spear
turn a corner, look aside, and slowly pivot in your direction.  In a flash, you conceal your light and crouch
behind the nearest tent, pulling Titania with you.  You thank the gods that the sand underneath
your feet makes no noise.


You hear a confused grunt.  Then, silence hangs.


After holding still for an eternity, you
hear a sigh, then a sound like rubbing burlap, as if flaps of a different tent
are being manipulated.  Scanning the
premises, you feel confident, at long last, that the watchman didn’t see you,
or at least didn’t suspect that you were anything hostile.


Tap, tap, tap.


The touch on your shoulder startles you
nearly out of your vestments.


Next to you stands a gnoll
child.  You estimate she’s no more than
six years of age.  She smiles, exposing
underdeveloped canine teeth, giggles quietly, and gestures for you to follow
her.


You glance at Titania, who shrugs, but focuses
on whether this distraction could awaken the whole camp.  Once your heart slows down, you whisper,
“We’re not here to play tag…”


The girl gestures again, seeming to
insist.


You stand, and she leads you to a very
small tent offset from the others.  She
enters.  You poke your heads in; the
space feels more than a bit crowded.  She
retrieves a small item from a pack and shoves it in your face.


Titania grins.  “I think… she wants you to play,” she says.


You attempt to look closer at the item,
feeling the item’s texture in your palms. 
It takes the general shape of half of a monkey.  Small golden threads therein reflect your
vestment’s magical light, which by now has faded considerably.


Unbelievable!


An idea strikes you.


You ask in a desperate whisper, “May we
please borrow this?  It’s very, very
important.  We’ll bring it back as soon
as possible.”


Seeming to comprehend you, the child
thinks for a moment, then nods with force. 
She smiles again.


Titania mouths the words, “Thank you…”


You sneak out of the area as quickly as
your tired legs will take you.  Although
you can’t make it to town for genuine shelter anytime soon, you find a small
pond several dunes away, at which you camp in your own right.


Then, to your dismay, the morning sun
reveals the full nature of what you thought you’d found.  Made of cheap iron, covered with shoddy cloth
and decorated with a pair of red buttons substituting for eyes, this ‘idol
piece’ appears to be nothing more than an imitative toy.  Further disproving any chance that it’s the
real thing, you observe that it has no grooves in its edge by which it would
attach to the supposed other half.   


Despite overwhelming fatigue and a
creeping thirst, you return to where you thought the gnoll
encampment was later that morning, only to find that they have, like the nomads
you expected to find, packed up and left for someplace else.  You attempt to find them once again, but all
tracking attempts fail when you note that any possible footprints in the soft
sand have blown away.


“This is a ridiculous goose chase,” you
assert.


And for all the effort, you’ve clearly
lost track of where you are.  The city no
longer looms on the horizon.  Marching
ever forward, Titania points ominously as buzzards circle overhead.   You wonder whether anyone nearly as friendly
as the gnoll child will eventually stumble across
you, and if so, will it be too late?

















 

Go
back to the previous
choice,
or start
again.

















With
a confirming glance at Titania, and a quick clutch of your chest as your heart
lurches, you close the distance between you and the gnolls.  They turn and--seemingly out of reflex--raise
their staves, but upon your miming that you come in peace, soon relax.


One of the creatures puts his hand by his
mouth, then flexes his paw several times, as if to mimic a hand motion using an
opposable thumb, and points at you.


“What does that mean?” you ask out
loud.  Titania scratches her head.


Upon your speech, the gnoll
points at his head, then repeats the flex motion.


“You can understand the common language?”


It nods with fervor, then points toward
its own mouth and waves its paws back and forth in a negatory
gesture.


“But you can’t speak it?”


It nods again.  Its companion mimes something else about
foreign parties, one of whom carried some sort of wand or magical item.  Over time, you get the idea that enemies came
to their encampment not long ago, and upon refusal to hand over something
important, polymorphed them into their current state.


Titania realizes, “So you’re actually the
nomads we’ve been looking for.  How cruel
of these brutes to turn you into gnolls!” 


“They obviously didn’t change you
completely,” you state.  “Since you
retained a lot of knowledge.”  Other man-gnolls overhear your conversation and gather around until
your group numbers about ten.  “I wonder
if we could do something to help you…”


The first dog-man shrugs his shoulders,
but then slowly approaches Titania.  It
scans her face with an intrigued air, then opens its mouth with as much of a
smile as dogs can muster, as if happily panting.  Upon your confused reactions, the nomads
clarify that they recognize your love as the former leader of Sungaze.


She snaps her fingers.  “Of course,” she exclaims, “while it took a
moment to come back to me, I recall that I had resolved a grudge a large
contingent of Sungaze merchants had held against
these people many years ago.  If not for
swift action and direct negotiation, the nomads could have been forced to
relinquish every one of their possessions, or worse, possibly wiped off the
face of the planet.”


A moment of silence passes.  The air hangs eerily still.


“Perhaps, then,” you concede, “you should
do the talking.”


She nods and turns to the dog-man.  “Please, listen carefully.  We’re looking for half of a golden idol that,
if it were to fall into the wrong hands, could cause forces of immense evil to
reach these lands.  Our plan is to
destroy it.  If you are willing to share
anything about its whereabouts, we pledge to you that we shall return soon with
a way to change you back into your natural human state.”


You add, “I know of a powerful
transmogrification specialist in Whitetail. 
It’s the least we can do.”


The gnoll smiles
again, its fangs glistening in the midday sun. 
It leads you to a small tent and opens the flap, where a mother suckling
a youth hastily covers up and growls an objection.  When the ‘pack’ leader pantomimes what’s
going on, her eyes become large.  She
stands, gently sets the babe down on a cot, then turns toward a small potted
plant.  Holding her hands outward in a
mystical pose, she closes her eyes, and concentrates.  Suddenly, the plant loosens; its fronds fall
off and spread across the burlap floor. 
In front of you, where the pot once stood, a golden item in the shape of
the bottom half of a monkey barely contains a mess of soil and seed.


“The idol piece,” Titania remarks.


“Well,” you say, impressed, “It seems you
folks know a bit of magic.  No wonder the
invaders didn’t get a hold of this.”


The woman slowly hands the idol half to
you.  Despite her lack of ability to
communicate actual words, her gaze alone imparts a sense of deep trust.  With a reverent nod, you take the item and
stash it in your pack.


Titania turns toward the leader, gently
takes its paws in her hands and states, “Our thanks.  May the gods of the desert watch over you
all.”


You turn and head back the way you came.


As you tromp back up, through and around
the first few dunes, something occurs to you. 
“My love,” you say.


“What is it?”


“If these people are nomads, they’re used
to moving around a lot.  If they had been
assaulted, wouldn’t you think they’d try to go someplace where they wouldn’t be
found again?”


As you discuss this incongruity, you put
more and more distance between you and the nomad encampment.  Soon, however, as if in premonition, your
fears come true: you turn as you hear screams and growls, to see several gnolls fighting off a band of women and bearded men in
robes.  At first, your conscience compels
you to help, but over time it appears that the nomads hold their own.  Lives are at stake, you tell yourself.  If you go back, however, you could put the
idol piece itself at risk of being lost.

















 

What
do you do?



 

We join in the fight!



 

We flee toward the core of
civilization.

















“Might
as well start where there seems to be the least danger,” Darylane
offers, “and work forward from there.”



 

Who
will enter the chamber with the statue?



 

Titania.



 

Darlayne.



 

Myself.

















“We
don’t know whether these goblins could scamper off,” you state.


Who
will enter the tunnel with the goblins?



 

Titania.



 

Darlayne.



 

Myself.

















“Let’s deal with the bear,”
says Titania, “before it breaks free.”



 

Who
will enter the tunnel with the bear?



 

Titania.



 

Darlayne.



 

Myself.

















“I realize how you
feel about the ball,” you tell Titania in a placating tone, “and yet…”


She crosses her arms and glares at you.


“Yet. 
I stand my ground.”


Titania drops her head.  “Why am I not surprised?” she mumbles.


You say nothing.  Several moments pass.


Suddenly, Titania shoves you hard in the
chest.  You stumble; the talisman around
your neck rattles against your vestments as you regain your balance.  “Chump. 
Wimp!” Titania shouts.  “You earn
my doubled respect and admiration by winning this contest, only to throw it
away again?  We are already too deep into
this for me to change my mind about you, but be warned… I have needs.  Perhaps more importantly, I have wants.  I am not that unlike you, you know.”


Shame wells within you, even as you harden
your jaw.


“I could have chosen to become a woman of
the cloth,” she continues, “and what then? 
I needn’t even do that to know that the gods meant humans to be
together, to love one another.  And you
defy them!”


Silence.


“You heard Stephano,” she says, “We leave on
the morrow.”


Frowning fiercely, she turns on a heel,
and marches in the direction of her home, on the opposite side of town.


“Sheesh,” you mumble, before turning your
attention toward picking dirt out from underneath your fingernails.

















 

Write
down the keyword HUNGER.



 

She
just doesn’t understand.

















You stand, and
beckon for Titania to follow you to a quieter place.  After you duck into an adjoining hall, she
asks, “What is the matter?”


“I overheard Stephano acting in conspiracy
with a group evidently called the Arcanites.”


Your love’s jaw drops.  “Are you certain?”


You nod. 
“I wanted to ask you what we should do.”


Titania smiles, pauses and strokes your
cheek affectionately.  “You’re getting so
much better at including me in your thought processes.  This partnership is the real deal.”


“I concur, but…”


“Yes, yes… I shan’t get distracted.  What are the specifics?”


You share that the paladin seems to also
be after the idol, although his arm is being twisted in the process, and that
temptation to deal with him right here and now begins to preempt your wiser
side.  Cancelling this method of getting
to the isles altogether would also of course be possible, but neither of you
can think of an idea as to how to proceed from there.  As you hang your head in uncertainty, Titania
ponders.


She says, “I would say we could confront
him, except he’s practically bigger and stronger than both of us combined.”


“Shall we play along, while exercising
extreme caution?”


A tense moment passes.


Titania nods.  “At least we know better than to let him push
us around.”


Having had the pressure of decision-making
taken off your chest, you offer to lead Titania in one more romantic dance, a
perfect cap to the evening.  You say
‘good night’ to newfound friends, then head toward your home to retire
together.  Sleep comes quickly, and you
dream of white expanse, surrounded by stillness and a sky’s worth of majestic
constellations.

















 

Write
down the keyword OVERHEAR.



 

Nice
move!

















No
sense in making a half-hearted effort, you theorize.


You raise your bow and nock your final
arrow, as your bicep begins to twitch despite your will.  Squinting, you follow the moving target’s
path as it swings once, twice, more times, and uncertainty floods your
mind.  Your heart beats so hard that your
chest might burst.


“Twenty more seconds,” the barker shouts,
“After which I shall have to declare a delay of game!”


You draw, and
concentrate some more.  The seconds drag
by, and you blink to dissipate the sweat drenching your brow.


May
the gods guide me…


Finally, you fire.  The drama stretches the moment.


Thunk!


Raucous cheers break out.  It takes a moment to sink in, but there it
is:  the arrow sticks out of the bullseye
at a clean perpendicular angle, for the maximum of ten points, plus one for
extra difficulty.


“Masterful!” shouts the barker, “And, as
it turns out, the margin is too large to come back from.  Bartleby is the victor!”


Titania rushes toward you, squealing with
glee, and pulls you into an embrace.  You
smile as the barker raises your arm high, making you an even bigger spectacle
for the crowd.  He hands you a leather
sack; its considerable contents tinkle.  The
elven opponent offers to shake your hand. 
You take it and congratulate him on his finish.


“Maybe,” you mumble toward your love,
“this will work out just fine after all…” 
She grins and kisses you on the cheek.


After many congratulations from strangers,
the ruckus dies down.  You and Titania
stroll toward the weaponsmith’s, where you find Stephano.  You tap his shoulder while counting coins.


“You’re ready, I see!  Shall we, then?” he admits, pulling himself
away from an intense negotiation over a sword.


Another
step forward, you reflect, no matter how small…


















 

Another
step forward...

















As much as
Stephano’s idea sounds risky, you decide that the timing required for the
alternative would be too tricky.


“The distraction will be only be
momentary,” Stephano says to Titania, “but when it sees through it, it’ll be
angriest at the person trying to get what it’s guarding.  You’ll have to be especially quick.”


Titania nods.


You argue, “This is insane,” as doubt
floods you.


“He brought us here,” Titania counters,
“Can we give him the benefit of the doubt?”


You purse your lips in irritation,
but acquiesce.


Stephano draws a mace you hadn’t even seen
underneath his cloak.  You retrieve your
sun talisman, although it is so cold to the touch that you’re not sure that you
could properly channel magical energy through it.  You feel your confidence wane, and a knot
forms in your stomach.


We
must press forward, you insist to
yourself.  Preventing the gate from opening depends on
it.


The two of you proceed back toward the
archway, while Titania lags many yards behind. 
You charge the yeti, shouting at the top of your lungs.


It grunts, then grumbles irritably,
standing to meet the challenge.  Its
tremendous feet pound large craters into the dirt with every step.  At its full height, even the mightiest swing
of a weapon would only reach its sternum.


You meet it in the middle of the tunnel,
and barely avoid its attempt at a crushing bear hug.  Out of the corner of your eye, you see
Titania dash past, toward the nook where the idol sits.


Stephano strikes forth, bashing the
creature in its calf.  It roars in pain,
then turns and unleashes a wild kick at the paladin, which misses.  You sense that the big guy is just too slow,
and that this might turn out easier than you thought at first.


You aim your talisman and focus for a
moment.  An energy blast thinner than a
quill barely scorches the yeti, irritating it further.


“I have it!”


Titania waves the idol piece in the air, then
breaks into a frantic sprint toward the archway.


To your astonishment, Stephano breaks away
from the melee and extends his booted leg in front of your love, who trips and
somersaults through the ice, landing on her face.  In the moment in which she tries to recover,
the paladin callously pilfers the idol piece straight from her hand.  Blood trickles into her mouth from a
tremendous gash in her cheek.


Stephano now stands near the chamber’s
entrance, holding the idol part aloft. 
You are helpless to interfere, as the yeti has caught you between itself
and a corner of the chamber, and there are no other exits.


“Wait! 
What are you doing?” you shout.


“Fools!” he replies, “May the Arcanites win the day!” 
With that, the paladin rushes out the exit, just as the yeti swings its fist toward your face in a reckless roundhouse.  You dodge, barely in time, and the creature,
balancing on one foot, reels forward from the momentum.  You use the opening to dart along the wall
edge.


You pause to help Titania up.  When you both run to the hallway, Stephano is
nowhere to be seen.  You spend what seem
like hours trying to find your way out of the castle, but in your panic, you
correct several wrong turns, wasting additional time.


Then, from behind the nearest wall, the now-familiar whump of wingbeats and a primal screech reach
your ears.  Over several seconds, the
rhythmic pattern fades in volume, until you hear nothing at all.


Titania’s jaw drops, even as she catches
her breath.  “The bastard left us here!”


You throw your hands up in defeat.  The next chance to get off the island may not
come for months.  Cheer up, you tell
yourself.  One could subsist for a while
on yeti meat… if one tried.



 

Go
back to the previous
choice,
or start
again.

















“See if you can
help the goblins,” you suggest to Darlayne, “to
finish whatever it is they’re attempting.”


The tracker nods and steps through the
middle pathway.  The creatures flood the
space around her ankles, occasionally yelping something indistinguishable, but
so far, seem cooperative.


She thrusts her fists into her sides and
frowns at them.


“Dumb little buggers…”


Titania frowns.  “Would you like it if someone called you
that?”


“It doesn’t matter,” the tracker replies
with a huff, “What does matter is that we get through here.  To heck with the rest of you!”


Completely ignoring the goblins despite
their grabby hands and annoying chittering, Darlayne
gathers the puzzle pieces in her arms and starts shoving them in random
orientations within the hole.  More than
once, she comes close to fitting them all in, only to find that the last one doesn’t.  With a yell, she spreads them out on the
floor again, only to have to steal one back from an insistent goblin.  She runs back and forth within the chamber
just to keep everything organized.


You and Titania, feeling your patience
wear thin, have long since sat down with your backs against the stone passage.  You’re soon so bored that sleep begs to
conquer your body.


“They must know something you don’t,” you
grumble.


Darlayne
screams and throws a block, which ricochets off a wall and hits her in the head.  Her shoulders sag in defeat, and she exits
the chamber entirely, rubbing her bruised temple.

















 

Who
will attempt the middle chamber instead, if he or she hasn’t already?



 

Myself.



 

Titania.

















With
both halves of the idol in your pack, you rise early the following morn with blazing
intent:  to take advantage of what you
learned from Stephano.  You meet up with
Titania by the town square.  The streets
contain few passersby, and the wind howls, imparting a chill.  With a squeeze of your love’s hand, the two
of you press onward, due north.


You stop short of obvious view of those in
the castle watchtowers.  Judging by flashes
of activity seen through the ramparts, dozens of men and women scuttle about
inside.  Instead of wearing royal colors,
most sport red and black, with malignant expressions on their faces.  At one point, you think you see one large
being force a familiar human into a chair, then slap him across the face as
another captor ties him up.  They strip the
captive’s head of a round object that may be the royal crown.


King
Wyver…


“There’s too many of them for us to be
able to help…” Titania says, sounding defeated.


“But, the more distraction from where we
need to go…”


“… the better chance that we’ll succeed.”


You recall from your days as a royal
chaplain a secret passage, of which few among even the king’s closest
companions are aware.  Starting near the
courtyard, it winds all the way around the building, and involves tricky turns
and the possibility of not knowing what you’ll see until you get there.  There’s even a path of rocks near the marshes,
by which you can cross the moat.


While pondering this, a squawk rings out from
just over your shoulder.  There,
Stephano’s gryphon stands, an expectant look in its regal eyes.  It nuzzles your shoulder with its beak.


“It looks like it has a new master,”
Titania says, smiling.

















 

Which
route to the cannons do you attempt?



 

We
take the secret passage on foot.



 

We fly onto the roof via gryphon.

















One
more act after yours puts a merciful punctuation mark on the whole ordeal.  You stick around long enough to hear via the coordinators’ announce that you earned absolute last
place.  Your heart sinks as the chances
of earning enough money to hire Stephano appear to dim.


“It’s okay,” Titania consoles, seeing your
morose expression, “We tried the best we could.”


“There has to be some other way.”


You investigate the other two possible contests, but learn that all three occurred at around the
same time.  Selling possessions strikes
you as a last-ditch possibility, but as you ask around, no one seems interested
in your clerical robes or supplies.  The
only possession worth much, your magical talisman carved in the shape of a sun,
is irreplaceable and serves as your primary line of defense.


Finally, searching for other folk willing
to travel to the frozen isles proves equally fruitless.  While you could sit around for days
envisioning the destruction to come at the hands of Thomerion,
your only consolation comes at the thought of how if you can’t get at the idol
parts, it must be equally hard for those with evil intent to do the same.


Or
must it?

















 

Go
back to the previous
choice,
or start
again.

















“Hrmm…”


Titania ponders for a moment before
entering.


“What would you say is the ‘talent’ I’d
need to apply?”


“You’re a public speaker,” you reply.  “Perhaps words hold the key.”


Titania giggles.  “I’m just supposed to ask it to get out of
the way and hope it hears me?”


You cross your arms. “I’m serious.”


“All right,” she admits, “but where would
I begin?”


“The vestige is dwarven.  A former associate of mine would often refer
to their holy verses, called the Impactium, for
guidance.”


“Well, we don’t have a copy of those
around…”


You exhale.  “Then just say whatever you know in Dwarven.”


Frowning, she turns, surveys the statue
once more and, with some effort, recites:



 

“Adoniris Mech’ai Jerumna!  Zo Freelach Paro Neim!”



 

May
The Creator Live Forever!  We Proclaim His Strength!


The verse’s lack of originality
notwithstanding, at least she got the enunciation correct.  It takes some effort to pull your mind back
into the current situation.  Your group
waits for several moments.  Nothing
happens, to the statue or anybody else.


Titania admits, “We either don’t have
enough information, or we picked the wrong person.”


You nod. 
“Let’s try again…”

















 

Who
will try the statue tunnel next, if he or she hasn’t already?



 

Darlayne.



 

Myself.

















The
instant you step through the archway, a faint wave of energy washes over you,
as if whispering that you’re supposed to be here.  You think the statue’s gaze shifts;
specifically, it looks straight at the sun talisman hanging around your
neck.  You shake your head in
disbelief.  The dwarf’s face even relaxes
a small bit, appearing more hopeful.


“Let our talents shine,
eh?” you muse as you approach the statue. 
“For one, it looks like you took a bad blow at some time or
another.”  You gently place a hand upon
its arm.  The limestone’s chipped, aged
texture nearly scratches your fingers, but at the same time feels cool and
comforting.


You pause.  It all makes more sense now.


“Let’s see what we can do
for that wound,” you say, “although I make no guarantees that my magic works
perfectly on stone.”


You position your palm an
inch above the damaged section of arm and grip your talisman with your other
hand.  You close your eyes and chant an
ancient prayer.  White light begins to
channel itself from the talisman and into the statue.  You repeat the prayer once, and then a second
time.  The limestone slowly molds itself
into a new shape, of what surely would be smooth muscle and sinewy scar tissue.


The
statue smiles, stands straight as a pole and salutes
you.


“Thank you, good sir,” it
rumbles.


After leaving the tunnel,
you note that the square above the leftmost archway now glows with a soft white
light.


“Well done,” Titania
marvels.

















 

If
all three tunnels are lit, proceed further into the labyrinth.



 

Otherwise,
return
to the main chamber and
pick an unexplored option.

















Upon
sensing your persistence, Titania tilts her head and ponders.  “Diplomacy certainly would be less
dangerous,” she admits.  “Perhaps we
should try to find this envoy.”


“When and where is the meeting going to
occur, to your knowledge?” you ask of the orcblood.


“At armory in Noblehorn,
in two evenings.  As crow flies, if we
depart early in morn, should find him just in time.”


“There’s only one complication,” Titania
says.


You nod, remembering.  “No direct path exists between Sungaze and Noblehorn,” you
state, “as the trailblazers in the early days of Ambrosinia
deemed it good enough to travel through Whitetail first.”


Galumnuk
scratches his head.  “Is longer that way,
but easy.  Who knows what we find in deep
forest?”

















 

Which
route do you take toward Noblehorn?



 

We spend an extra half-day by taking
the established path through Whitetail.



 

We cut through the forest, crossing
the Lotherion River as we go.


















 

If
you have made a promise to an imp earlier in the story, you
have an additional decision to make.




 

If
you have never met an imp on this path, proceed
as planned.

















At your proposal
of sending Titania into the rightmost chamber, she leans to one side, shoves
her fist into her hip and glares at you.


“What?” you say.


“You would send me to face a ferocious
bear?”


“You’re a perfectly capable woman.  Soothe it with your gentle touch.”


She arches an eyebrow.


“If anyone knows the power of your touch,
it would be me.”


“I may be brave,” Titania counters, “But
I’m not stupid.”


You frown. 
“So you won’t even try?”


Several moments of silence pass, during
which you each stare daggers into the other.


Finally, she turns aside and stares at the
wall, her arms crossed.


“Fine,” you grumble, “But we’re going to
have a talk about this later.”

















 

Write
down the keyword NEGATE.



 

Who
will attempt the rightmost chamber instead, if he or she hasn’t already?



 

Myself (to get out of the doghouse).



 

Darlayne.

















“I’d
think it best to confront this problem at its source,” you state, “so let’s go
find the Arcanites within their compound.”


“It not that big,” Galumnuk
shares, “Is tucked between two cliffs east of Bladepass.”


You spend an hour more formulating a
travel strategy, but soon, fatigue takes over, and you wrap yourself in a thin
blanket—Titania was offered the only spare cot, so you graciously accept
sleeping on the floor—with at least a modicum of confidence that something can
be accomplished here.


If
these people are powerful enough to summon a god, you
nevertheless fear, what atrocities would
they perform upon interlopers such as ourselves?


As dawn breaks, you stretch, wring out a
tough knot in your hip and shake the other two until they wake.  Galumnuk mumbles an
orcish curse, evidently used to being able to sleep in.  Titania, on the other hand, beams a vibrant
smile.  The light from the only window accentuates
her cheekbones and the deep blue in her eyes.


She giggles.  “You’re staring at me…” she says to you.


You realize you were,
and feel your face flush.  Humble,
you brush the back of your head and glance aside.


“Let’s get moving while we still can,” you
assert.


After your party gathers its belongings
and leaves the tavern, the orcblood takes the
lead.  His determined tromping gathers
the attention of a throng of onlookers as you head toward the stables.  Soon enough, the two of you ride at a
moderate gait, as Galumnuk keeps pace on foot.  The trail is in good condition this morn,
neither messy nor exceedingly dry, since the weather has been normal for this
time of year.


At first, time passes in silence.  You are merely a league or so out of town,
however, when the orcblood suggests, “We stop in
capital on way.  Friend have something I
want to show you.  Might come in handy.”


You arch an eyebrow, and glance at Titania.  She shrugs, but appears
intrigued.


The morning passes uneventfully, and as
the sun climbs to its apex, you direct the group to break for a meal and brief
rest.  You sit on a large tree stump, and
your love joins you; Galumnuk stands many yards away,
munches on an apple and traces patterns in moss with a stick.


“You know, it’s just as well,” Titania
comments.


You tilt your head in confusion.  “What is?”


“That we didn’t find Katalina.”


You chuckle.  “You did get the better end of that bargain.”


“That’s not what I mean, precisely.”


You gesture for her to explain further.


“If we find ourselves going back to what
we already know, whom we’ve already met, every time… what kind of journey is
that?  After all, the god of the sun,
your deity, your devotion,”—she playfully pokes you in the chest—"teaches
us to value life in all its forms, to discover new ways of thinking.”


You nod, intrigued.  “What gets you thinking this way?  This philosophically?”


Titania reflects further, and replies,
“Many things.  Galumnuk.  Being back in my former haunt.  But most of all, this sense that we don’t yet
know what’s going on.  That feeling used
to scare me.”


“And now?”


She pauses, for many long seconds.  A sly look sneaks onto her face.  “It’s exciting.”


You smile and gaze into her eyes.  You reach to hold her around the waist, and
inch closer, until your waists touch. 
She turns toward you, then leans on your shoulder.  The intimacy becomes more and more tangible,
intensifying….


“You two ready yet?”


The rumbling voice startles you.  Your pulse quickens, and you glance up to see
the orcblood approaching.  He tosses the finished apple core into a
culvert, where it comes to rest against an anthill.


Titania brushes leaves off her blouse and
stands.  You struggle to summon patience even
as she smiles at Galumnuk, then at you once more.  “Yes,” she says with cheer.  “Yes, I think we are.”


You travel until you see the gates of
Whitetail up ahead.  The foot traffic
thickens here: all sorts of townsfolk come and go, some packed into wooden
wagons like sardines, while others carry children or supplies on their
shoulders or in big wicker baskets.  Most
pay you no heed, and the guards let you through with a salute.


“Come,” Galumnuk
says, “This way.”


You follow the orcblood
down and around a few streets to a small wooden hut, where a female orcblood with long fangs greets you, shaking each of your
hands in turn.  At Galumnuk’s
cue, she shows you a strange cube, only about two inches square, inscribed with
mystical runes on all but one of its sides.


“This,” Galumnuk
says, “Is primitive teleporter. 
Concentrate really hard, it take you up to a
few yards in any direction, through any other thing.”


You arch an eyebrow.  Titania notes, “That could be quite useful in
the right circumstances.”  The friend
gently places the cube in your palm, as your love continues, “We really
appreciate your bringing us here, Galumnuk.”


The orcblood
smiles. 


Wary of experimental magic effects, you
ask, “What happens if you lose concentration, or can’t tell it quite where to
take the holder?”


Galumnuk
says, “Could send you to wrong place, like over cliff, or inside of stone
wall.”


All your smiles disappear.


“Well,” you comment, “We’d better save it
for when it’s absolutely necessary, then.” 
The others nod in agreement, as you carefully stash the item in your
belt pouch.


With that, you head toward the southern
city gates and exit town.  

















 

Intrepidly
we travel...

















Time
is of the essence, you think, even if our horses will have a hard go of it.


After some more discussion, your party
agrees to cut through the northern forests to reach Noblehorn
as quickly as possible.  Galumnuk sets out two stiff-looking cots with basic
blankets.  You sleep fitfully that night,
as the knowledge that something much bigger than Fedwick
once again brews behind the scenes roils your spirit.  Memories from six years ago play themselves
over and over in your dreams.


You wake with a knot in your neck, which
you wring out as you stretch.  Blinking,
you look about.  You’re alone.


A tense moment ensues.


“Titania?”


You exit the room, and scan the hall, then
the rest of the tavern.  You step toward
the entryway and peer across the half-door.


“Titania, my love?”


A familiar face pops into view, startling
you.


“Come on!” she says, “We were wondering
when you would wake.  Preparations are
complete.”


You hold your chest as your heartbeat
calms.  “Don’t do that to me, if you
please,” you ask, even as you smirk.


She strokes your shoulder, then pats you
on the cheek.  “Going soft on me, are
you?”


“Never,” you counter, with a clearing of
the throat.


You think to stop by the stable to get a
horse for your new ally, but Galumnuk asserts that
his stride is large enough for him to keep up on foot.  After a quick double-check of supplies, you
depart from the southeastern city gates at a rapid clip.


As a cloud bank gathers overhead, its gray
tufts strangely contrasting with its bright, wispy topside, little occurs to
you to say to your companions.  You let
your mind wander, first toward your dwarven friend from six years ago—he must
have retreated to his oddly-chimneyed stone hut for a more permanent retirement
long ago—then toward the future of your church: 
recruitment in general was hurt when a few congregation members accused
the bishop of pocketing more this his fair share of tithes.  You’re deep within formulation of a
counterstrategy when you realize that Galumnuk and
Titania converse with fervor.


“So when cousin
pull down little brother’s britches,” the orcblood
says with a chuckle, “Brother whack him on head with reed, until momma hold her
head in hand, and breathe heavy, she say, ‘In all this land…. In all this
land…’


Titania giggles, reaches down and pats Galumnuk on the head. 
You think you see a hint of red tint the orcblood’s
tough facial hide.


“You tell such relatable stories,” she
commends, “I never knew much about the orcblood
culture, but what I thought I knew was certainly not like this.”


You arch an eyebrow.


“What do you think, Bartleby?” Titania
asks, glancing over her shoulder at you. 
“Would you be able to stand having little ones about?”


You grin, noting her mischievous
tone.  “Are you proposing something?”


“I’m proposing… that we whack each other
with reeds.”


Galumnuk
blushes even more deeply, but smiles.


You snicker.  “That… shall have to be arranged.  In due time.”


Flirtatious though it may be, your
conversation soon fades, as your energies turn to penetrating the gangly
forests.  Hours pass, yet you do not stop
to rest.  The evening stretches onward,
as owls emerge and the shadows of gigantic branches
grow long.  Few clearings present
themselves as you travel.  At one point,
a vine catches along a rear leg of Titania’s horse, and it panics, nearly
tossing its rider to the ground.  Your
love holds the reins fast, digging her heels in.  Reacting quickly, Galumnuk
holds the horse about the sternum as you dismount and help free it.


“Perhaps this was unwise,” you say.


Titania counters, “It is a little early to
give up now.”


“Where we be?” Galumnuk
says, scratching his head.


You are about to answer when a metallic
voice rings, “You are in our territory.”


All three of you whirl about.  The statement seemed to come from nowhere,
but you soon notice that a globe of white light floats a few yards to the east,
independent of any lamp or artificial apparatus.  It bobs up and down in a repetitive pattern;
you recognize this creature as a will-o’ wisp, something you’d seen or heard of
before only in legend.


Random sparks buzz and crackle around its
perimeter.  You sense hostility.


















 

What
do you do?



 

I ask for help finding a way out of this
place.



 

I
try to destroy the creature instead.


















“Galumnuk,” you whisper, “Go talk to them.  This might not be your strong suit, but it’s
our best chance…”


The orcblood
scratches his head but expresses his understanding:  “Will do my best…“


He abruptly stands, moving into full view
of the guards.  One shouts, “Halt!  What is your business here?”  The other squints, seeming wary.


Within a moment, however, the two start to
snicker.  The younger jabs the elder with
an elbow, while pointing at the orcblood.  Galumnuk grunts,
“What so funny?”


“Useless monster,” he chides, “You don’t
even know to stay away once your limited capabilities were no longer needed.”


“Hey, boss!” the other shouts through a
gap in the door, “Come see who decided to show his ugly face again.  Your precious bodyguard.”


Galumnuk
frowns.  “I… want to see if you need help
again.”


The guards erupt in outright
laughter.  “So big, yet so weak.”


“So you say.”


“What is going on out here?”


A gnome with a crooked gait and even
crookeder brows ambles out from the compound, his eyes shifting with
suspicion.  He approaches and extends a
hand.  The guards immediately quiet.


“Well, well… of course we can use
help.  Just because you deserted us
doesn’t mean we can’t prove your allegiance to be true.”  The gnome’s tone seems disingenuous, but you
have little faith that your ally would interpret it correctly.  Powerlessness bubbles up from within.


“Come,” the boss invites.  “Let me see better how time and distance have
treated you.”  Galumnuk
hesitates, but steps to within a few inches of the gnome’s face.  The leader slowly presses a thumb into a
crease within the orcblood’s forehead…


Suddenly, a look of complete rage
compresses your ally’s face into a twisted ball of red, and his muscles pulse
into spasmic action.  He draws his battleaxe and pounds his way straight to where you hide.


You’ve heard of this kind of frenzy charm
before, but never seen it used.  You
would slow down and look into Galumnuk’s eyes to try
to counter the magic, if by the time you gathered your wits, he hadn’t already
gripped you by your neck and hoisted you into the sky with a single leathery
mitt.  Titania attacks the elf leader to
try to break the mental connection, but only gets one swipe at him; the
supporting guards cast a windwall spell, and
unfettered gusts of air knock her out cold.


Unable to breathe and quickly losing
consciousness, you croak, “Galumnuk… we helped you at
the tavern… remember?


















 

Go
back to the previous
choice,
or start
again.

















It
is the moral duty of my church and my code!


“Let’s go back and help them,” you
command.


Titania nods and draws her dagger.  You wield your talisman.  You push hard against the soft sands to get
back in time, even as it feels like the dunes mire you against your very
willpower.  By the time you reach the
encampment once more, you see that a nomad or two have been wounded, but a
greater number of the bearded men have fallen or begun to back away.


A spindly attacker whips around the corner
of a tent, sees you and incants some mystical words.  Fire gathers around his fingertips, and in
another instant would spray a conical flare toward you, but you are too
quick.  You use a stunning technique; a
flash of benign energy pulses from your talisman, blinding the man.  Exploiting his broken concentration, you bear-hug
him around the waist, toss him to the ground and pin him by the neck with your
free hand.


“Why do you attack this place?” you shout.


“I shall…. never… betray the Arcanites!” he croaks.


The man averts his gaze over your
shoulder.  Without letting go, you turn, and
see that a dark-skinned underdwarf approaches.  It wields a bloody morningstar, and seems
intent on using it.


You tuck your body inward, roll several
yards away from the bearded man and quickly regain your footing.  “I need help over here!”


Titania appears busy in her own way, on
the opposite side of the encampment.  She
dodges a blowdart volley and swipes at a haggard
female attacker, landing a deep cut.  The
woman screams but holds her ground.  If
anything, she appears even more deeply riled.


Quickly enough, the nomads themselves
notice your plight, and flock around the underdwarf.  As it rears back, six gnoll
bodies dogpile onto it, savagely biting its limbs and cracking it over the
skull with their staves.  It collapses
under the combined weight.


Pack
mentality…


“Retreat!” the largest enemy shouts.  The remaining attackers break away, and at
first you think to pursue them, but as they run into the desert expanse, you
see that they arrived via gryphon.  They
quickly mount and fly away.


You assess the situation.  Several enemies lay dead, and only the underdwarf requires tying up.  As you reunite with Titania, she shows you a
deep, purple wound on her leg.  You cast
a minor healing spell upon it, and the bruising fades.  She sighs with relief.  Stepping from ally to ally in turn, you tend
to the nomads’ wounds as well, even as it takes an unusually long time to get
to them all.


Titania inquires of the leader as she
wraps its arm in loose gauze, “Don’t you have clerics
among you, as a wandering people?  Surely
you could use a spiritual leader, let alone the greater magical capability.”


It needs several tries to get its meaning
across, but eventually mimes that they are atheistic, and have been living in
peace and isolation for long enough that the need had never occurred to them.


You try interrogating the dark dwarf, but it’s
in bad enough shape that it can barely string two words together.  It seems, however, that you can move forward
with your mission in general, your heart and spirit lighter for having fought
alongside new allies.


You reach home considerably later and,
with a watch in place to help ensure your safety and that of the idol, allow
yourself to drift into a badly needed night of rest.

















 

If
you have both halves of the idol, proceed
with your plan.



 

If
you still need the other half, prepare to visit the northern isles.

















You hold your
hands up and say, “We wish no harm, and will leave this place, if you could
point us to where we should rejoin the path.”


Titania jabs you in the side with her
elbow.  “We’re not so lost as to need to
give up on our original plan,” she mumbles.


You mumble back, as the will-o’ wisp
inches closer, “You are aware of how I can channel divine energy through my
talisman?  Their abilities are similar,
except that their destructive power makes mine look like that of a mere campfire
cinder.”


Titania gulps.  Galumnuk crosses
his arms, and frowns.


By now, the bright globelike creature has
closed to within a couple yards.  Even
though it has no eyes, you feel as if you are being inspected all over.  It stops bobbing and starts to emit a low hum.


Then, a tentacle-like extension of light
grows out of it, pointing straight past a large row of maple trees.  Judging by the sun, you would have never
guessed that direction was appropriate, and must have gotten turned around at
some point.


“Our thanks.”


After you have traversed just a few yards
in that direction, the ground shifts underneath you; a gigantic net of animated
foliage bursts from beneath soil cover and rises, carrying the three of you
with it.  You instinctively lurch your
body toward open ground, but the trap has already ensnared your feet and
arms.  Titania slashes at the vines with
her dagger, but they hold; if anything, the energy expended seems to strengthen
their resolve.


After you come to a stop high above the
ground, a man in black and red robes emerges from within the shadows.  He grins sadistically at you, and grumbles,
“Your interference ends here.”  He
incants a mystical word, and the white globe winks out entirely.  You utter a prayer of thanks for having led a
blessed life, as you helplessly watch the wizard’s hands gather magical flames,
set to blast you into oblivion.
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choice,
or start
again.

















You glance
innocently toward Titania, who, with a begrudging nod, concedes that Darlayne’s expertise so far has proven her worth.


She invites, “Certainly you may come
along.  But it mustn’t cost us anything
extra.  You did mention something about
an exception for extensive travel.”


Darlayne
replies matter-of-factly, “I shall consider it an exploratory mission, rather
than a hired task.”


Rather
flippant words, you reflect, considering the circumstances!


“Where is this… Divine Labyrinth?” you
ask, “and why is it divine?”


“The former I can show you,” Darlayne says, “As for the latter, no one really knows.”


While processing this, you venture into
the core of town, rent horses and stock your bags, before returning to the
northwest city gate.  As you leave
Whitetail to complete one of the most daunting tasks you’ve ever faced,
questions swirl in your mind, and tension bubbles up in your chest.  The tracker saunters ahead, her strides
deliberate, while you and Titania lag just out of earshot.


You ask of your love, “What additional
details did Fedwick speak of?  If we reach him, will he even be able to
communicate with us?”


“I suppose that depends,” Titania replies,
“on how badly Xelbane has scared the daylights out of
him.”


You frown and turn your gaze to just above
the horizon.


“But, to answer your question, he didn’t
say where this gate is, who could open it, or what would be required to do
so.  It is his connection as a rare
survivor of the seal of Thomerion that makes us give
weight to his words.”


As the day drags onward, your wonderment
is further complicated by suspicions that you’re being led to nowhere.   Dusk approaches and the sky starts to gray,
when Darlayne pulls you entirely off the path,
through a tangly forest and toward a system of
hills.  She waits for you both to catch
up, before pointing ahead and asking, “See that?”


 You
look down from a high vantage point into a rounded natural canyon, several
hundred yards away.  It looks like it
might have been formed by the impact of some mystical meteorite.


Suddenly a tremendous mass passes
overhead, momentarily casting you into deep shadow.  The whoosh of heavy wingbeats meets your
ears.


Titania whispers, “Hide!”


The three of you duck behind the nearest
tree, then peek out just far enough to watch a black dragon circle twice around
the canyon mouth, then descend into it and disappear within its depths.


You dart forward out of instinct, but Darlayne pulls you back.


“Jumping in from above would be pure
suicide,” she says.  “But I know an
entrance.  This way.”


She leads you further into the wood, then
down into the valley adjacent to the gaping canyon.  Therein, after a brief search, you find a
mighty oak that stands apart from the rest of the increasingly sparse
vegetation.  Its south-facing edge
appears unusually flat.


“There isn’t anything of note here,” you
say.


“Oh, yes, there is,” Darlayne
proclaims.  She puts her hand up to the
face of the oak, and then pushes right through it.  The illusory surface completely envelops her
wrist, undulating a little like brown pudding.


“Shall we?”


You and Titania exchange glances.  You shrug, and nod.

















 

Intriguing!

















“Hrmm…”


Titania ponders for a moment before
entering.


“What would you say is the ‘talent’ I’d
need to apply?”


“You’re a public speaker,” you reply.  “Perhaps words hold the key.”


Titania giggles.  “I’m just supposed to ask it to get out of
the way, and hope it hears me?”


You cross your arms. “I’m serious.”


“All right,” she admits, “but, where would
I begin?”


“The vestige is dwarven.  A former associate of mine would often refer
to their holy verses, called the Impactium, for
guidance.”


“Well, we don’t have a copy of those
around, do we?


You exhale.  “Then just say whatever you know in Dwarven.”


Frowning, she turns, surveys the statue
once more and, with some effort, recites:



 

“Paramundo
De Carnavi! 
Elle Fedima Di Zengraf!”



 

The
mountains are our savior!  Their rock is
our firmament!


The verse’s lack of emotional impact notwithstanding,
at least she properly inflected the right syllables.  It takes some effort to pull your mind back
into to the current moment.  Your group
waits for a while.  Nothing happens, to
the statue or anybody else.


Titania
admits, “We either don’t have enough information, or we picked the wrong
person.”

















 

Who
will try the statue tunnel next, if he or she hasn’t already?



 

Matthias.



 

Myself.

















The surroundings
seem to sense that you have conquered the trio of challenges, and the numbers above
the tunnels start to glow with an intense white light.  Titania and Matthias shield their faces, while
you stare, entranced, until the light fades. 
Just as you finish rubbing your eyes from the burning glare, you hear a
click from the door to the left.


Stunned into silence, you step toward the
door and pull on the bar spanning its middle. 
The door opens.  You hear
something breathing from far within.


Matthias dares look first, into the
connecting passageway.  “Give me that
torch,” he orders.


Upon your hesitation, he follows with,
“We’ve come this far, haven’t we?  No
sense in stopping now.”


From
fear to foolhardiness a man doth leap, you ponder.


You stare into the depths and lead your
party forward.  Moisture drips from
stalactites as you trek.  At one point, loose rock shifts underneath your feet, and you
stumble, nearly tripping headfirst.  The
surroundings strike you as more straightforward than before, and could hardly
be called a labyrinth, even if the ominous rumble ahead weren’t guiding you.


The pathway reclines, and your footsteps
kick up dust.  The inside of your nose starts
to itch and irritate you…


“Ahchoooo!”


The sneeze escapes you before you can even
cover your mouth; the sound echoes off the cavern walls.


“Hrmmm…”


A voice grumbles from ahead, “Humans.”


Matthias swallows hard.  Titania visibly shakes.


“Come.”


You turn a final corner, and there, fifty
feet away, upon a tremendous bed of coins and treasures lies a writhing,
stretching mass of muscle and horns. 
Each pitch-hued scale on the dragon reflects and yet dims the light
streaming in from above, as if to steal its life-giving force.  Matthias extinguishes his torch.  Xelbane pivots his
head toward your party, and you remind yourself to breathe as its steel-blue
eyes penetrate the depths of your soul.


A familiar dwarf sits nearby the hulking
beast.


“Fedwick!” Titania
blurts.  She bolts forward to help.


“Halt.”


Titania obeys.


Such
meetings, you think, surely
need be on its terms.


It slowly stands, then approaches by a few
yards.  It cranes its neck back and
forth, examining you, then Titania, and finally Matthias.  “I knew you would come,” it rumbles.  “Fedwick predicted
it.  He is unharmed.”


“What is your intent?” Titania’s voice
cracks, yet she presses on.


“The Arcanites
seek your godfather.”


You arch an eyebrow as Xelbane
speaks directly to you.  A moment passes.


“Arcanites?” you
ask.  “Who are they?”


“A band of magicians who have unlocked a
method of bringing Thomerion himself to this earth.”


Inexplicably, a feeling of doom even
greater than the immediate threat settles into you.


“Why do they want Fedwick?”


“A keyword he knows could be used to fuse
together the pieces of a particular golden idol.  When that occurs, those pieces open a gate to
the demon realm.”


Matthias scratches his head.  “So,” he says, “you’re actually protecting
him?”


Xelbane
nods.


You let the tension drain out of your
chest in a slow fizzle.  Titania’s
shoulders droop as she glances about in confusion.


“Although of course,” the dragon
continues, “I could still have a nice barbecue… if you try anything
funny.”  He directs this last word at
your love.


You swallow one more time, and step
forward.  “Xelbane,
my name is Bartleby, cleric of the church of the sun.  I’m aware of your strength and capability,
and I offer you peace.  At the same time,
I can’t help but fall short of full understanding.  You’ve taxed our kingdom for eons, and then
expect us to trust that you have good intentions after you kidnap a prominent
dwarf from the fields of Whitetail.  Before
we continue, I think you owe us further explanation.”


The dragon raises its head as far as it
will go, and exhales a dual burst of smoke.  Its continued lethargy, however, seems to
preclude any anger.


It speaks slowly, deliberately. “The Arcanites… destroyed my brethren and sistren.”


Your party exchanges glances, and listens.


“The scales and blood of my kind, in their
eyes, comprise some of the most valuable spell components in the universe.  After dragons and humankind had spent
centuries living largely separate and peaceful existences, a band of the Arcanites’ most skilled illusionists set a trap deep in the
mountainside, where they knew we would find it. 
Being eldest, my senses served me best, and I avoided capture.  The others were ensnared, their mouths
instantly seamed shut, and their claws severed. 
I fought to free them, but ice magic held me at bay.”


Xelbane
turns its head, to stare at the empty, craggy walls.  Its bass tone betrays a hint of sadness, as
he continues, “Now… only I remain.”


The moment stretches onward.  You grip your sun talisman, contemplating.


Matthias asks, “What good will revenge
do?”


“You mischaracterize revenge,” Xelbane corrects, “for if I knew where to find them, I
could have long ago reduced every wizard in this kingdom to ash.  Nay, I seek instead to restore the order that
once was, for Thomerion’s rage dwarfs mine by many
multitudes.”


Should
I be concerned, you ponder, that I find spiritual commonality with a beast of this nature?


Titania relaxes.  “If they were looking for Fedwick,”
she asks, “do you think they could find him, and you, here?”


A sight from far above answers her
question.  Through the gaping mouth of
the cavern you think you see a half-dozen gryphons circling in the sky.  You observe for a full minute.  Judging by their repetitive flight patterns,
they’re not simply migrating for the rainy season, and almost certainly have
riders atop each.


“What are those doing here?” Matthias
asks.


Wizards don’t typically have the training
to ride exotic mounts.  These creatures
could have little, if anything, to do with your predicament.  Curiosity burns within you,
yet attempting to get their attention may cause more harm than good.

















 

What
do you do?



 

I wave the flyers down while Xelbane hides.



 

We
let the flyers make the first move.
















Renewing
your focus, your party presses southeastward until the moon has risen a third
of the way through the sky.  Soon, your
groggy skulls swim as your muscles throb and pulse with pain from being pushed
to their very limits.  Marching yet
longer, you keep track of the number of animals you encounter—overall, four
squirrels and a stray dog—to stave off tedium, and begin to think you won’t
make it, when mercy strikes.


As you traipse over a weed-covered hill,
you finally see a settlement ahead, its watchtowers heavily manned and its streets
bustling with activity:  the military
bastion of Noblehorn.


You explain your intent to the
gatekeepers, who, seeing your condition, kindly share water and rations.  They point you toward the royal armory—the
coordinators felt that using the town hall as normal would attract unwanted
attention.


“Are we considered unwanted?” Titania inquires.


“I am not one to judge,” a helmeted
lieutenant replies, “We merely follow orders, so you’ll have to go see for
yourselves.”


You easily find the armory.  Dozens of nobles and representatives dressed
in a variety of bright patchwork patterns mill about.  Your party checks your weapons, including
your talisman and Titania’s dagger, in with a royal quartermaster’s
assistant—after all, authorities demand the utmost security—after which you
push through the crowd to investigate.


“Does this mean we’ve made it in time?” you
ask.


“That depends,” booms a familiar voice,
“on whether you’ll be of use if you stay.”


You whirl about, to find Duke Mudd himself
standing behind you.


“And about that,” he says with a sneer, “I
have my doubts.”


You clutch your chest, anxiety
rising.  “Ethias…”


“Never call me by my first name, whelp.”


You lock gazes with your former
employer.  You feel your jaw stiffen, and
the silence stretches uncomfortably.


“You can no longer order me around, Sir
Mudd.”


“Oh, but I can do, and have done, so much
more than that.  For you see, whatever
power you think you possess by which to influence these proceedings is
meaningless.  The envoy knows, from my
direct testimony, that you abandoned your post, and were replaced.”


He nods toward an older gentleman, who
lurks over the duke’s shoulder.  You note
his vestments, identical to yours.


Nonplussed, you say nothing. 


“We need to speak to the envoy,” Titania
says, “about a gate…”


“You will do no such thing,” Mudd
interrupts, “for those in positions of true authority are handling this matter.  And furthermore…” he condescends toward your
love, “Of Bartleby here, I was not completely surprised by his behavior.  His scatterbrained strategies never did
amount to much, either within his church or within the government.”


Your irritation graduates to rage.  That’s
not what you told me, you rant internally, just before I left!


Mudd continues, “But you… Miss Vermouth,
with all your leadership experience, I’d have thought you knew better than to
associate with such rabble.”  He shoots
glances at both you and Galumnuk.


Titania rolls her eyes and crosses her
arms.  You growl and pound a fist into
your palm.  The orcblood
grips your shoulder firmly, calming you just enough to keep you from trying
anything rash.


“Might you want to redeem yourself, young
cleric?  Sit, and just listen.  Do nothing more, at risk of being
detained.  Mayhaps
you might even learn something.”

















 

What
do you do?



 

I merely observe the proceedings.



 

I interject despite Mudd’s warnings.

















This
big guy’s sticking around must be a sign, you conclude.


You help Titania mount the gryphon once
more, a proposition she accepts with surprising vigor, then you follow
suit.  She holds you around the waist as
you spur the creature into action.  It
climbs high into the sky and you steer it toward the castle.  Though you don’t direct it to do so, it flies
even higher the closer you get, until you can’t see below you.  Titania emits a joyful whoop, which startles
you.


“Facing our fears, are we?”


“There’s a first time for everything,” she
shouts, “And the second is often easier!”


You grin, and ask, “Do you think anybody’s
watching from the towers?”


“There’s only one way to find out,”
Titania replies, as trepidation and the thin air force your lungs to struggle
for oxygen.


Upon only a slight pull on its reins, as
if reading your minds, the gryphon breaks from its flight pattern into a
gradual descending arc.  With a great
buffer of wing flaps, it slows, then makes a clean landing upon flat
stone.  By some miracle, no one is up
here but you.


You dismount and dash toward the
ramparts.  You find the cannon with the
requisite markings, but even to your trained eye, it seems no different than
any of the others regarding magic.  


 “Shall
we see what happens?”


Titania nods.


Taking care to keep the two idol halves
from interlocking, you load them into the cannon and point the machine straight
up.  You retrieve flint and some wood
from your pack and strike up a small flame, but even as you set it to the wick,
the wick refuses to burn.  In fact, you
think you see that a buffer of air, a few millimeters thick, surrounds the
protrusion, as if consciously rejecting all attempts at operation.


You back down, put out the flame and reflect.  Several tense moments pass, but then you remember
what Stephano muttered,


“There
is one more requirement… go to the throne room…”


You hold a hand to your chest.  Consistently regretful though you may be for
losses of life, whatever their circumstances, you take a fragment of solace in
the knowledge that the paladin’s soul rests well in the arms of the gods.  The deity of the sun undoubtedly implanted
his words within you, to return when you needed them most.


Titania takes your hand, and together you
rush down a short flight of stairs.  There,
you meet the gaze of a manservant in neutral clothing, but upon seeing your
determination, he bows out of the way, hands held in a defensive pose.


“Sir?” you ask.  By the time he could respond, he is gone.


The stairs lead you to where you need to
be.  Standing next to the throne itself
are two statues that seem drastically out-of-place, relative to what you
thought you knew about the castle.  To
the left of the ornate seat of kings and queens is a sculptor’s representation,
in pure marble, of a lithe woman in a flowing robe.  Her arm extends toward some invisible target,
as if casting a spell.  On the other side
stands a statue of a knight, in full armor and shield.


Upon a closer look, both statues as well
as the throne glow with a mild blue magic. 
Whichever option seems best, you had better investigate quickly, as the
servant may be routing the Arcanites toward you.


















 

Consider
carefully the first letters of the keywords you have gathered throughout your
journeys in this book when evaluating what to do next.  You may have to rearrange them, depending on
what order you wrote the words down in.



 

What
do you do?



 

We examine the sorceress statue.





We approach
the warrior statue.



 

I sit on the throne itself.

















Th orcblood is to wake you after the moon has reached its
highest point, when you will take over for the second shift.  You both concede (and verbally agree) that,
due to her relative lack of combat training, Titania is in no position to take
either shift.


You position your bedroll near a patch of
moss, then shift a few pebbles around so they don’t poke into your joints and
back.  You climb in, reflecting upon your
dwarven friend from six years ago.  The
fleeting notion that you should recruit him while passing through Whitetail--as
it could be argued that he has a favor to return—passes through you, just
before all goes to black, and you fade into a deep sleep.


“Mister Bartleby!  Miss Titania!”


A rough hand grips your shoulder,
and shakes the grogginess out of you. 
You force open your eyes to find Galumnuk
gesturing in random directions, his eyes wild.


“A wizard confront
me during watch…” he explains.


You place a hand on his shoulder.  “Breathe,” you comfort, “and calm yourself.”  You channel some charm energy through your
fingertips, just to take the edge off for your friend’s anxiety.


Titania already stands awake, and peers
over the orcblood’s shoulder, scanning the wood.  “Where did he go?” she asks.  “What did this person look like?”


“Oh, I took him down.  You can see for self.”


This takes you aback.  You thought yourself to be more
observant.  “You’re not… panicked?”


“Am excited!” Galumnuk
shouts.  “He already say
he spill everything!”


You stand creakily and gesture for the orcblood to lead the way. 
The three of you climb over a small knoll and through a patch of weeds,
to where a bearded man in black and red robes slumps defeatedly over his
bindings.  Galumnuk
has tied the man to the broadside of a gigantic maple.


You dive right in: “Who are you?”


He speaks in barely audible tenor, “My
name is Wilburton.  I hail from the City
of Storms.”


Galumnuk frowns,
but Titania calmly raises a finger in caution. 
She double-checks the bonds on the wizard’s hands—they need to be free
to cast most spells—as she interrogates further, “Why do you disturb our rest,
Wilburton?”


“An agent of ours saw you from above, while
riding one of our trained gryphons.  I
was on my way to convene with the other Arcanites when
this agent informed me that you might be a threat to the organization’s plans,
so I confronted your watchman, to my deep regret.”  He sucks on his profusely bleeding lip, while
glaring at the orcblood with his one non-bruised eye.


“Should know better,” Galumnuk
mumbles.


You persist, “Tell us what you know about
a gate involving Thomerion.”


“The circumstances by which one can be
opened will come to pass very soon.  It
suffices to say that, if two pieces of a specific golden idol are reunited when
three distant planets are aligned correctly, Thomerion
can and will cross into this realm, to show humanity his true power.”


Titania’s eyes widen.  Your chest tightens and your brain floods
with trepidation.


Wilburton continues, “The Arcanites seek the idol pieces as we speak.  Further, I recognize this… brute in front of
me as a traitor to the cause.”


To this, the orcblood
turns his back, silent.


You spend several moments unsure of how to
handle this.  Arms crossed and deep in
thought, you almost don’t notice Titania concentrating intensely, while she
stares, unblinking, straight through to the back of the wizard’s eyes.


“Relax,” she coos.  The man obeys, although seemingly not from
his own will.  His eyes flutter in tune
to an unknown rhythm, and he starts to moan quietly.  You lean against a separate tree and watch in
amazement.  


“You shall listen to me very carefully,” she
instructs after another moment, “You shall return to your headquarters, and use
whatever power you may possess, with whatever tools you may choose to employ,
to destroy the entire compound.”


You laugh, such is your surprise at this
violent inclination, but quickly cover your mouth.


Despite appearances, the man nods slowly.


“We’re going to let you go now,” Titania
continues.


You clear your throat.  “Are you sure…about that, my dear?”


“Trust me.”  She keeps eye contact with the wizard when
saying this, but extends an open hand toward you.  Galumnuk scratches
his head, his gaze darting back and forth.


You hesitate, but soon find yourself
smiling.  


I
chose to dedicate my life to, with, and for this person, you
think as you drop your head humbly. 


Whatever
this is, she must know what she’s doing.


You reach back and grip Titania’s hand, in
silent approval.


She holds it for a long while, then breaks
her gaze, and steps around to the back of the maple.  There, she unties the wizard’s bonds.  As his feet hit ground again, his legs quaver
a little, and his head bobs and weaves, but soon, he shakes all over and blinks
many times.


“What happened?  Where am I?”


Then, he notices the three of you standing
around.  He gasps and erupts into a full
run through the woods, almost tripping on his robe in the process.  You watch as the wizard scales a hill, then
disappears among the foliage entirely.


You glare at Titania.  She glances back with an innocent look, and drags a toe within the dirt.  “What?” she coos.


“All this time,” you continue, “and I
never learned that you knew charm magic.”


“Oh, that wasn’t charm magic.”


Galumnuk
snickers.


“That was just straightforward hypnotism,”
Titania explains. “One of my mother’s unique skills.  She taught all four of the daughters in the
family.”


The orcblood
laughs out loud.  You hardly contain your
shock.


“We’re… going to have a talk about this,”
you state with fake calm, “Maybe later. 
If there’s a world left to have a talk in.”


You proceed with your original plan, and
make it to Noblehorn the next day, in time to speak
with the envoy.  But what you learn there
astonishes you:  word has already reached
the city that a mysterious fire, the setter of which no one has yet tracked
down, has set back the Arcanites’ plans
significantly.  You raise your chest in
confidence that the gate may never open, but with no cause to rally around, the
scheduled peace talks between Ambrosinia and Koraxon thereafter fail utterly.  In addition, due to some uncouth wording
employed by certain Koraxon representatives and failure
to observe proper meeting protocol, the international relationship sounds worse
off than when it started.


Within months, tariffs and other
socioeconomical barriers prove your suspicion correct.  You gain wind that orcblood
troops attempt to claim portions of the Bladepass
mountains for their own, even though the issue of gem mining therein had long
since been resolved.  With a heavy heart,
you pay your tax, serve your congregation, and live the best life you can for
years to come, constantly wondering why Titania couldn’t also have used her
powers on people not so conveniently
subdued as Wilburton.

















 

Go
back to the previous
choice,
or start
again.


















 

You conclude that
something went wrong.


“Now that the worst is over, perhaps I can
focus my energies where they will do the most good,” you say.


Titania rubs your shoulders, pressing a
little into the tendons.  “Now, now,” she
says, “Why blame yourself?  The gods are
at constant war with one another.  It’s
not all that surprising if they can’t focus very well on enlightening common
humans.”


You nod.


“But please,” Titania continues, “Do come
back to me if it starts to truly overwhelm you.”


“I shall.”


You shake out some tension, sit up
straight once more and plant your feet squarely on the floor.  You close your eyes.


Visions
of Thomerion imply that Fedwick
is indeed in trouble, you reflect in supplication, but can you tell me where he is?  What he’s doing?  How much time do we have?


This time, you feel your irises open to
accommodate rays of glinting light; they shine from a fuzzy image—it slowly
transitions into focus—of many piles of golden coins and other valuable items.  Upon one such pile, Fedwick
sleeps, unkempt but peaceful.  Then, the
area around the pile sharpens: the whole image is set in a massive, shadowy
cavern.


A
treasure hoard? 
Like that of a dragon?


Despite this divination’s clarity, your
head spins and your heart races.  The
problem is, dragons of many sorts exist, some benign and some not so.  By now, your body and spirit scream at you to
stop, but you fear that if you do, you won’t know which dragon is involved, or where
it could be found.  Finally, you
probably wouldn’t be able to divine this deeply again in the foreseeable
future.


















 

What
do you do?



 

I
continue divining.



 

I return to the ‘real world.’

















You glance toward
Titania, who shrugs helplessly.  The
surroundings offer few clues as to how to proceed, so you take a few slow steps
toward the sorceress statue.  Subtle
waves of grey dance underneath the magical sheen, as if gliding across the
stone itself.  No change occurs in the
statue’s countenance…


“Should we speak to it?” Titania
asks.  “What do we expect it to do?”  You approach closer, to where you can read a
plaque:



 

Here stands Demetria Argent, of the Council
of Royal Magi.



 

You frown, and
look closer at the statue’s features. 
Although the being’s figure could be called attractive, the face is
haggard and lined with deep cracks that look like they’d come from geological
stress or erosion.


“This doesn’t look like Argent,” you
comment, “and I should know.  A comrade
and I employed her help just outside…”


As you talk, you extend your arm and
casually lean in the direction of the statue, meaning to support your weight
via the marble base.  But in the process,
you brush against the stone representation of sandals or comparable footwear.


At your touch, the statue’s face turns.  It shrieks at blood-curdling pitch, surely
attracting the attention of anyone who has otherwise been ignoring this area.  You stumble, fall flat on your back, and
reach for Titania’s hand.


The two of you bolt toward the nearest
staircase, as red energy gathers at the tips of the now very animated
sorceress’s oversized hands.  Having
almost reached sanctuary, however, isn’t quite enough; a fireball soars toward
you and immolates your entire being.  You
would try to exit the castle and jump in the moat, but pain and the smell of
burning flesh soon overtake your consciousness, sending you to the divine void beyond.

















 

Go
back to the previous choice, or start
again.

















You feel baffled as to
what to do, so you suggest to Titania that you walk some more through the
streets of Sungaze.


“Perhaps divine inspiration will strike…”
you say, half-hearted.


You converse with a
number of locals:  a baker here, a
silversmith there.  Many merchants spout
the merits of their wares, but few of the townsfolk buy.  At one point, you help a friendly young girl
dig up worms with which to go fishing. 
She thanks you and gives you a dented copper piece, which you accept
with grace.  Although her generosity lifts
your heart in a superficial sense, you can’t help but hang your head a
bit.  Titania rubs your arm, and the
warmth of her hand comforts you as you continue forward, passing by an
alleyway…


“Psst…”


The noise came from nearby.  You scratch your head and glance about.


“Psst.  Over here.”


The voice rings hollow even as it whispers.  You squint to look deeper into the alley.  There, a red-skinned creature, about the size
of a cat, with pointy ears and a hooked nose peeks out at you from behind a
crate.  Its gaze darts about, scanning with
extreme caution, as if to help it stay tightly shrouded within the shadows.


An
imp?  In the human world?  Your protective instinct
kicks in, if only out of concern for the public.  You pull on Titania’s sleeve.  She looks in the direction you point, gasps
and covers her mouth.


You inch toward where the imp hides.


“I overheard…” it hisses as its large blue
eyes bore into you, “what you learned from the fortune-teller.  My name is Camnivoerus….”


“Why should we care what your name is?”
you interrupt.


The imp reels.  “So much for being friendly… Let me get
straight to the point.  I know of a way you
can get to the demon realm, via two parts of a golden idol.  When reunited and activated, they open a
two-way gate.”


You arch an eyebrow.  Titania blurts, “An associate of ours had
been having visions about a gate.”


“A convenient coincidence,” the imp
explains with a grin, “for I would be willing to tell you where these idol
parts are, although I cannot reach them myself. 
In exchange, that is, for a pledge on your part.”  The imp pauses and wrings his knuckles. 


“And… what must we pledge?”


“That you let me through the gate, for the
demon realm is my homeland, and I wish to return to my home.”


Titania cocks her head in confusion.   “How did you cross dimensions in the first
place?”


“Thomerion
himself cast a spell of banishment upon me for failing to follow his orders.”


Something resembling pity rises within
you, to your great astonishment.  I suppose all living beings deserve clemency,
you reflect, and this imp’s actions might
imply its intentions…


With a confirming glance at your love, to
which she offers a casual nod, you say to the imp, “Thus it shall be.”


“Very good,” it hisses, “The idol looks
like a monkey when assembled.  The top
half is currently found on a cluster of frozen isles far to the north of the Ambrosinian mainland. 
An abominable yeti of considerable strength guards it.  A band of nomads wandering the western desert
possesses the bottom half.  Meet me back
here when you are ready, and I can show you how to work the idol.”


















 

Which
part of the idol do you go after first?



 

We
explore the frozen isles.



 

We pursue the nomads.

















Something
intangible, perhaps the voice of the sun god itself, speaks to you about what
it took to get to this point, and encourages you to investigate the throne
itself.  You approach and rub some gold
flakes off a corner of its elaborate feet. 
The plush red seat and backing elicit respect for the association of
this hallowed space with multiple generations of royalty.


You glance toward Titania, who shrugs and
half-jokes, “Maybe you should add to its long line of prestige.”


After more hesitation, you step onto the
supporting dais and abruptly sit on the throne. 
As you grip the large ornate carvings built into the armrests, you feel magical
energy pulse from the chair, through you and out of the room entirely.  Awe floods your heart.


Silence.


Then, you think you hear a hissing sound
coming from a considerable distance away. 


You both say simultaneously, “The cannon!”


On top of it all, footsteps ring from the
halls, in hot pursuit.  You grab Titania
by the wrist and dash back up the stairs and toward the ramparts, where the
blue aura surrounding the loaded cannon has intensified.  The fuse has burned nearly to a nub.


Your love stares, first at the cannon,
then at you, and places a hand on your chest. “This is it.”


You pull her close and lock lips.  Passion shoots through your veins, and your
feet and head go light from pure ecstasy. 
You open your eyes again, just in time; with a soft pop, the cannon sends
the idol pieces soaring upward.  A jet of
purple sparks trails beautifully behind them. 
Within an instant, the pieces are only tiny specks, and soon disappear
altogether.  Pride will have to wait, though,
as you hightail it toward your gryphon and take off, just as dozens of robed
wizards emerge onto the castle roof and start flinging aerial spells in your
direction.


Back in Whitetail, you and Titania hide
out with Fedwick, volunteering your services in the
medical ward for several weeks, if only for personal safety.  Word soon comes back to you:  since the Arcanites
have nothing left to pursue, they have abandoned the castle, and many have
turned themselves in to the government. 
Others seek reform by visiting temples or finding legitimate employment.  Once, you think you even see the face of the
servant that caught you near the ramparts praying during one of Cristof’s services.


Feeling secure, you approach the man, sit
alongside him, introduce yourself and ask, “Think about it.  Thomerion
himself.  Would you really have brought
such chaos into the world, given a choice?”


The man thinks for a moment.  “Chaos. 
Law.  Good.  Evil,” he says.  “Why do these things exist, if not to
validate their struggles against each other?”

















 

You
have prevented the gate from being opened, and at minimal cost, the ultimate
victory!



 

Keep reading The Gate to Thomerion
for more alternate endings.

















“This
is getting out of hand,” Titania admits.


You nod in agreement.  Galumnuk grunts
loudly.  “And if the Arcanites
are actively trying to interfere with our progress,” you say, “dealing with
them seems to have taken top priority.”


The orcblood
says, “We turn south, then?”


















 

It’s
an adventurer’s prerogative to change one’s mind...

















You shout, “You
leave me no choice!”


You concentrate, and white energy courses
through your extended arm and into your talisman, then bursts forth, only to
sail wide to the right of the man by a yard. 
It instead strikes an oak, setting its bark and several branches afire.


“By the gods…” you mumble.


As further chance would have it, a
tremendous gust of wind carries the fire to adjacent trees and the path at your
feet, which, dry as they are due to recent weather, also immolate.


“Let’s try to put out what we can…” you
command.  You and Titania empty your
waterskins over the fires, using a minor spell to regenerate small amounts of
moisture once you run out, but it’s not nearly enough.  For every flaming patch of leaves or twigs
you extinguish, another takes its place.


You start to run back to where you came
from, only to stop short as a burning branch as thick as your body cracks from
a great height and falls across the ground, blocking you into the clearing.


“Do you suppose,” you ask as panic roars
within your spirit and you concede that the end is near, “that the god of fire
would care to intervene?”

















 

Go
back to the previous
choice,
or start
again.

















Upon further
reflection while returning to Whitetail, you realize that while the imp agreed
to meet back up with you in the alley where you discovered it, the idol parts
are quite easy to reunite; obvious grooves around the perimeter of each would
indicate how they screw together to even the most challenged of small children.


“Titania,” you posit, “We don’t need the
imp in order to handle the idol.  We
could just leave him behind.”


Titania nods and adopts a matter-of-fact
look.  “Bartleby, my dear,” she counters,
“You have always been a man of your word. 
What happens here depends on how comfortable you are with breaking your
word.  Plain and simple.”


“Nevertheless,” you ponder as you flip the
idol’s top from hand to hand, “Maybe there’s more to this than meets the eye.”

















 

What
do you do?



 

We meet up with the imp for further
guidance and to keep my promise.



 

We continue with our current plan to
destroy the idol.

















The three of you
break into a full sprint, but thick foliage slows you down. In contrast, the
wizard seems to float above the ground, evidently being helped by magic.  Despite Galumnuk’s
large stride, the suspected Arcanite pulls nearly out
of sight.  Suddenly, Titania trips on a
thorny vine and yelps as she falls to the ground.  You keep up the chase.  The orcblood
hurdles a large log and closes into a clearing, only to find the wizard
mounting a gryphon therein.  The pair
take off with a squawk, and barely avoid Galumnuk’s
outstretched grip.  


“Curse you!” the orcblood
shouts.


You catch up, out of breath and sweating
intensely, and lay a hand on Galumnuk’s arm.  “It’s no use…”


You return to Titania, who weeps in
pain.  You embrace her and recite a
healing incantation while holding your hands over her badly scraped leg.  Relieved, she smiles, and strokes your cheek
in gratitude.


“I find something…” Galumnuk
says as he emerges from the clearing, “Wizard must have dropped it.”


The orcblood
shows you a piece of parchment, tied with twine in the style of a magical
scroll.  You take it, open it and read:



 

The
planets are set to align.  Our scouts
will 


retrieve
the idol.  Reconvene at headquarters.


  


“Planets? 
An idol?” you say, as you scratch your head.


“They sound necessary to open the gate…”
Titania theorizes.


“More important,” Galumnuk
says, “If everyone gathering, maybe we should rethink our plan, go to Arcanite place after all.”


















 

What
do you do?



 

We change our minds,
and pursue the Arcanites.



 

We continue to Noblehorn.

















“Me?”  Matthias points at himself.


“Maybe your ‘talent’ has to do with the
stone, and working with your hands,” Titania purports.


“I’m a stablemaster, not a sculptor.”


“Try it anyway,” you say.


Matthias sighs, pulls his shoulders back
and cracks his neck, before stepping through the archway.  A few feet in, he stops and glances around.  You and Titania observe from outside.


“So far, so good.”


The stablemaster proceeds to the chamber’s
rear, and slowly runs a hand across the statue’s stone.  He adjusts his spectacles and peers above,
below and to the side of every detail. 
Standing tall, he grips the shield on the back of the dwarf and pushes
hard.  Nothing happens.


Matthias backs away from the statue for a
moment, then searches the floor.  He
picks up a stone, approaches the statue again, rears back and strikes it in the
leg.  A dull thud echoes through the
tunnel and into the chamber, as small shards of limestone fly from the point of
impact.


You and Titania glare at Matthias.  He notices and blushes.


“I figured it might come loose, or
something…”


“Not quite,” you say politely, “But look.”


With gritted teeth and deep furrows in its
brows, the face of the dwarf statue now looks even more pained, almost in agony.


Titania asks, “Is there something living
stuck in there?”


“I’m looking into the gash,” Matthias
says, “but there’s no blood or flesh, or anything like that inside.  Just more stone.”

















 

Who
will try the statue tunnel next, if he or she hasn’t already?



 

Titania.



 

Myself.

















So
much for my calling as a mediator, you ponder, given that conflicts like these sometimes end
up for the greater good.


“We might as well take them on,” you tell
the others, “And it helps that they don’t look amazingly strong.”


Titania and Galumnuk
nod in agreement and listen to your plan as you point toward the far corners of
the valley.  As it’s getting late, the
cliff shadows allow them to sneak around to opposite sides of the compound, to surround
the guards and hopefully split their attention.


These fighters don’t appear skilled enough
to conjure an arcane fireblast that would take you
all out at once, but doubt and insecurity creep into
you anyway as your companions take their positions.  A band of sweat accumulates above your eyes,
despite relatively cool weather. 
Glancing down at your palms, you grip your sun talisman, then flip it a
couple times.


You initiate a silent count…. One, two….
Three!


Upon your signal, all of you charge the
compound.  The guards’ eyes widen, then they
jump into action, gathering magical energies around their fists.  One unleashes a purple bolt in the orcblood’s direction, but the brute ducks just in time,
using his momentum to tackle the guard about the waist.  Easily pinning the guard to the ground, Galumnuk socks him in the jaw, knocking him out cold.


Titania helps you outnumber the other
guard, who has drawn a gnarled wand.  Her
slashes deflect off something invisible; the opponent’s concentration keeps a
magical shield in place, so you wheel around to his backside and attempt to headlock
the man.  He elbows you hard in the gut,
and you reel backward, trying to take in oxygen.


Your lover sees the opening and sinks her
dagger into the man’s thigh; he screams, falls and raises his hand in
submission.


“Let’s finish this quickly,” you command as
you gag the guard with a length of cloth, yet also cast a quick healing cantrip
on his wound.  Together, you remove both
guards’ robes and tie the men securely with spare rope from your packs.


You hear footfalls and manic scuffling
from within the compound.  The guard’s
scream appears to have alerted the others.


“Put them in there, quickly!” you tell Galumnuk, as you indicate a wide but shallow pit nearby.  They shouldn’t be able to escape or climb
out, you think, yet shouldn’t be hurt further by the fall to the bottom.


With a heave and lots of grunting, the orcblood dumps the men therein just in time, then jumps in
himself as you and Titania stand in the guards’ post positions and pull their
hoods tightly over your brows.  Seconds
later, two female wizards plus four males, most of whom look as easy to
overcome as the guards, burst out of the compound’s front door and start
scanning the area.  The only remotely
intimidating one, a gnome with a bulbous head and shifty eyes, sees you and croaks,
“What’s going on out here?”


“Nothing at all out of the ordinary,”
Titania blurts, her voice authoritative but warbling, “Just taking over watch.”


The gnome approaches her, a strange limp forcing
his gait askew, and stops a half-foot from her face.  He reaches forward, and touches her on the arm,
brushing her delicate skin… slowly… with a pasty white finger.  The perception that he might see right into
her very core makes the hairs on your neck stand.


“I don’t recall posting you out here,” he
says, letting the tension hang for several moments, “as a matter of fact, are
you new?  I don’t remember names, but I
thought I knew every face…”


The gnome arches an eyebrow higher than
you thought one could go upon a face. 
Titania locks her jaw, stands her ground, and says nothing.


“Pah!” the gnome
spits.  “It matters little.  Follow me. 
There is more important business to attend to inside.”


You and Titania exchange glances, wary of
the disconnection from the orcblood.  Yet, if he were to make himself known by
climbing out of the pit…


You fold your hands obediently and
indicate that you will follow.  Titania
stays close to you as you let the others reconvene and approach the main doors.  You purposely straggle behind, to get what
you came here for.


But, you ponder as you
enter a dark hallway lined with carved gargoyle statues, what now?  Do we try to
interrogate someone high-ranking?  Something
else altogether?  How long can we pretend
to be part of all this before getting caught?


As you pass a narrow offshoot, you see that
within it stands a vibrant golden door, upon which runes and multiple
mysterious patterns depict plant life, heavenly bodies and geometric angles.  You feel yourself drawn toward it, and beckon
toward Titania.


“What are you dallying near the temple
for?” asks a nearby wizard.  The others press
onward, and wait for the elf to unlock a different
door further down the hall.  “You know
it’s locked up, at least until the planets align and the gate can be opened.”


Planets?


You clear your throat, trying not to look
amazed at what you just heard.  “Yes,”
you grunt, “Of course…”


The man turns and rejoins the others,
leaving you alone.


You exchange glances with Titania, who
nods, but frowns in trepidation.

















 

If
earlier in the story you picked up a certain teleportation device and you wish
to try using it here, pull it out of your vestment pocket.



 

Otherwise,
rejoin
the other wizards.

















“You’re a
compassionate soul,” Titania notes, “maybe these goblins could use your
guidance.”


“I’m not sure what to say,” you counter,
scratching your chin in thought.  “But
I’ll try.”


You step into the chamber and immediately
your feet and legs feel like they’re drowning among the creatures.  While they dart about in random directions,
they look at each other, the blocks or the ground instead of at you.


You kneel and tap one on the shoulder.


“You know,” you say gently, “this reminds
me of growing up, and of some of the toys we children’d
play with…”


It turns a block over and over in its
hand, feeling its texture with a leathery finger, and glances back and forth
between it and you.


You turn back toward your companions.  “I’m not sure it understands at all.”


“Keep trying.”


While you scan the goblins, a commonality
jumps out at you.  They’re all quite
young, with one exception:  the tallest
has some level of authority over the others, and you’re quite sure it’s a male.


The
father.  And yet, it’s not really helping
matters.


“Where is your mother?” you ask, even as
you realize they won’t answer.


“Intriguing…” Titania remarks.

















 

Who
will try the middle chamber next, if she hasn’t already?



 

Darlayne.



 

Titania.

















“You little guys
need a leader, don’t you?”


Titania’s gentle tone calms the creatures,
as their chittering halts for the moment.


“They’re looking up at me like they don’t
understand the language,” she says. 
“Which wouldn’t surprise me…”


She pantomimes and points, to express what
she wants them to do.  For several
minutes, you watch the clacking of blocks, interspersed with an occasional
joyous yelp.  One goblin snarls, then hisses at another, but Titania replies with a
firm “No!”  She has handled the conflict
with her usual grace and authority.


You smirk, waiting dreamily.


I
love that woman.


“The last piece is ready,” Titania
says.  “Here goes.”  She directs the tallest goblin to place it,
finishing the puzzle.


A flash of light emerges from the
hole.  The goblins scatter into the main
chamber, whoop and holler and high-five each other, then skitter onward and
into the outside world, via the way you came. 



Looking at the square above the middle
archway, you note that it now glows with a soft white light.

















 

If
all three tunnels are lit, proceed deeper into the labyrinth.



 

Otherwise,
return
to the main chamber and
pick an unexplored option.

















You
feel a force tug at your heart.  Never in
your professional or spiritual life has your faith been challenged to this
degree.  On the surface, you’ve always
thought your trust went deeper than to doubt your deity’s intentions, yet there
it lay, at the front of your mind:  Who
is she to ask you to fly blind?


You close your eyes and bow your
head.  Digging far within your resolve,
you remind yourself that the safety and peace of the world itself is as
stake.  Even if I die today, you ponder, my soul shall rest knowing that I have fulfilled my purpose.


You glance over your shoulder at the
golden door, in the direction where you assume Titania still stands.  Her beauty, both internal—a sharp mind and remarkable
leadership skills—and external—you’ve always liked redheads—strike you right
now as profound.  The effort you made to
hide your relationship from your church tightens your chest as you reflect—the
times you wanted to hold her hand but held back, a white lie here or there to
your superiors… it strikes you as odd that these never came back to haunt you
in any way…


“May you impose your will upon me,” you
whisper.  “I agree to the sacrifice you
desire.”


Instantly, a vision comes upon you.  In it, a hand taps upon three planets, one at
a time, edging them ever so slightly forward within their orbits around their
respective suns, and now, it is finished. 
The required worlds are out of alignment, and
won’t align again within any mortal being’s lifetime.


You stand and activate the cube
again.  On the other side of the door, you
notice a flame-haired female stranger standing nearby.  Upon noticing you, she brandishes a
dagger.  “Who are you?” she asks.


















 

You
lost Titania, but have prevented the gate from
opening!



 

Is
there more to the story?



 

Read through the Gate to Thomerion again
to find out.

















You
decide that the risk of civil unrest, not to mention personal consequences, is
too great, and sit within the meeting room without a word.  As you are at the end of an aisle and people
are running out of space, Titania leans against a nearby wall.  Soon, the envoy, a portly woman wearing all
white, enters and directs two bodyguards to stand at attention near the
corners.  Her voice rings
authoritatively, but in terms of subject matter, her opening speech rambles,
sometimes touching on the Arcanites but never specifying
why they’re a threat.  Soon, others
within the room glance at each other in confusion, seemingly not knowing how to
best conduct the meeting or to choose with which topic by which to begin
negotiations.


Koraxon
representatives, each with polished fangs and neatly kept locks, take turns
presenting arguments and concerns, after which an open discussion phase
ensues.  While disagreements are clearly
on the table, and it’s soon clear that neither side wants to budge when it
comes to certain terms, it’s all rather overtly civil; for a race that relishes
brutal warfare for no logical reason, these orcbloods
so far display remarkable restraint.  


So much so, in fact, that by the time the
first three hours have elapsed, you wish that another brawl would occur, just
to mix things up.  You lay your head
groggily in your hands, and press your fingers into your brow, wringing out
tension and utter boredom.  At one point,
it all becomes too much.  You open your
mouth and start to raise your hand, but Duke Mudd utters a sharp, curt “uh…”
and shoots you an intense stare.  You
purse your lips and fall back in line.


Titania whispers to you, “Maybe it would
be best if we spoke to the envoy in a more private setting…”


You grumble back, “And how will we
accomplish that?"


Galumnuk
raises his hand.  The diplomats concede
the floor.


“What you know about a mystical gate?”


The committee members exchange confused
glances.  One particularly ancient orcblood makes a half-hearted joke about the gate to his
sheep pasture, and how it creaks so loudly in the wind that the sheep never
sleep.


You roll your eyes and cross your arms.  Peace between nations, you want to shout,
could soon be a moot point.


Meanwhile, far away, in remote corners of Ambrosinia and even off the mainland, evil-minded spies and
scouts seek out the physical means by which to open the gate in question.  You’ve been running about from place to place
for such a span now that their escorting Thomerion
and his cadre of destructive minions into the mortal realm has become
inevitable.  As it appears these
negotiations could stretch on forever, wouldn’t it be worth a little
aggravation or even a little time in prison if it meant saving the world?

















 

Go
back to the previous choice, or start
again.

















After
scanning to make sure no one’s watching, you duck into the offshoot, then
slowly pull out the teleportation cube Galumnuk gave
you.  As time passes, the other wizards
file out of sight, evidently having forgotten you.


“If we both hold this,” you state, “I
surmise that we can both go to the other side of this door.”


But upon your concentrating, it does
nothing but glow.  You focus some more,
trying to ‘tell’ it what to do, and after a minute, two of its six sides start
to glow more brightly than the other four. 
One glows with a yellow light. 
The opposite side glows red.


You notice that either can be pressed into
the device’s core.


















 

Which
button do you push?



 

I
activate the yellow side.



 

I activate the red side.

















You pause to
ponder the circumstances, but soon remind yourself that the world is counting
on you to keep the idol out of the wrong hands.


“Let’s keep moving,” you decide.


Titania does so, even as she glances over
her shoulder with a look of concern. 
“Are you sure they’ll be okay?” Titania asks.


“No,” you admit, “but even when blessed
with talents and abilities as we have been, sometimes, it’s best to put others’
fates in the hands of the universe.”


The sounds of battle escalate at first, then
fade, as you put more and more distance between yourselves and the encampment.  Finally, you reach temperate land once more.


















 

If
you have both halves of the idol, proceed
with your plans.



 

If
you still need the other half of the idol, prepare to visit the frozen isles.

















The sun drops further and further within
the sky as you rehearse, and you feel like taking a chance:  despite how you feel slow on the uptake, and Titania
continually reminds you that the verbal reaction is more important than the
physical, you eventually agree that you’ll execute the punch lines, while she
will set up the jokes.


“I’ve gotta make
sure you’re listenin’ to me, ya
see…” she says, “Who’s on first watch.”


“Yes,” you reply.


Titania smacks your chest with an open
palm.  “Quit being silly!  Say what we decided to say in the first
place.”


“I’m trying…”


The contest will be held in a private
tavern chamber near the Whitetail River, so you decide to trek in that
direction a little early, and find that only about
half the seats are occupied.  Some
attendees stand or lean against random barrels, and most engage in idle chat,
while families of all races, including tiny children, slowly file in through
the doors.  You register with an emcee,
and realize that your act has no name, so you just tell them to write down
“B.L.T.”


Your love glares at you.  “We sound like a sandwich.”


You shrug. 
“I thought the ‘L’ could stand for ‘loves.’  You can fill in the rest.”


She squeezes your hand, smirks and pecks
you on the cheek, just before you sit.


Despite their status as your competitors,
the first few acts--first an elven mime trio, followed by an adorable young
political impressionist--make you laugh so hard your sides hurt.


We’ll
need to be on top of our game, you reflect, your chest
heavy.


Then, the coordinator announces your
act.  You and Titania bound on stage,
nervous energy spilling from your every pore.


The audience laughs mildly at your first
few deliveries, and at first seems to be ‘getting it.’  But soon, you find yourself rushing, and at times
speak over your scene partner, only to awkwardly apologize and restart.  Over time you completely lose the routine’s
intended rhythm, and have also lost the audience’s
interest.  They applaud politely once you
have finished, but by then it couldn’t be clearer that your performance was
inferior.

















They wouldn’t know a joke if it bit
them in the butt…

















“Frankly,”
you assert, “I’ve had enough of you.”


Mudd’s jaw drops even lower than it did
the first time.  You file into the
meeting room but remain standing.  The
moment the envoy—a portly human woman whom others reverently clear space for—enters,
you step in front of her, and blurt, “Madam, we need your help.  I speak of a matter of national security and
safety.”


A pair of bodyguards flanking the envoy swiftly
draw daggers, their muscles pulsing. 
She, however, extends a hand in supplication.  “Hold your action…”


The envoy scans you up and down, at first
arching an eyebrow in suspicion, but her demeanor soon softens.  She touches the edge of your vestments, then
grips your hand in hers, and asks, “First, what is your name, young cleric?”


The words spill out almost too fast for
you to pronounce.  “My name is Bartleby,
servant of the church of the sun.”


“What is on your mind, Bartleby?”  The kindness in her tone is almost too much
for your heart to bear.  A tear of relief
wells within your eye.


Titania and Galumnuk
exchange glances, then look back at you.


“Madam, you are aware of the Arcanites, correct? 
A secret society of wizards.”


She nods, listening.


“We understand that they have something to
do with a gate.  A gate that could allow Thomerion himself to enter this realm.”


A moment of silence passes.  Then, of all things, the envoy giggles
weakly.  Then, strongly.  The laughter spreads among others in the
room, until the three of you are the only ones not practically rolling on the
floor.


You frown so hard that the muscles in your
forehead cramp.


Recovering her composure, the envoy pats
your chest playfully and says, “No one is capable of such things.  The Arcanites may stir
trouble for other, more worldly reasons, but the peace treaty will be
negotiated today primarily because our neighboring nations are sick of seeing
our peoples suffer.  Trade will soon
resume at full volume, travelers will have an easier
go of crossing the border.  Are these
things not important to you, too?”


Reeling, you stammer, “Well, yes, I…”


“Good,” she interrupts.  “Then, if you have said your peace, you
should leave.”


You stomp your foot like a small
child.  “Do not dismiss me!”


Titania lays a hand on your arm, and
placates, “You heard what she said.  We
need to find some other plan of action.”


The envoy has already turned away and is
in the process of taking her seat, when you forcefully grab both of her
shoulders in an attempt to whirl her about.  This time, however, the bodyguards spring
into action; one punches you in the gut and air painfully whooshes out of your
lungs.  The other throws you over his
shoulder like a limp sack of potatoes.


“Put him in a holding cell,” Mudd orders
as the orcbloods carry you away.  Too stunned to struggle, you look up just
long enough to see a smug smirk cross the duke’s face as you pass.  “Now, where were we?”

















 

Go
back to the previous choice, or start
again.

















Feeling your lover’s
touch on your knuckles as you grip the tiny cube, you feel called toward
pressing the red side, and think of it as a symbol of your inner fire—the drive
toward solving quandaries like Thomerion’s gate.


As let that flame build within, you slowly
cock your thumb below the bottom edge, then depress the red button.


Click.


With your next breath, your throat cracks
and your lungs fill with heat.  Scathing
wind burns your cheeks.  You look about.  You are nowhere near where you started; ahead
of you sprawl leagues upon leagues of parched maroon soil.  Nary a tree grows here; instead a black mountain
range looms long and deep.  Squinting to protect
your eyes from sand and dust, you spot a small river of lava, within which
slender red-skinned creatures with horns and claws bathe, as if enjoying a
relaxing natural spring.


Imps…
That confounded thing transported me to the demon realm!


On top of it all, Titania is nowhere to be
found.  Temptation to call out rises
within, but so does concern that you would be noticed and torn apart, eaten or
burned alive.


As fear and confusion grow, quickening
your pulse and your breathing, you glance down at the cube you hold.  The two sides that appeared so special before
now no longer glow.  The item appears as
nothing more than a trinket.  You push
the buttons on both sides, and even try to channel energy into it—to “wake it
up?”—but nothing happens.


It appears you have no way out.  Rather than cry or bemoan your situation, you
sit on a boulder, curl your knees into your chin and pray to your sun deity,
both for the strength to survive here as long as possible, and so that someone
back home can figure out a way to get you back.

















 

Go
back to the previous choice, or start
again.

















You
scowl at your lover.


“While I don’t discount your concerns, if
the temple’s archives contained anything on the topic, I’m sure I would have
seen it long ago.”


You puff out your chest and turn on your
heel, only to feel a hand on your arm.


“Now, wait just a minute!”


You glance over your shoulder.


“I think you do discount my concerns,
whether you mean to or not.  And lest you
forget, we speak of the god whose servants threatened to conquer Ambrosinia itself.”


She is right.  You purse your lips, but
hang your head and turn toward her.


She coos, “And part of my concern was,
after all, to see you.”


You pause.


“My apologies.”


Titania strokes your cheek, and
smirks.  “I forgive you.  You now know what I want, but I’m willing to bargain,”
she says playfully as she crosses her arms. 
“What can you give or do for me if we consult Katalina?”


This comes at you out of nowhere, but it’s
not like you don’t know her.  You glance
at a necklace she wears; it’s of peridot, but she’d been asking for something a
little more valuable.  On the other hand,
one of the best ways in which you’ve been taught to love others is via shared
experiences.

















 

What
do you offer?



 

I pledge to buy her the sapphire ring
I saw when we were last at the jeweler’s shop.



 

I
promise to take her to the upcoming Springtime Festival.


















 

 “You make a good point,” you tell Titania, “and, I was
taught since I was very young to be true to my word.  Even to the bitter end.”


You guide her around several street
corners, eventually backtracking once, then twice, having not really paid much
attention as to how you reached the alley in the first place.  Titania pulls you aside and teases, “Do you
expect the imp to just mysteriously find us, and go ‘pssst’
to get our attention again?”


“Pssst…”


You jump nearly out of your vestments, and
glance about.  There he is, in the same
crate within a similarly long shadow.


You close the distance, squint and cross
your arms.  You say to it as the imp as
it peeks out from its hiding place, “Have you been
there this entire time?  How do you eat,
or even survive?”


“I have my ways,” it replies.


Titania arches an eyebrow.


“Do you have the idol?”


You pause before reporting your
progress.  Upon hearing it, the creature
leaps forward in excitement, its mitts scrabbling wildly toward you.  “Give it to me!  Give it to me!”  he shrieks.


“Not so fast,” you warn, “Tell us what
this is all about first.”


“I will do better than that.  I will show you,” it counters, breathing
hard, “if… you hand both parts to me.”


You sigh, your spirit heavy.


My
instinct and my heart, warring with one another over what is best…


You remove your pack, retrieve the idol
and gingerly hand it over.  The imp
instantly throws its head back, and cackles madly.


“Fools!”


With an audible heave, it conjoins the two
parts and forcibly twists them so that they lock hard in the middle.  “Malevola!” it
shouts, as if reciting a magical keyword.


A dot of purple, sparking energy appears
at about waist-level next to you, and within seconds expands into a circle,
until you can clearly see into another dimension beyond it.  Within, a black-robed skeleton with a dagger
piercing its skull at a forty-five-degree angle approaches the portal from the
other side.  Your pulse quickens and fear
floods you, yet you stand paralyzed, strangely enraptured by the most evil sight conceivable to mankind.


Thomerion himself!


“Close this!”  Titania shouts.  “Now!”


The imp only cackles more.  It was under the employ of its demonic master
the entire time.


With little to do to help the situation,
you regain control of your muscles and bolt through the streets in panic.  Over your shoulder, you see the god of
destruction, eight feet tall in its ghastly mortal incarnation, traipse
casually through the portal and into the alley, setting alight everything it
touches.  Children and mothers in the
streets scream at the top of their lungs, fleeing the chaos as hundreds of
smaller demon henchmen pour forth behind Thomerion,
tearing living beings and non-living objects alike apart with their bare claws.


As word spreads, the nation’s most
powerful magicians and militiamen unite to fight, but their efforts have little
effect; their spear points warp and their concentrations wane when anyone comes
within yards of the growing threat. 
Hiding within the woods for as long as possible, you lose your faith in
your sun god completely, for if there were ever an opportunity for divine
intervention, this would be it.  Within
three days, the capital is utterly obliterated. 
Warehouses, stables and entire castles alike are torn to the ground, and
charred bodies send methane and an awful stench into every inch of the
atmosphere.  Soon thereafter, the
entirety of Ambrosinia burns, never again to support mortal
life or a single semblance of good intention.
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As it would be too
risky to continue, you sever the mental link between yourself and the great
beyond.  Slowly, your breathing and pulse
return to their normal paces, and you open your eyes knowing that you achieved
all that you could have.


You shared what you saw with Titania, then
hear an urgent, hard knock on the door.  You
arch an eyebrow even as you stand and open it. 
On the other side stands Duke Mudd.


“I thought I’d find you here,” he
grumbles.


You frown. 
“Why do you disturb me within my own home?  This is unusual, even considering your authority.”


“You are again summoned to negotiative duty, this time nearby the City of Storms.  As it turns out, I released you too early.”


You and Titania exchange glances.


Mudd’s tone remains even.  “Did you… attend to that other matter?”


You stand tall, and nod.  “My liege, do you know anything about a portal,
or gate?  Involving Thomerion?”


“Thomerion?  Who is he or she, or what is it?”


This takes you aback.  A pause ensues.


Titania asks, “You sincerely do not
know?  Thomerion
is the god of destruction, a thoroughly evil being encased within the demon
realm for nearly destroying the universe near the beginnings of time.”


Mudd shakes his head.  “I am a lifelong atheist.”


At your shocked reaction, he continues, “Why
would someone with that point of view appoint a priest as a mediator, when
plenty of secular options exist, you may ask? 
Because, Bartleby… your reputation as a complete and stable person, a
compassionate and caring soul, independent of anything else, entirely preceded
you.”


He does not smile, but clears his throat,
and looks aside.


That’s
the closest thing to a compliment you’ve given me in all these years of
service…


“Now, come…”


Titania interjects, “Wait,” and pulls you
aside.  Her glare at you says it all.


You glance between the two, but soon
assert, “My liege, the note turned out to be a matter of great personal
importance.  I shall return to my duties,
but only under one condition.”


Mudd folds his hands behind his back and
grumbles, “Which is?”


“If you please, send troops to investigate
treasure hoards throughout the kingdom.”


You explain that your godfather had been
having visions, and subsequently disappeared as a result of your dallying.  While Mudd expresses regrets at holding you
back, he also laughs at your hope of committing entire armies to encounter
possible dragons.


“It would be…” he muses, “an ‘all for one’
type of excursion.  Who commits that kind
of egregious waste nowadays?”


Titania frowns.  You cross your arms.


“On the other hand,” Mudd continues, “this
is a perfect opportunity for our newly trained spies.  I shall send one to each of the four caverns
of which my superiors are aware.  If a
spy finds your godfather”—here, Mudd adopts a sneaky, dark tone—"he or she
shall traverse the shadows and bring him back to town, without so much as being
seen or heard!”


He reassuringly pats you on the arm.  You smile, and extend a hand, which Mudd
shakes, sealing the deal.


Within days of returning to work, however,
you and Mudd discover that your faith was misplaced; a corpse marred by severe
burns and gigantic claw marks mysteriously appears near the city gates.  Mudd’s associates identify it as one of the
spies.  The other three appear to have
similarly roused the dragons’ ire, for while they return safely to their
superior, soon afterward a triad of winged creatures, one black, one red and
one a deep, marbled blue, circle above the city and begin to descend.  Whether their newfound alliance lays waste to
human civilization has now become only a matter of time.

















 

Go
back to the previous
choice,
or start
again.

















You glance toward
Titania, who scratches her head and scans the room over and over.  With little time to act and even less in
which to think before someone finds you, you wave her toward where you stand,
by the knight statue.


“Perhaps this has the most to do with a
magical cannon,” you theorize, “since most knights have dealt with one a time
or two.”


Titania counters, “That seems like a stretch.”


“Do you have a better proposition?”


She shakes her head.  As you approach the structure, a mild humming
sound comes from somewhere within or behind it. 
It reminds you of the magical reverberations of smaller objects like
wands.  Titania rushes to where, just in
front of the bulk of the statue, it looks as if she would be directly within
its locked gaze.  Its eyes droop
somewhat, but overall, the countenance oozes a steely confidence.


“Sir knight,” Titania squeaks, “If you can
hear us, see us… help us in any way…. what do you know about the gate to Thomerion?”


The instant your love utters the name of
the god of destruction, the statue starts to move.  It breaks away from its base with a mighty
grunt, as splinters of granite shower down from surrounding supports.


“You must die,” it rumbles.  The words send shockwaves through the castle
walls, and more stone falls around your feet. 



Each of you bolts toward a different exit.  The knight turns its head back and forth,
then decides to pursue Titania.  You keep
running and make it underneath an archway, just in time to hear her
scream.  A tremendous stomp coincides
with the crunching of dozens of bones. 
The knight has smashed the only person that ever mattered to you more
than life itself, as easily as if she were nothing more than a pesky bug.    


Even
if I make it out of here, you realize as tears fill your eyes
and despair floods your heart, what would
be the point?
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The instant you
step through the archway, a faint wave of energy washes over you, as if
whispering that you’re supposed to be here. 
You think the statue’s gaze shifts; specifically, it looks straight at
the sun talisman hanging around your neck. 
You reel in surprise.  The dwarf’s
face relaxes a bit, and appears more hopeful.


“Let our talents shine, eh?” you muse as
you approach the statue.  “For one, it
looks like you took a bad blow at some time or another.”  You gently place a hand upon its arm.  The limestone’s chipped, aged texture nearly
scratches your fingers, but at the same time feels cool and comforting.


You pause. 
It all makes more sense now.


“Let’s see what we can do for that wound,”
you say, “although I can’t guarantee that my magic works on stone.”


You position your palm an inch above the
damaged section of arm and grip your talisman with your other hand.  You close your eyes and chant an ancient
prayer.  White light starts to channel
itself from the talisman and into the statue. 
You repeat the prayer once, and then a second time.  The limestone slowly molds itself into a new
shape, of what surely would be smooth muscle and sinewy scar tissue.


The statue smiles,
stands straight as a pole and salutes you.


“Thank you, good sir,” it rumbles.


After leaving the tunnel, you note that
the square above the leftmost archway now glows with a soft white light.


“Nice,” Matthias marvels.
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