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The Ballad of the North

Winter stands o’er the land
And in her hand, the embers of a life
Taken from him, the named in honour fell
We speak it now,
We sing to her again.



Of steel and bone, and stolen fires bright
Of tresses gold and halls of silver light.
Lay him down, in ice and peak of stone
Till horns sound deep and vengeance brings him home.



Winter blows o’er the land
And in her eye, the fury of his pain
Taken from him, the named in honour fell
We speak it now,
We sing to her again.
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Welcome to DestinyQuest!

‘A new king will come with death for a crown. Cold will be his heart.
Cold will be his revenge.’

Blood of Barahar

Unlike ordinary storybooks, DestinyQuest puts you in charge of the action. As you guide your hero through this epic adventure, you will be choosing the dangers that they face, the monsters that they fight and the treasures that they find. Every decision that you make will have an impact on the story and, ultimately, the fate of your hero.

Your choices, your hero

With hundreds of special items to discover in the game, you can completely customise your hero. You can choose their weapons, their armour, their special abilities – even the boots on their feet and the cloak on their back! No two heroes will ever be alike, which means your hero will always be unique to you. And even better, you can take your hero into battle against your friends’ heroes too!

Limitless possibilities, endless adventure

You can play through DestinyQuest multiple times and never have the same adventure twice. With so many options and paths to choose from, the monsters that you encounter, the people that you meet and the loot that you find will be different each time you play. There are numerous hidden secrets to discover, bonus items to collect and unique special abilities to unlock – in fact, every turn of the page could reveal something new for you and your hero.

Discover your destiny . . .

The next few pages will take you through the rules of the game, outlining the hero creation process and the combat and quest system.

Don’t worry, it won’t take long – and then your DestinyQuest adventure can begin!

The hero sheet

Let’s start with one of the most important things in the game – your hero sheet. This is a visual record of your hero’s abilities and equipment. You will be constantly updating this sheet throughout the game, as you train new abilities and find better armour and weapons for your hero. (Note: The hero sheet is also available as a free download from www.destiny-quest.com.)

Attributes

Every hero has five key attributes that determine their strengths and weaknesses. These are speed, brawn, magic, armour and health. The goal of DestinyQuest is to advance your hero from an inexperienced novice into a powerful champion – someone who can stand up to the biggest and baddest of foes and triumph!

To achieve this, you will need to complete the many quests throughout the lands of Valeron. These quests will reward you with new skills and equipment, such as weapons and armour. These will boost your hero’s attributes and give you a better chance of survival when taking on tougher enemies.

 

The five attributes are:
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	Brawn: As its name suggests, this score represents your hero’s strength and muscle power. A hero with high brawn will be able to hit harder in combat, striking through their opponent’s armour and dealing fatal blows.
    Brawn is the main attribute of the warrior.
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	Magic: By mastering the arcane schools of fire, lightning, frost and shadow, a hero can command devastating spells and summon fiendish monsters. Heroes that choose this path should seek out the staffs, wands and arcane charms that will boost their magic score, granting them even deadlier powers to smite their foes.
    Magic is the main attribute of the mage.



	 



	[image: Images]
	  
	Speed: The higher a hero’s speed score, the more likely they are to score a hit against their opponent. A hero who puts points into speed can easily bring down stronger enemies thanks to their lightning-fast reflexes.
    Speed is the main attribute of the rogue.
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	Armour: Whenever a hero is hit in combat, by weapons or spells, they take damage. Wearing armour can help your hero to survive longer by absorbing some of this damage. Warriors will always have a high armour score, thanks to the heavy armour and shields that they can equip. Rogues and mages will typically have lower scores, relying instead on their powerful attacks to win the day.
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	Health: This is your hero’s most important attribute as it represents their life force. When health reaches zero, your hero is dead – so, it goes without saying that you should keep a very close eye on it! Armour and equipment can raise your hero’s health score – and there are also potions and abilities to be discovered, to help your hero replenish their health during combat.




Starting attributes

Every hero begins their adventures with a zero score for brawn, magic, speed and armour. These attributes will be boosted throughout the course of your adventures. All starting heroes begin with 30 health.

Equipment boxes

The hero sheet displays a number of important boxes. These boxes each represent a location on your hero where they can equip an item. Whenever your hero comes across a new item in the game, you will be told which box or boxes on the sheet you can place it in. You can only have one item equipped in each box.

Backpack

Your hero also has a backpack that can hold five single items. On your travels you will come across many backpack items, including useful potions and quest items. Each backpack item you come across takes up one space in your backpack – even if you have multiple versions of the same type of item (for example, health potions).
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Special abilities

The special abilities box, on the right of your sheet, is where you can record notes on your hero’s special abilities. Every hero has two special abilities, which they learn when they train a career. Items of equipment can also grant special abilities for your hero. All special abilities are explained in the glossary at the back of the book.

Paths and careers

Your hero starts their adventure as an untrained novice, with no remarkable skills or abilities. Once your hero has gained some experience, however, three paths will become available to you – the path of the warrior, the rogue and the mage. Your hero can only choose one of these paths, and once that decision is made, it can’t be changed – so choose wisely. The chosen path will determine the careers and abilities that your hero can learn throughout their adventures.

Your hero’s path and current career should always be recorded at the top of your hero sheet, and its special abilities should be recorded in the special abilities box on the right of your sheet. A hero can only be trained in one career at a time, but you can swap their career for another one, providing you have found the relevant trainer or reward item. When your hero trains a new career, all abilities and bonuses from the old career are lost.

Gold

The main currency in Valeron is the gold crown. These can be used to purchase potions and other special items whenever you visit a town, village or camp. More gold can be discovered by killing monsters and completing quests.


Quests and monsters

The kingdom of Valeron is a dangerous place, full of ferocious monsters, wild beasts and deadly magical forces . . . bad news for some people perhaps, but for a would-be adventurer it means plenty of paid work! By vanquishing foes and completing quests, your hero will grow stronger and more powerful, allowing you to take on tougher challenges and discover even greater rewards.

The maps

The story is divided into two chapters – known as ‘Acts’. Each Act has a map, which shows you the locations of all the different quests that your hero can take part in. To select a quest you simply turn to the corresponding numbered entry in the book and read on from there, returning to the map when you have finished.

Choosing quests

Each map will provide you with a number of different quests. Some quests are harder than others. A simple colour-coded system ranks the quests in order of difficulty:
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	Green quests: These are the easiest quests to complete. Heroes with even the most basic of equipment will still emerge victorious.
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	Orange quests: Heroes will find these tasks a little more challenging, requiring them to defeat numerous enemies to succeed.
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	Blue quests: Things get a lot tougher with blue quests. Monsters are more likely to have special abilities and higher attribute scores, meaning your hero will need to be fully prepared and equipped for the dangers they may face.
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	Red quests: These quests should only be attempted once you have completed the majority of green, orange and blue quests. Your hero will need to use everything they’ve got to overcome these tough challenges and triumph.







Quests can be done in any order you wish – although note that it is wiser to complete the easier quests (green and orange) before you attempt the harder ones (blue and red). Once a quest has been completed, it cannot be revisited.

Legendary monsters

On each map you will also see some spider symbols. These represent ‘legendary monsters’: opponents that are tougher than your average foe. Only the bravest of heroes, who are confident in their abilities and have good gear from their questing, should seek out and battle these mighty opponents.

Boss monsters

Each Act of the story has a final boss monster that must be defeated before you can advance the story to the next Act. These boss monsters are represented by the skull symbol on the map.

It goes without saying that these final bosses are no pushovers and should only be attempted once you have fully explored each map and completed most of the quests.

Towns, villages and camps

Every Act of the story has its own town, village or camp, which your hero can visit anytime between quests. They are represented on the map by the building icon. Simply turn to the corresponding page entry whenever you wish to visit. These locations can provide your hero with items to purchase, additional quests, hints and tips and even some career trainers.

It is always a good idea to visit these areas first, whenever you start a new map. The inns and taverns can be a great source of rumour and information regarding the challenges ahead.

Upgrading equipment

The primary goal of DestinyQuest is to equip your hero with better weapons, armour and equipment. These will boost your hero’s attributes such as brawn and magic, and help them to survive longer in battle.


At certain times in the story you will be offered a choice of rewards for your hero. Usually this will be the result of killing a monster or completing a quest, but there are also many other ways of gaining rewards – some easier to find than others.

When you are offered a choice of rewards, you will be told how many items you may pick from the selection. It is up to you to decide which reward/s will be best for your hero. These rewards, such as rings, pieces of armour, weapons and necklaces, will commonly give boosts to certain attributes. Select your rewards wisely to boost the attributes that are the most essential for your hero.

When you have chosen your reward, you write its name and details in the corresponding box on your hero sheet. Make sure to update any attributes that are affected by the new reward. Remember, it is your decision what rewards you take. You can always ignore items if they don’t interest you.

Replacing equipment

Your hero can only carry one item in each box. When you choose a reward and your hero already has an item in the corresponding box, the new item replaces the old one – and the old item is destroyed. When you destroy the old item, all attribute bonuses and abilities that it provided are lost, to be replaced by those from the new item.

Combat

Valeron can be a wild and dangerous place. Most of the creatures you encounter will be hostile and it will be up to you (and your hero!) to battle and defeat these monsters, to emerge victorious.

When you enter into combat, you will be given your opponent’s attributes. These are usually speed, brawn (or magic), armour and health. Some may also have special abilities that you will need to take note of.

The combat sequence

Combat consists of a number of combat rounds. In each round of combat you roll dice to determine who hits who and who takes damage. (Note: A die is considered to be a standard 6-sided die.) Once damage

has been applied, a new combat round starts. Combat continues until either your hero or their opponent is defeated.



In each combat round:





	1.
	  
	Roll 2 dice for your hero and add their current speed score to the total. This is your hero’s attack speed.



	 



	2.
	  
	Roll another 2 dice for your opponent and add their speed score to the total. This is their attack speed.



	 



	3.
	  
	The combatant with the highest attack speed wins the combat round. If both scores are the same, it is a stand off – the combat round ends (see step 7) and a new one begins.



	 



	4.
	  
	The winner of the round rolls 1 die and adds either their brawn score or their magic score to the total, whichever is highest. (Note: monsters will only have one or the other, not both.) This will give you a damage score.



	 



	5.
	  
	The loser of the round deducts their armour value from the damage score. Any remaining damage is then deducted from their health. (If the damage score was 8 and the loser had an armour of 2, they would take 6 health damage.)



	 



	6.
	  
	If this damage takes your hero’s or your opponent’s health to zero, they are defeated. If both combatants have health remaining, then the combat continues.



	 



	7.
	  
	At the end of each combat round, any damage from passive effects (such as bleed, thorns and venom) are applied to any affected combatants. If you and your opponent still have health remaining, then a new combat round begins. Return to step 1.
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Example of combat

Sir Hugo has awoken a slumbering serpent and must now defend himself against its venomous attacks.





	 
	Speed
	Brawn
	Magic
	Armour
	Health



	Hugo
	4
	7
	1
	5
	30



	 



	
	Speed
	Brawn
	
	Armour
	Health



	Serpent
	6
	3
	
	2
	12










	 
	Special abilities
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	Venom: Once you have taken health damage from the serpent, at the end of every combat round you must automatically lose 2 health.










	 
	Combat round one




	1.
	Sir Hugo rolls 2 dice to determine his attack speed. He rolls a [image: Images] and a [image: Images] giving him a total of 6. He adds on his speed score of 4 to give him a final total of 10.



	2.
	The serpent rolls 2 dice to determine its attack speed. The result is a [image: Images] and a [image: Images] making 11. The serpent’s speed is 6, making its final total 17. The serpent has won the first round of combat.



	3.
	A die is rolled for the serpent to determine its damage score. The result is a [image: Images]. Its brawn score is added on to this, to give a final total of 9.



	4.
	Sir Hugo deducts his armour value from this total. This means he only takes 4 points of health damage (9−5=4). His health is reduced from 30 to 26.



	5.
	Sir Hugo is also poisoned by the serpent’s venom. He automatically takes another 2 points of health damage, reducing his health to 24.










	
	Combat round two




	1
	Sir Hugo rolls 2 dice to determine his attack speed. He rolls a [image: Images] and a [image: Images] giving him a total of 10. He adds on his speed score of 4 to give him a final total of 14.



	2.
	The serpent rolls 2 dice to determine its attack speed The result is a [image: Images] and a [image: Images] making 5. The serpent adds its speed score of 6, making its final total 11. Sir Hugo wins!



	3.
	Sir Hugo rolls a [image: Images] for his damage score. He chooses to add on his brawn (which is higher than his magic sccore). His final total is 12.



	4.
	The serpent has an armour value of 2, so takes 10 points of damage. The serpent is left with 2 health.



	5.
	Because the serpent applied its venom special ability in the last round, Sir Hugo must now deduct another 2 points from his health – reducing it from 24 to 22.




Combat then moves to the next round, continuing until one combatant’s health is reduced to zero.

Restoring health and attributes

Once you have defeated an enemy, your hero’s health and any other attributes that have been affected by special attacks or abilities are immediately restored back to their normal values (unless otherwise stated in the text). In the above example, once Sir Hugo has defeated the serpent, he can return his health back to 30 and continue his adventures.

Fighting multiple opponents

In some combats you will be fighting more than one opponent. When faced with multiple opponents, combat follows the same rules as for single combat – the only difference is that, at the start of each combat round, you must choose which opponent you will be attacking. You must then roll against their speed score. If you win the round, you must direct your damage against your chosen opponent (or multiple opponents if you have an ability that lets you do so). If you lose the round, your chosen opponent strikes against you as normal. You must defeat all your opponents to win the combat..

Using special abilities in combat

As your hero progresses through the story, they will discover many special abilities that they can use in combat. All abilities are explained in the glossary at the back of the book.


There are five types of special ability. These are: speed (sp), combat (co), modifier (mo), passive (pa) and death move (dm) abilities.
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	Speed (sp): These abilities can be used at the start of a combat round (before you roll for attack speed), and will usually influence how many dice you can roll or reduce the number of dice that your opponent can roll for speed. You can only use one speed ability per combat round.



	[image: Images]
	Combat (co): These abilities are used either before or after you (or your opponent) roll for damage. Usually these will increase the number of dice you can roll, or allow you to block or dodge your opponent’s attacks. You can only use one combat ability per combat round.
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	Modifier (mo): Modifier abilities allow you to boost your attribute scores or influence dice that you have already rolled. You can use as many different modifier abilities as you wish during a combat round.
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	Passive (pa): Passive abilities are typically applied at the end of a combat round, once you or your opponent has taken health damage. Abilities such as venom and bleed are passive abilities. These abilities happen automatically, based on their description.
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	Death move (dm): Death moves can be performed when you are faced with multiple opponents. When an opponent is reduced to zero health, you may automatically play a death move. These abilities can give you bonuses or allow you to perform a special attack against your remaining enemies. You can only use one death move per combat round. (Note: if an opponent dies as a result of a passive effect, such as bleed or venom, this can still trigger a death move. However all passive damage for that round must be applied before the death move can be used.)






Damage score and damage dice

Some special abilities will refer to a damage score and others will refer to rolling damage dice. A damage score is when your hero rolls one

die and adds their brawn or magic to the total (as in the previous combat example). This is the most common means of applying damage to your opponent. Some abilities allow you to roll damage dice instead. Damage dice are simply dice that are rolled for damage, but you do not add your brawn or magic score to the total. For example, the special ability cleave allows you to inflict 1 damage die to all your opponents, ignoring armour. You would simply roll 1 die and then deduct the result from each of your opponents’ health. You do not add your brawn or magic to this total.

Using backpack items in combat

The outcome of many a combat can be decided by the clever use of backpack items, such as potions and elixirs. From restoring lost health to boosting your speed, never underestimate how useful these items can be in turning the tide of battle. However, you can only use one backpack item per combat round so choose wisely! Also note that every useable backpack item has a number of charges. Once these have been used up, they are gone forever.

Runes, glyphs, dyes and other special items

During your adventures, you will come across a number of special items that allow you to add attribute bonuses or additional abilities to the equipment you are already wearing. These items cannot be stored in your backpack and must be used immediately when they are found, to add their relevant attribute/ability to a chosen item. Each item of equipment can hold up to three of these special bonuses.

Death is not the end

When your hero dies, their adventure isn’t over. Simply make a note of the entry number where you died and then return to the quest map. Your health is immediately restored back to full, however any consumable items that were used in the combat (such as potions and elixirs) are gone forever!







	 
	You can now do the following:



	1.
	Return to the entry number where you died and try it again.



	2.
	Explore a different location on the map, such as a town or another quest.






You can return to the entry number where you died anytime you wish. If you are having difficulty with a particular combat, then try a different quest, or purchase some helpful potions or items from a local vendor.



NOTE: In some quests, when your hero is defeated, there are special rules to follow. You will be given an entry number to turn to, where you can read on to see what happens to your hero.

Taking challenge tests

Occasionally, during your travels, you will be asked to take a challenge by testing one of your attributes (such as speed or brawn). Each challenge is given a number. For example:



	
	Speed



	Climb the cliff face
	9






To take a challenge, simply roll 2 dice and add your hero’s attribute score to the result. If the total is the same as or higher than the given number, then you have succeeded. For example, if Sir Hugo has a speed of 4 and rolls a [image: Images] and a [image: Images], then he would have a total of 9. This means he would have successfully completed the above challenge.

Take your adventures online!

Join the DestinyQuest community at www.destiny-quest.com for the latest information on DestinyQuest books, hints and tips, player forums and exclusive downloadable content (including printable hero sheets, team combat rules and extra bonus quests!).


It’s time to begin

Before you start your adventure, don’t forget to check that your hero sheet has been fully updated. It should display:
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	Your hero’s name
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	A zero score in the speed, brawn, magic, and armour boxes
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	A 30 in your hero’s health box






Now, turn the page to begin your adventure . . .
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Prologue:
Blood and Betrayal

It wasn’t like the storybooks at all.

Their pages were filled with tales of high adventure – heroes striving against the odds to win fabled treasures or defeat terrible monsters. Not for them the monotony of travel. No one cared about the wearisome ‘getting there’. They skipped the rain and the damp that would freeze you to the bone, torturing you with its incessant drip, drip, drip. The chafing of the saddle, the stink of the horses. The men reeking of wet leather and sweat. The smell of the road.

You glare up at the heavy grey clouds, hanging over you like a shroud. They appear listless. Bored. Failing to deliver the storm that has been brewing for the past seven days. Instead, they spit a despondent shower of drizzle, determined to make your journey as miserable as possible. In that endeavour, they have succeeded.

As has the company.

You glance sideways at the inquisitor, his powerful war horse making your own look like a cart mule. He is a bull of a man, his thick neck corded with veins, his bulging muscles exaggerated by the sculptured plates of white and gold armour. A holy warrior – one of the king’s finest. An upholder of truth and justice. If this was like the stories, he’d probably be handsome too, cutting a dashing figure as he rode bravely to war.

But this wasn’t like the storybooks at all.

He turns to look at you, his ugly puckered scar crinkling as he furrows his brow. ‘You have another question?’ he growls, his disdain for you evident. You flinch under that look, knowing what he sees. A spoilt prince. Pampered by comfort and luxury. A prince adorned in gaudily-coloured silks and velvet, with court-fashion lace at the collar

and sleeves. No armour for you, save for a padded undershirt. Fine if your assailant had a blunted dagger perhaps, but nothing that was going to stop an arrow or a sword.

So much for royal protection. But then, you’re not the one who’d be doing the fighting.

Not like the knights, rattling behind you in their armoured livery, pennants fluttering in the chill wind. Or the king’s own guard, in their mail coats and tabards, iron helms catching the drab pale light. You glance back at Molly, hunched sullenly in the back of the supply cart. Your maid. The woman who has nursed you since birth – since your mother passed away. It is a bitter truth that you have more in common with a frail old woman than your armed escort.

You wince with shame. They couldn’t even trust you to travel without her. A grown man who needs to be looked after by his nursemaid. ‘Molly-coddled’, some of the knights had teased. They had every right to. In their eyes you were not a man, just a weak and sickly boy. It wasn’t fair.

The inquisitor clears his throat. ‘Well?’

You look back at the giant warrior. A veteran of a hundred campaigns. He has seen war in all its grim and nightmarish glory. He has lived it for real, not second-hand through the pages of a book or a bard’s whimsical yarn.

‘You were at Talanost when it fell, weren’t you?’ It is a question that has been nagging you for days. The books were still being written of the epic battle between the city’s militia and an invading army of demons and monsters. The shadow legion. If anyone was going to tell it as it was, it would be Inquisitor Hort. He was there. On the front lines. ‘Is it true that a Nevarin, one of their own, betrayed the legion?’

The warrior’s jaw sets hard. He regards you with his usual steely glare – the one you can never hold. You lower your eyes back to the saddle, water dripping off the curls of your fringe. ‘I’m sorry. I understand you wouldn’t want to talk about it.’

Your cheeks flush as you surrender yourself once again to the rhythm of the road, the rattle of harness and the clump of hooves in mud. It has been another long day of travel and every muscle knows it, knotting in protest as you lurch and bounce in the saddle. Tiredly, you reach for your pouch, knowing that its stash of medicines will help to ease the suffering. By accident, your hand brushes against your

sword hilt. You instinctively snatch it back, the enchanted steel burning cold against your skin.

Even the stupid sword hates me.

It had been a gift for your thirteenth birthday. A rare and exquisite weapon, its clawed pommel of blue steel clasped around a heart-shaped diamond. Alone, the gemstone is worth thousands – enough to buy a fleet of ships, a royal palace, a whole army . . . But even that pales into insignificance next to the rest of its craftsmanship. The blade is the finest Assay steel, flame-hardened and etched with a hundred lines of scripture. It was the last blade to be inscribed by Abbot Duran before he passed away, each holy letter draining the last of his fragile health. Duran’s Heart, they called it. Some say it was his finest work. His last work. A mighty sword fit for a mighty hero.

Not a spoilt prince.

Angrily, you tug open the pouch and pull out a handful of dried leaves. You stuff them into your mouth, chewing rather than sucking to release their bitter taste more quickly. It takes only a second for the potent magic to kick in – a fiery spark that rushes through your body, starting with your head and then tingling along your spine. You sit rigid in the saddle, shivering as it runs its course, punching fresh energy into your weary limbs. Keeping sleep at bay. Keeping the nightmares away.

‘Artemisa Draconis.’ The sharp voice slides under your skin, cutting like a knife, ruining the moment. ‘Dragon leaf, if I’m not mistaken.’

You look back at the Martyr as she nudges her stallion closer, one delicate white hand resting on the reins. Her hood is pulled down low over her face, its inscribed trim sparkling in the gloom. From the shadows beneath, you catch the flash of her perfect white teeth, curved in an arrogant smile. The one she wears only for you.

You answer with a sullen stare, wishing she would just leave you alone. You’re a prince, you remind yourself. Command her to leave you alone.

‘I noticed you haven’t slept,’ she states. ‘Not since we left the capital. That was a week ago.’

‘How observant,’ you mutter beneath your breath. If only she knew the truth. That you haven’t slept – not properly – for nearly five months. Not since the dreams worsened. Now you avoid sleep at all costs. Reading books, taking walks, swallowing the magic . . .


‘What is it that you’re afraid of, my prince?’

The directness of her question startles you. The hood tilts round, far enough for you to glimpse a single amber eye, wide and staring. It reminds you of an owl. Or one of your father’s hunting hawks. ‘Did you ever seek out the church for your malady, my prince? There may have been other tonics that could have helped you.’

Other tonics. You can picture what she has in mind. The thought turns your stomach, bringing bile to the back of your throat. Martyrs are regarded as the holiest of priests. Their blood is sacred, running white with the favour of the One God. Holy blood.

You shake your head vehemently, casting an eye over her wiry limbs, jutting out from the soft fabric of her robes. She could be leeching herself right now, the foul worms growing fat on her white blood – a sweet tonic, made all for you. Snorting with disgust, you dig your heels into your horse’s flanks, urging it ahead. To your annoyance, she keeps pace, falling alongside you once again.

‘It is a shame you never came to see me,’ she states softly, her voice barely lifting over the drumming rain. ‘I would have liked to have the chance to learn more about you, Prince Arran. After what happened to your brother, Lazlo. I’m in no doubt, such a terrible thing would have given anyone bad dreams.’

You flinch. For a moment you are back in the feast hall. Your father lies slouched in the high seat. A broken man, his mind wasted away by senility. A servant pauses to wipe drool from the king’s chin before turning to pour Malden another ale. Malden, your eldest brother – and the king in waiting. He is laughing and joking, relishing the attention he always gets, sharing stories of his innumerable conquests. Reliving the past, before war made him a cripple.

Valeron royalty – what a pretty picture.

Then the soldier arrived, muddied cloak flapping against his boot heels. A man who’d clearly ridden hard, the creases of his face grimed with mud and sweat. Sedge, the king’s attendant, moved quickly to head him off. Words were exchanged. Heated at first, then quickly lowering to subdued whispers. The soldier finally acceded to the attendant’s wishes, following him towards the royal quarters. You watched them both as they passed your table. Molly had her head resting on your shoulder, snoring loudly. You nudged her away, keeping your eyes fixed on the soldier, convinced there was some grave

import to his sudden arrival. He looked over and caught your eye. Just for a second.

That look still haunts you now.

‘The Wiccans killed him,’ you reply bluntly, fighting to keep the tremor from your voice. ‘They didn’t spare anyone.’ You clutch the reins, twisting the leather in your hands. Lazlo had been your closest brother, a year younger than Malden. He had never been your father’s favourite. That was one thing you had in common at least. Lazlo was the wild child, the prankster who never took anything too seriously. His attitude was not befitting of a prince – one who might inherit the throne of Valeron.

It was no surprise to anyone when Lazlo was given Carvel as his protectorate. A backwater town on the edge of the kingdom. Out of sight, out of mind.

But what had been intended as a rebuke turned out to be a blessing. For Lazlo, it was the perfect escape – a release from the politics of court. Freedom to live out his own life, far away from prying eyes. On his rare visits home he would always seek you out, to share stories of his grand adventures, to tell you about the wondrous lands that lay outside of Assay, beyond its high stone walls that shut out the world.

Now he was never coming home.

‘The Wiccans will pay for what they did to your brother, Arran.’ The Martyr’s voice drags you back from your thoughts. ‘Their heathen chief, Conall, desires your father’s throne.’ Her words break into a soft chuckle of laughter. You glare at her, wondering how she could find humour in such a thing. ‘Fear not. They are mere savages. Godless and blind, stumbling in the dark.’ Her amber eyes twinkle from the shadows of her cowl. ‘They are no match for the might of the church.’

Her confidence irritates you. The Wiccans are known to be blood-thirsty warriors, wielding dark and forbidden magics. They are even said to have a demon in their ranks. A monster of legend. If they could outwit Lazlo and sack a fortified town, then they were dangerous.

You turn away, not wanting the priest to see your tears. They are for Lazlo, you keep telling yourself. But deep down, you know they are for you. The spoilt prince.

All your life you’ve been a prisoner, locked away for your own protection, longing for a chance to see the world – to escape, just

like Lazlo. But now, sitting in sodden clothing, chilled through to the very bone, you can’t help but crave the warmth of your quarters back home, the familiar smell of tallow and old books, the comfort of a proper goose-feather mattress.

Why me? Of all people, why me?

The request had not come from your father. He was bedridden with another fever. No, it had been Cardinal Rile. ‘A chance to prove yourself, boy,’ he had said. The cardinal always called you boy, even though you were in your seventeenth year. ‘Now is a time for words as well as bravery. A task well suited to you, don’t you agree, boy?’

The very next day you were leaving Assay. There was no fanfare or parade, or crowd of cheering well-wishers. But then, what had you expected? They call you the ghost prince, the one that no one ever sees. Always haunting the palace library, poring over dusty tomes, filling your head with fanciful stories. Always reading because you’re too afraid to sleep.

They want rid of me. Just like Lazlo. Send me off to the edge of the world . . .

Your destination – Lord Salton’s castle. A crumbling military outpost on the Vacherie Delta, its strategic importance long since diminished as borders edged westwards, leaving it to guard stone and dirt and very little else. But now, things have changed. Salton Castle straddles the only pass between the Bale Peaks, a treacherous range of high mountains. And the Wiccans are rumoured to be marching straight for it. By all accounts, the castle is still defensible. But Lord Salton is a coward. He would sooner abandon his charge, taking his household and knights with him, than face down a tribe of savage warriors.

You’ve been tasked to convince him otherwise. To deliver the king’s demand: there is to be no retreat and no surrender. A royal face to sweeten the message.

Salton Castle had to be ready for war.

You brush away the tears, clenching your jaw to stop it trembling. The cardinal was right. You have a duty to perform. It’s time to make your father proud – make everyone proud.

And yet, you can’t shift the nagging feeling that something is wrong.

As your eyes slide along the procession, you find yourself pondering the cardinal’s choice of knights. They had struck you as an odd

selection from the start. Their banner sigils denote minor houses – Palfrey, Hanson, Bolivar and Freeman – not the usual nobles that would be enlisted for a royal mission. You also notice that their armour lacks the polish of a true knight. There are no medals or decorations, no sign that they have courageously served their country. Would the cardinal really entrust the defence of a castle to a bunch of hedge knights, unproven in battle?

Thankfully you still have the king’s guard to rely upon, a veteran regiment of fifteen soldiers led by Captain Tarlow. Ordinarily, he would never leave the king’s side, but the cardinal had insisted. Your safety was now of the utmost importance. You nod and offer the captain a hopeful smile. He scowls back, hawking a gob of spittle into the dirt. The rest of his men share his dour demeanour. No one wants to be babysitting a prince, it seems.

‘This will do.’ Inquisitor Hort raises a gauntleted hand, calling a halt to the procession.

You look around in confusion. The bleak countryside has not changed all day, steep rock banks and tangled trees and a road little more than a muddy stream. This seems an odd place to set up camp, even to your untrained eye.

There are answering grumbles from Tarlow and his men. The captain glares at the cardinal’s knights, who have started to edge closer, surrounding the guards on all sides. Hooves scuff the dirt, harnesses clanking as the barded horses quickly encircle them. You lose sight of Tarlow as a Bolivar knight passes in front of him, blocking the captain from view. The knight stops and turns his head towards the inquisitor, the rain streaming from his oiled helm in liquid rainbows.

‘Are we making camp?’ you ask irritably, trying to put some authority into your voice. You look from the inquisitor to the knight, demanding an answer.

The inquisitor ignores you, his hard gaze fixed on the waiting knight. He nods his head. You hear the wet-thud of lances hitting the ground – then cold steel hissing free of scabbards. In that same instant, the inquisitor lifts his hand to the warhammer strapped to his back. A cold shiver runs along your spine as he turns to face you.

‘Wait! What are you doing? What are . . . ?’

There is the sudden peal of a horn.


The inquisitor freezes, eyes going wide.

Another blast. Deep and reverberating, its echo rattling your very bones. ‘What’s happening?’ You shout to be heard over the thunder of the horn.

Hort twists in his saddle, his warhammer gripped in one hand. He is scanning the trees to the side of the road. ‘It can’t be,’ you hear him mutter.

Your chest tightens with fear, heart thumping in your ears. ‘What is it? I don’t see . . .’

‘Wiccans!’ he shouts suddenly, jerking the reins to turn his horse. ‘Form up! Form up! We’re under attack!’

Only then do you see them, coalescing out of the fog like ghosts, moving fast – leaping over logs and rocks, teeth bared, weapons glinting. And with them a deafening clamour of howls ringing from every direction – closing in on the procession. You spin in circles, your attention darting dizzyingly from one warrior to the next. They look barely human, clad in ragged furs, hair greased and spiked, faces smeared with paint. Or is it blood? One of them is holding a flag aloft, streaming out from behind his clenched fist. You recognise the colours, purple and gold, and the sigil of a goat’s head. They belong to Lord Salton.

They took the castle. We’re too late.

Then everything happens at once. The inquisitor’s warhammer blazes with holy light, its crackling head sweeping round to connect with a snarling axe-man. An eye-wincing crack. The smell of charred flesh. But another has already leapt up onto the back of his horse. The savage’s face is a picture of death, his cheeks and forehead banded with white, the eyes circled with black hollows. Daggers flash as they punch into the inquisitor’s side, finding the chinks between his armoured plates.

An explosion. Mud and water rain down from the sky. A horse gallops past, nostrils flaring, snorting and whinnying. Another follows, dragging a knight through the dirt, the man’s foot still caught in the stirrups. Through the showering debris you see axe blades glittering, hacking through armour and bone, horses toppling to the ground, crushing knights beneath them. Tarlow’s guards struggle to manoeuvre against the overwhelming tide of bodies.

Two wiccans race past you, snarling like wolves. They pay you no mind, hurrying towards the knights and guards. It is as if you don’t

exist – a ghost prince who has truly become invisible. Then you hear another explosive boom, followed by a rush of heat. You spin in the saddle, mouth dropping open when you see the flames from the supply cart billowing up into the grey sky.

‘Molly!’

Kicking your horse’s flanks you urge it forward, your hand reaching for your sword. In your haste you forget its holy enchantments – words of the One God that seem to recoil at your touch. When your fingers close around the grip, you feel a sharp shock of pain lance along your arm. You jerk backwards and for a moment you lose your purchase on the reins, sliding back off the saddle.

‘Arran!’ A woman’s voice. Cold and brittle.

Hands are suddenly around your throat, nails digging into your flesh – and you are falling.

You land with a splash in the cloying, sludgy mud. For several seconds, you are fighting for breath, your sight blinded by dirt and water. Someone is lying next to you, the mud popping and squelching as they move. You glimpse white robes and a hood. Amber eyes, wide and bright.

You try and pull yourself free but the Martyr pushes you back down, her fingers like claws of iron, digging into your flesh, driving you into the mud with an unnatural strength.

‘What . . . ?’ You open your mouth, choking as it fills with black fetid water.

She’s killing me. The damn priest is killing me.

Your hands ball into fists, pummelling at her sides, legs kicking and squirming. One of your blows scuffs against something hard and cold. A hilt, a dagger. You manage to pull it free from the priest’s belt as she shoves you further into the muck.

‘Your time is over, prince!’

The stinking waters close over you, distorting sound into a thrum of distant noise. Somehow you manage to surface, muddy spittle bubbling between your teeth as you slide the dagger into the woman’s side. You feel it going deep, the blade scraping against bone. A warm rush of blood courses over your fingers.

You drive it in a second time, feeling the Martyr’s body jerk, her face only inches from your own. Another spasm. Then the pressure is gone, the strength ebbing from her limbs. Desperately you raise

your head, coughing and choking as you suck greedily at the air. The Martyr has become a limp weight, sliding down next to you, dark roses of blood marking her muddied robes. You glance down at the dagger, shocked at what you have done, crimson blood coating you to the elbow.

Their blood is no different to ours after all.

You drop the dagger, struggling to get to your feet. As you start to rise, you see Tarlow only metres away. Dismounted and wounded, he is now fending off a giant Wiccan warrior, a mountain of a man, with long braids of dark hair forming a mane about his shoulders. His bare chest glistens with sweat and rain, and a dizzying array of bright runes that flash and spit in anger.

A sharp, splintering crack.

You jump at the sound. To your left the cart has collapsed, its wood now charcoal black as the flames continue to consume the wreckage. You see no sign of Molly. You stumble towards the blaze, but the heat forces you back, its thick smoke drifting quickly across the road – reducing the battle to shadows darting back and forth, an occasional clank of armour, a harsh clatter as weapons meet.

Then a pained cry drags you back to Tarlow. The captain has stumbled to his knees, struggling to raise his sword with a torn and bloodied arm. The Wiccan stands over him, eyes bulging beneath a heavy brow, sharpened teeth bared and hissing. Then the axe falls. There is a dull-sounding thud. You wipe the grime from your eyes, trying to focus, to make sense of the scene. It is oddly silent. A moment frozen in time. Tarlow leans back, arms outstretched, the axe buried deep in his shoulder. Above him, the giant stands rigid, muscles bunched, the angry fire of his runes making him look more demon than man.

Conall, you gasp. That must be Conall. Their chief. The one who killed Lazlo.

The giant grunts as he tugs his axe free. There is a spray of blood then Tarlow topples over, his expression a mask of pained bewilderment. As he crashes into the mud, neck twisted to face you, his dead eyes come to rest on your own.

‘No . . .’ His stare is like a spear, running you through with its damning accusation. In all your years, you have never known him to leave your father’s side. His loyalty was unquestionable. And yet here he is, miles from the capital, lying dead on a road in the northern

wilds. He should have stayed with your father, with the throne he was sworn to protect. It’s all my fault.

The Wiccan warrior throws back his head and issues a mighty roar. The sight of him, so huge and fearsome, like something from another world, another time, fills you with dread.

You are running before you realise it, before you even have a chance to question your actions. Blind fear powers your limbs, filling you with an energy no herb or potion could ever match. Splashing through the mud, you make for the trees, not caring what direction you head in, only that you must save yourself.

Coward! Stupid coward! Your conscience screams in your ears, but the words carry no meaning – no shame. You just want to live. What else can I do? On hands and knees you scrabble madly up the hillside, stomach heaving from the stench of smoke and blood. But I have to go back . . . I should fight . . . You reach the top of the rise, plunging into the maze of forest. Branches claw at your face, tearing at your clothes. I have to get away . . .

You don’t see the Wiccan until it is too late. His shoulder hits you in the side, throwing you back against the trunk of a tree. His face is painted in a hideous mask of runes, the musky smell of wet animal clinging to his tattered clothes. He shouts something, barking out the words in a stream of guttural noise. They make no sense to you. Nothing makes sense anymore.

‘Please,’ you plead, tears streaming down your cheeks. ‘Don’t kill me. I’ll give you anything . . .’

The warrior steps back, wrinkling his nose, glaring at you with a look of disgust. His eyes rove up and down, taking in the sight of your muddied silks and pretty lace. He sees a fool, you realise bitterly. A damn fool.

His gaze settles on your blade, rotten teeth widening into a grin. You look down at the sword’s diamond pommel, realising his intent. Of course, he wants Duran’s Heart – a trophy worth a kingdom in gold.

‘Yes! Yes, take it!’ You start to unstrap the belt.

The Wiccan snorts, shaking his head. ‘Not give. Fight!’ He raises his bloodied axe and takes a step back, giving you room to draw. ‘Fight!’

‘No . . . please . . .’

‘Fight!’ He shakes the axe. ‘Fight!’


‘I can’t!’ you scream back, snot and spittle flying from your lips. ‘I don’t know how to!’

The Wiccan recoils at your outburst, momentarily surprised. Then anger quickly returns. ‘Craven,’ he growls. ‘You no warrior.’

You slide to your knees, hitting the dirt. ‘No. I am no warrior.’ You lower your head, shamed by what you are. A weakling. A prince who can’t even defend himself. ‘I yield . . .’

As you wait for the axe to fall, you picture Captain Tarlow lying twisted in the mud, his dead eyes glaring back at you. Did he know? Did he know we were sent here to die? The Wiccan’s boots trudge closer, his animal stink filling your nostrils. He mutters something in his gruff language.

Then darkness.

It is as if a shadow has been cast over you, turning day to night. You look up, aware of a thunderous beat, like giant wings, getting louder and louder. Then the crack of snapping branches. The Wiccan warrior seems equally surprised, craning his neck to study the skies. The axe blade has stopped inches above your head.

‘Sanchen!’ he growls.

A blue-black shape drops from the heavens, accompanied by a flurry of broken branches and leaves. It lands with a teeth-jarring thump, wings of mottled white obscuring an immense body. Then they sweep back, revealing a nightmarish creature – its body rippling with scales.

A demon prince.

It rises to its full height, over three metres tall, its head crowned by a pair of gold-banded horns. Runed armour clings to its broad chest and shoulders, coating the beast in arcane sigils of dark magic. They smoulder like coals, sending thin columns of smoke spiralling up into the gloom. You cower down at the base of the tree, feeling dwarfed by the size of the monster and its dread aura of power . . .

‘Halt!’ The demon raises a hand towards you, its dark brow creased with concentration. ‘Halt, I command you!’

It takes a moment for you to realise the demon is addressing the warrior. The axe has started to tremble, as if the Wiccan is fighting against something unseen, his muscles straining.

‘I told you all, not the boy.’ The demon’s crimson eyes flick to you. ‘Go, Prince Arran. Or this will be your end!’


He knows my name.

The warrior is now grunting and hissing with exertion, his axe edging steadily closer. Whatever magic holds him in thrall, he seems intent on breaking it. And if he does, the axe will complete its downward arc, cleaving your skull in two.

‘Make your choice,’ the demon hisses.

You quickly find your feet, edging around the paralysed Wiccan and his trembling axe. The demon watches you intently, the rain streaming from his wings and horns. He saved my life, you realise suddenly. He wants me to escape. You turn away, to look upon the forested valley. It rises abruptly into a series of steep hills, thick with boulders and nettles. In the distance, you can dimly make out a bluff of grey rock, its summit lost to the chill, low-hanging cloud. As if on cue, a peal of thunder breaks overhead, followed seconds later by a pulse of ghoulish lightning. The steady drizzle quickly becomes a deluge, pounding against the earth in thick grey sheets.

Shivering, you turn back to the demon. ‘I . . . I have nowhere to go,’ you shout, dispiritedly.

The demon gives a roar of fury, more deafening than the storm. ‘Fool! The fates have set you on this path.’ He gestures angrily towards the valley. ‘Do not try my patience. GO!’

The vehemence in his words sets you to running, your feet slipping and sliding through the river of mud. You feel a little foolish, dashing madcap into the forest with no idea where you are headed. But you are alive. And for now, that is both a surprise and a comfort. Holding your hood down over your face, you charge into the stormy tumult, desperate now to put as much distance as you can between yourself and the horrors at your back.



Turn to 11 to begin the first stage of your adventure.







1

You place the plain glass orb onto the podium. (Remove this item from your hero sheet.) After studying the complex carvings at length, you discern pockets of magic focused in three of the outer circles. One pertains to frost, one to earth magic and the last to the darker shadow arts. By activating the runes around a circle, you will be able to call on the spirits that embody that power.



	Will you:
	 



	Activate the frost runes?
	719



	Activate the earth runes?
	667



	Activate the shadow runes?
	518




2

Progress through the tunnels is slow and frustrating, your way often blocked by gaping chasms or fallen debris. Often you are forced to backtrack and find alternate routes, other times you have no choice but to jump a gap or dig your way clear, clambering on all fours through narrow openings.

Eventually, after what feels like hours of trekking through the maze-like tunnels, you finally see evidence of daylight – a white brightness edging the hollows of a rock fall. Overcome with relief, you race up to the barrier, fingers clawing at the crumbling stones, pulling them away to clear an opening. Nanuk’s strength floods into you, powering your limbs, driving you onwards.

At last, fingers raw and bleeding from the effort, you drag yourself out into the light. Turn to 169.

3

With the diseased bear defeated, you set about searching its cave. Amongst a pile of half-eaten remains you find 30 gold crowns and one of the following items:







	Pestilent hide
	Matted mukluks
	Seeping shawl



	(cloak)
+1 speed +2 brawn
Ability: corrode
	(cloak)
+1 speed +2 brawn
Ability: corrode
	(head)
+1 brawn +1 magic
Ability: decay




You are also able to salvage a white fox pelt and a flawless emerald. (If you wish to take either of these items, simply make a note of them on your hero sheet, they don’t take up backpack space.)

Your search also reveals a narrow opening at the back of the cave, just wide enough for you to squeeze into. Keen to escape this fetid cave, you push yourself into the tight crevice and grope your way along the ice. After several hundred metres the rift begins to widen, leading you through into another open space. Turn to 397.

4

As you drag the sack through the dirt, something scrapes and catches against a rock. Lifting up the sack, you see that there is a tear at the bottom, causing several sword hilts to poke through. Other items now lie scattered along the trail, having fallen out of the hole. You retrace your steps, stooping to retrieve the stolen equipment.

Amongst the weapons and fragments of armour, you spot a pair of black-enamelled gauntlets, etched with magical runes. You are immediately reminded of the warrior you spoke with in the main hall, who described a similar set of gauntlets that had gone missing.

If you wish to keep these magical gloves for yourself, then you may add the following item to your hero sheet:



Ran’s beaters
(gloves)
+1 armour
Ability: charge



If you would rather keep the gauntlets and return them to their rightful owner, then remove the keyword thievery from your hero sheet

and replace it with the keyword gains. When you have made your decision, turn to 383.

5

The next few moments pass in a series of vivid flashes. You see the wolf’s jaws snapping inches from your face, his neck stretched taut in an effort to reach you. Bloody froth dribbles over black hair, hot sour breath blasting against your cheek . . .

Yet you are still alive.

In his haste, the alpha has caught himself on a bone, the sharp end now rooted in the animal’s side. A bone from a ribcage – the only thing holding death at bay.

You fumble desperately for a weapon, hands scrabbling amongst the dirt and refuse. Then, all of a sudden it hits you – an energy, more powerful than the dragon leaf. It floods into you, pushing itself under your skin, between the bones, inside your muscles. A thunderous roar, bestial and savage, is ripped free from your lips. Fingers swipe through the air, trailing green ribbons of mist, green claws . . .

You have gained the following special ability:



Spectral claws (co): If you take health damage from your opponent’s damage score, you can immediately strike back at them, inflicting 1 die of damage, ignoring armour. This ability can only be used once per combat.



The claws rake through the wolf’s flank, eliciting a hellish shriek. Then there is a deafening crack as the bone splinters. The wolf rolls away, taking longer than he should to find all fours. In places the thick fur has been torn away, revealing deep gashes glistening with blood. The smell of it is intoxicating, a metallic tang laced with a lucid sweetness. You drive yourself forward, snarling like a beast, no longer in charge of your own body, your hands clawing and tearing. Something has control of you, using you to fight back.

If you have the word sacrifice on your hero sheet, turn to 37. Otherwise, turn to 54.


6

The tunnel folds into a tight spiral, angling through the trunk until it brings you out onto the gnarled remains of a branch. Turning back to face the tree, you see the crown spreading out above you – a tangle of dark boughs, their pointed tips bunched tight like a regiment of spearmen. From somewhere above, you hear agonised screams – and pleading sobs.

‘Rata-rata-tosk!’

The voice startles you. Spinning to your right, you catch a blur of movement racing up the trunk of the tree. It is only when the figure stops that you can make sense of its shape. It looks like an oversized rodent, its fur stippled red and brown, with tall pointed ears and a wide muzzle for a face. Behind its shoulders curls a bushy tail.

‘Not come here, rata-rata, not come!’ The creature’s sharp teeth chatter together as it speaks. A clawed hand reaches for one of the many leather pouches dangling around its waist.

‘Wait. Can you help me? I need to find Skoll!’

The creature hisses, its muzzle crinkling back into a scowl. ‘Witch keeps him. And I protect, rata-rata-tosk!’ He lifts his hand from his pouch, clutching a golden acorn. He throws it down at your feet, the shell splintering into bright shards. From its remains you see a black seedling start to take growth, its thick stem coiling into the air, barbed leaves unfurling.

You back away from it, unsure of its purpose.

With a snigger, the wily squirrel continues to scamper up the trunk, then pauses to look down with a hungry gleam to his eyes. He is clearly waiting to see what you will do next.

You scan the trunk, and its many hand and foot-holds – easy enough to climb. However, you also notice another possible route – a nearby branch you could leap onto. Beyond it, a series of ledges and scraggly vines form a makeshift pathway to the summit.



	Will you:
	 



	Chase the creature up the trunk?
	489



	Use the ledges and vines instead?
	271





7

The black sludge closes above your head, pushing dank earth into your ears, nose and mouth, burying you in its suffocating embrace. (You must immediately roll on the death penalty chart [see entry 98] and apply the effect to your hero.) Trapped and blinded, you make a last frantic bid for escape, pushing magic into your limbs, bleeding it out in waves of powerful energy.

Then you are falling, tumbling through darkness, the laughter resounding in your ears once again. Turn to 435.

8

Sam produces a pair of picks and sets to work on the lock. Within seconds, the metal chest is open. After Sam has taken his cut of the treasure, you are left with 50 gold crowns. (Remove the hunters’ chest from your hero sheet.) If you have the locker and wish Sam to open it, turn to 641. Otherwise, you continue your journey. Turn to 563.

9

The robed man paces the room restlessly, his fingers playing with his short spike of beard. ‘Four weeks you’ve lain on that bed – and two of those cold without life.’

It takes a moment for his words to sink in. ‘Wait, I was dead? That’s impossible!’ You look to the knight, hoping he will refute such nonsense and offer reason.

‘I’m afraid it is true, Arran. We were going to send out a rider, to notify the palace of your passing. But when we came to prepare the body – there was still a life stirring there. Movement. Some nights, it was like you had something wild inside you, trying to get out.’

Segg ceases his pacing, glaring at you with his blue piercing eyes. ‘I suspected you were possessed, by some demon from the shroud. But it appears that is not the case.’ His stare continues to hold you, as if pushing you to state otherwise, seeking the truth.


‘I don’t know what happened,’ you reply. ‘I only remember . . . dreaming.’

‘Well, you’re awake now,’ nods Lord Everard. ‘And whatever your malady . . .’ He pauses, his eyes taking in the grey pallor of your flesh, ‘I will believe it is the One God’s work and not the hand of another that brings you back to us.’

Return to 291 to ask another question, or turn to 98 to end the conversation.

10

‘Don’t even think of coming any closer,’ growls the sniper. ‘Keep yer distance, or my next shot will take that head clean off yer shoulders.’

Skoll takes hold of his axe, cursing in Skard.

You grab him quickly, before he leads the attack. ‘No. It’s not worth it, my friend. They have powder weapons – I’ve seen what they can do, and unless you desire this,’ you flick a finger towards your ravaged face, ‘I would heed his warning.’

Skoll grunts, but lowers his axe. ‘The coward’s way. I am a Drokke – a warrior!’

‘And better to live as one than die as one,’ you add dryly. ‘Come. We have more pressing business.’

Not wishing to risk the lives of your companions, you return to your transport and leave the island. (Return to the quest map to continue your adventure.)

11

Prologue quest: Call of the wild

Morning finds you stumbling wearily through the dense forest, its trees still dripping with last night’s rainfall. You’ve had no sleep, relying instead on the potency of the dragon leaf to ease your aches and pains and give fresh vigour to your tired limbs.

The night was a miserable one, spent huddled beneath an overhang of rock, the hard wind battering you with rain. There was no hope of making a fire, not that you’d have known the first thing about

making one, so instead you shivered and shook, the cold settling deep into your bones.

It was the longest night you can ever remember. Too fearful of sleep, you chewed on the dragon leaf, its taste both a comfort and a reminder of home. Your thoughts wandered often to the events on the road, the cuts on your neck and face still stinging from the Martyr’s attack. She was a holy priest. A follower of the One God. And yet she had tried to kill you – a prince of Valeron.

Then there was the demon. A creature of the underworld; a being of pure evil. He had saved your life, and allowed you to escape. His rumbling voice still rings in your ears – The fates have put you on this path.

When dawn’s light finally arrived, pushing its way through the leaden clouds, you were still bereft of answers. Instead, the only certainty was that you were on your own, with no one else to protect you. Until now, the forest has proved safe, but you can’t help but recall the fireside banter over the previous evenings, the guards sharing chilling stories of the giant wolves that are said to hunt these parts. And the trolls, and the goblins and the . . .

You stop yourself, trying to stifle your fears and focus on the more immediate problem of finding a way home. Above the treetops, the sky is little more than a slate-grey expanse of cloud, diffusing the sun’s light and giving no clue to its position. The only landmark you have is the dark smudge of rock in the distance. You assume that must be north and instinct tells you that heading in that direction will only take you into danger. Instead, you strike out towards what you think must be east, keeping to the left of the ridge and hoping that eventually you might find some settlement or sign of civilisation.

East is the way back home.

This choice has led you to a series of steep hills, covered in scraggly bush and silver-barked trees. Stopping to draw breath, you decide to take stock of your meagre possessions. You have enough dragon leaf to last another week. That, at least, is a positive. The sword at your hip is useless, however – an inscribed blade known as Duran’s Heart, whose holy enchantments burn at your touch. Wearing gloves or wrapping cloth around the grip have proven equally ineffective.

At least your quilted under-jacket will afford you some protection, and the rest of your clothing, despite being thoroughly sodden with

rain and mud, is of good make, and should last the journey.

(You may now add the following items to your hero sheet. Remember to update your attributes to reflect the bonuses from your items. Your hero will now have 2 speed and 1 armour.)



	Leather overshoes
	Quilted jacket
	Craven’s cloak



	(feet)
+1 speed
	(chest)
+1 armour
	(cloak)
+1 speed




Resuming your journey, you discover that the land itself appears to guide your steps. Skirting around the hills, you find yourself following the curve of a dried-up streambed, which winds down into a narrow gully of rock. This makeshift passage drops steeply, forcing you to pick your way past rocks and logs until you come to the valley floor. For the first time, you are presented with a dilemma. To your left, there appears to be a narrow trail, winding up the side of a forested hill. There, amongst the trees, you can spy columns of pillared rock – perhaps remnants of an old building. Ahead of you, the streambed reaches a steep bank, where the ground drops away into a series of ledges, forming a natural staircase down into a thick tangle of trees.



	Will you:
	 



	Follow the trail to the ruins?
	34



	Continue down into the denser woodland?
	59




12

You push against the door, gritting your teeth against some unseen force. At first you wonder if it is supernatural in origin, but as the crack widens you soon realise it is the result of a strong wind, gusting in from an open balcony.

With effort, you manage to hold it open just wide enough for yourself and Anise to enter.

Like the rest of the tower, the room has been ransacked. There are the remains of several cupboards and trunks pushed up against the right-hand wall, where a few tattered strips of clothing snap and wave

like trapped ghosts amongst the broken wood. In the far wall, there is another closed door.



	Will you:
	 



	Search through the debris?
	490



	Step out onto the balcony?
	325



	Leave through the opposite door?
	392




13

A man’s cries draw you to an archway cut into the tree trunk. Passing through, you find yourself in another winding passageway. The distressful sounds grow louder until you find yourself standing outside a cell, barred by a wall of gnarly roots. Peering between the spaces, you see a Skard warrior held prisoner, his body wrapped in a cluster of branch-like arms extending from the far wall. Your immediate thought is that it might be Skoll, but the warrior is slighter of build, with flame-red hair shaven into runic whirls. He is struggling against the branches, his pale hands reaching forward to try and grab a dagger resting on a plinth only inches away. Each time the warrior’s fumbling fingers almost reach the weapon, he is yanked back by the branches.

‘Wait – I can free you!’ You put your hands to the root bars, trying to prise them apart – but as soon as you apply pressure to the strange roots, you hear a choking gasp from the Skard prisoner as the branches tighten around him. When you remove your hands the branches loosen again, allowing him to breathe.

You look around for another means of opening the cell. In the opposite wall you notice a slight hollow, with a hand-shaped depression set into the back of the hole.



	Will you:
	 



	Place your hand inside the hollow?
	532



	Attempt to chop through the barrier?
	439



	Leave and continue your journey?
	6





14

You recognise the game as ‘Stones and Bones’, which had once been a favourite of your brother Lazlo. It involves players taking turns to pick a stone from a bag, then deciding which stones they keep and which ones to discard in order to create the best ‘hand’. A number of games are currently underway along the table.

If you have the word scripture on your hero sheet, turn to 464. Otherwise, you return your attention to the taproom. Turn to 80.

15

Blinded by the buzzing, snapping insects, you cease your attack and concentrate on breaking free. Diverting your magic, you pour strength and speed into your craft, urging it towards the far side of the chamber. Luckily, you spy a nearby tunnel. Once inside you aim a blast at the ceiling, causing a cave-in to seal off your escape.

You may have avoided the angry swarm, but their razors and mandibles have caused considerable damage to your transport. (You must lower your transport’s toughness and stability by 4.) When you have updated your hero sheet, turn to 675.

16

You approach the young mage and ask him his name. He recoils slightly as you near, waving the air in front of his face. ‘If you must know, my name is Harris. I’m Segg’s nephew – so you can’t bully me. Okay?’

You slip into the chair opposite, enjoying the mage’s discomfort. You pick up the nearest book, studying the title. Perinold’s Runic Ruminations. Flicking through the pages, you are presented with a dense array of text, punctuated by the occasional arcane symbol.

‘That’s an original,’ the mage glowers, snatching it away from you. ‘Have you no clue of its worth?’


‘Actually, the original is in the palace library,’ you shoot back with a grin.

‘Then I got it on loan.’ The boy sticks out his tongue.

Seeing that he won’t back down, you shrug diplomatically. ‘Well, magic really isn’t my thing.’

‘Really?’ Harris frowns, pushing his glasses back up his nose. ‘I bet my uncle would disagree. I can feel it around you, really strong . . .’ His hand absently goes to the chain around his neck. Dangling on its end is a prism-shaped object, fashioned from onyx or some other dark material. When he sees your eyes upon it, he quickly hides it beneath his collar. ‘I’m just the apprentice,’ he snorts with derision. ‘What would I know?’



	Will you:
	 



	Ask what he is reading?
	105



	Ask about the prism?
	64



	Examine the shelves?
	577



	Talk to Segg?
	328



	Return to the main courtyard?
	113




17

The blood leads you into a side tunnel, narrow and edged with broken ice. After a hundred metres you come to the remains of some creature; an ugly mass of scales, hair and long pale tentacles. Stepping around it, your eyes are drawn to the far wall. There, frozen into the ice, are a pile of human bodies. It is hard to tell how many – the ice has closed over them, binding the tangled bodies into a solid block. You glimpse faces, coats, mitted hands, a weapon. On one of their coats, a name has been stitched into the leather. Blair.

As you back away from the nightmarish sight, your foot hits something. Turning, you watch as a small glass sphere rolls across the ice, clinking into the wall then rolling back. You crouch down to catch it, surprised to feel the unearthly chill emanating from within. (If you wish to take the frost orb, simply make a note of it on your hero sheet, it doesn’t take up backpack space.)


When you return to the main hall, you find the man waiting for you. ‘Well?’ he asks.

You shudder, still picturing the frozen faces staring back at you, preserved in expressions of terrible agony. ‘Bodies . . .’ you stammer. ‘They were . . . explorers.’

‘I know, I was sent here to find them too.’ The man sighs heavily. ‘But you saw what I saw. For the ice to take them like that, those explorers must have been there a very long time. Months, I’ll wager. Maybe even longer.’

‘Months?’ You baulk, glancing back at the blood trail. ‘But Reah . . . Diggory, they . . .’

‘This place isn’t right.’ He looks around, his face twitching nervously. ‘I should have turned back when I had the chance. Maybe we both should have.’ Turn to 573.

18

Skidding round a particularly tight corner, the sled loses traction on the slippery ice. Unable to right yourself, its bone frame slams against the tunnel wall, splintering one of its runners and sending you zigzagging out of control. Your dog-team continues to slog up the next slope, but the steepness of the grade coupled with the drag of your damaged sled slows them to a crawl. Unable to recover, you realise that the infamous corkscrew has beaten you.

You have failed to complete the race and are now disqualified from the tournament. Replace the keyword rookie with underdog. Return to the map to continue your adventure.

19

You make to leave, but are brought up short when you hear a squelching sound coming from behind you. Spinning round, your eyes sweep across the ring of toadstools, looking for the likely cause. But the noise has gone and there is nothing there – although you are almost sure the toadstools have shifted position, standing a little closer to you.

Another squelch from somewhere behind. A quick look confirms

there is nothing creeping up on you, but again, those toadstools . . . They look even closer now, their black bodies almost touching as they form a dark wall around the clearing. Turn to 202.

20

The passageway slopes downwards, sweeping into a gentle curve. The walls and ceiling are perfectly smooth, without any imperfection or unevenness. You wonder if this is the work of the ancient Dwarves, who used their magic to manipulate and sculpt stone into fabulous structures.

Your eyes adjust quickly to the gloom, allowing you to progress at a fast pace. The tremors appear to have stopped – for now – but you are still keen to find a way back to the surface as soon as possible, rather than become trapped underground.

To your relief the passage soon levels off, widening into a circular chamber. It is bordered by a ring of stone statues, depicting squat humanoids bedecked in various styles of armour. They all face inwards, towards the centre of the room, where a large circle of bronze has been sunk into the ground. A plinth of black stone stands in the middle of this circle, faintly glowing with magic.

The only exit from the room is provided by another archway. Rubble spills out of it, suggesting a rock fall in the passageway beyond, but perhaps it will still prove navigable.



	Will you:
	 



	Investigate the stone plinth?
	110



	Continue onwards into the passage?
	2




21

You raise Anise’s head to the lip of the canteen. ‘Here, try some of this.’ You watch as she sups greedily at the water, her thirst forcing her to drink too fast. She pulls back, wracked with a fit of coughing.

‘More,’ she manages to gasp, once her breath returns.

Carefully you place the canteen in her trembling hands, helping

her to guide it back to her mouth. ‘Easy, Anise. Not too quickly.’

You glance over your shoulder, to where Skoll is chewing vigorously on a length of cured meat. He pushes more into his mouth, stuffing it full.

You rise and move toward him, putting out a hand for the bag he clutches to his chest. He glares at you, then grudgingly surrenders the rest of the meat. You snatch it from him and return to Anise, all the time feeling the paladin’s eyes watching you.

‘How long have you been on the road?’ he asks.

‘We lost track,’ you reply. ‘Two weeks, perhaps longer. We weren’t prepared for the lack of hunting. The land is so dry and barren.’ You break off a small piece of meat and offer it to Anise. ‘Careful now. Chew it.’

The sounds from the nearby cave suggest the bird is doing the same, steadily devouring its own meal.

‘A hard journey,’ the paladin nods. ‘I have witnessed the destruction. It spreads far and wide, from the westlands to the Circle Sea. I heard tell that the Holy Lands were the first to fall. Whole mountains gone. Such destruction. Is the cause of it here, I wonder?’ He lifts his eyes to the ceiling as if seeking to penetrate the layers of rock, unlock its secrets.

‘If I told you, I’m not sure you would believe me.’ You tear another strip of meat and give it to Anise, finding comfort in seeing her chew with renewed vigour.

‘I had half a mind to seek succour at Bitter Keep,’ says Maune, his stare remaining distant. ‘I would have liked to have seen my daughter again.’

‘Daughter?’ You fail to hide your surprise, turning quickly. ‘You had a daughter at the keep?’

He smiles. ‘Yes, Henna. The posting was her choice. I tried to . . .’

‘The keep has fallen.’ Your words carry across his own, drawing him to silence. ‘I was there. It was taken into the rift, and everyone with it. We,’ you gesture to Anise, who is watching the paladin with a worried expression, ‘were the only ones to survive.’

Maune frowns, then looks away, his mouth moving, searching for words. He glances sideways at you, raising a finger, trembling. ‘Do not lie to me.’

You rise to stand before him. ‘I would not lie. I fought by your

daughter’s side. She held her faith to the end. Her actions, her strength, were what rallied the men. We were attacked by creatures from the underworld – the Nisse. Before the keep was lost we fought them for every stone, every soldier that fell.’ You lower your head. ‘I’m sorry.’

Maune blinks, tears glistening at the corners of his eyes. Angrily he brushes them away, setting his jaw straight, trying to reassert control over his emotions. ‘War has casualties.’

‘I know.’ You turn your hands over, noting the frost-bitten skin, the jagged scars.

Maune tilts his head, frowning. Then he reaches out, taking the edge of your hood. You flinch, feeling the heat from his inscribed flesh as his arm passes close. It is an effort but you manage to hold your ground, letting him reveal your ravaged face. He drops his hand away, releasing a sharp intake of breath.

‘Lord of light . . . .’ He touches his cross.

‘I must be an affront to your faith.’ You avert your eyes, trying to avoid the man’s look of disgust and horror. The holy cross sparkles against his breast. ‘You are a better man than me, to stay your weapons.’

Maune takes a step back. ‘A better man knows to keep his steel in check. A blade cannot make reasoned judgements.’

You pull your hood back over your face.

‘There is no light inside of you,’ states Maune carefully. ‘Neither of you.’ He casts his gaze to Skoll, still feasting on the meat as if it was his last supper. ‘You have the taint of the shroud. An evil darkness . . .’

From the adjoining chamber there is a sudden, piercing squeal.

‘What was that?’ Anise asks, alarmed.

Maune is already hurrying into the passage, his sword in his hands. ‘Gwen? Gwen!’

You nod to Skoll, telling him to follow. The warrior pushes the last of his meat into his mouth, then draws his axe and races after the paladin. You turn to Anise, helping her to stand.

‘Come, we have to move. I can’t leave you here.’

‘I know.’ She staggers into you, putting her head against your shoulder. Wrapping an arm around her, you walk together into the passage – fearing what you may find on the other side. Turn to 405.


22

The men exchange wary glances. Lord Everard is the first to answer. ‘Yes, we heard you were headed out to Lord Salton’s castle. We also heard you were ambushed by Wiccans.’

The elderly man raises a gnarly finger. ‘Understandably, we thought you dead. And why wouldn’t we?’ His robes swish around his heels as he paces the room. ‘The Wiccans spare no one. They don’t see the value in keeping hostages. Rather send their message in blood and ashes.’

Lord Everard frowns. ‘Although the palace says otherwise,’ he adds stiffly. ‘They say you are a hostage. No doubt to rally support for the war.’

You shake your head at that. ‘They lie, we were betrayed. I was never meant to reach Lord Salton’s castle. I think it was part of a plot. To be rid of me.’ You glance between the two men, expecting them to baulk at your claim. But they remain silent. Lord Everard sighs and nods.

‘I had suspected that was the case,’ he says. ‘We have much to tell you, Arran. And some of it will be . . . hard to take.’

Return to 291 to ask another question, or turn to 98 to end the conversation.

23

Your weapons cut a swathe through the nightmarish creatures, their twisted bodies crumbling to dust around your feet. From the remains a ghost of each asynjur rises into the air, their tattered robes fluttering in an unfelt breeze. Then, one by one, they vanish – leaving only black whispers of smoke to trail away into the gloom.

Rummaging through their dusty remains, you discover one of the following rewards:



	Sinner’s shroud
	Eir’s treads
	Voice of Var



	(head)
	(feet)
	(ring)



	+1 speed +1 armour
	+1 speed +1 armour
	+1 brawn



	Ability: bleed
	Ability: heal
	Ability: blood oath





With the asynjur defeated, you approach the base of the tree. Straight ahead the ground drops into an uneven slope, leading into an earthen tunnel. To your right a series of knotted roots form a makeshift pathway, winding up around the trunk.



	Will you:
	 



	Enter the tunnel?
	418



	Follow the winding roots?
	372




24

Quest: Tar and feathers

The sky is a vast grey emptiness, barely touched by the dawn light. Frost cracks underfoot, dripping from the links of chain and iron struts – and the hundreds of cruelly-barbed spears that block your way. With a cry from one of the soldiers, there is a grating rumble as some hidden mechanism is activated and the chains clatter back through their ring loops. A moment later and the spear walls are lowered, one by one, like waves of grass, beaten back by the wind. And there, ahead of you, across a mile of iron-worked bridge, is the country beyond the rift. Skardfall.

The cart horse whickers nervously as Kirk leads it across the bridge spanning the eerie emptiness of the Great Rift. He is a short, well-built man, with a pug-nose and permanently disgruntled expression. He reminds you of a pit dog your brother Malden once owned, its face crumpled up into a mass of nostrils and teeth. Further ahead, silhouetted by the light, is a taller soldier, all lean muscle and sharp angles. He looks back at you, his hooked nose the only thing visible beneath his dark hood. Lawson, the other soldiers had called him. A short-tempered man and not one to be easily crossed.

You follow at the rear, with two fresh-faced recruits – Mitch, a young farm boy, enrolled in the army to earn coin for his family. He is thin and gangly, constantly on edge, as if at any moment he might bolt into hiding. Your last companion is the stark opposite. Confident and assured. A female knight fresh from the academy, her burnished armour the only bright thing on this sullen day. Her name is Henna,

and aside from the briefest of greetings, she has been content to maintain a dutiful silence.

Looks like you’re in for a fun day.

Loaded into the back of the cart are twelve barrels. Everard wants them filled with tar to help bolster the keep’s defences. As most of the horses won’t stand to be near the acrid-smelling pits, you’re going on foot – save for the cart horse, which Kirk insists won’t shirk away from anything. He tugs roughly on the reins, muttering curses as he attempts to coax the horse across the bridge. Evidently, heights didn’t factor into his decision.

Not the best of starts, but you won’t let it dampen your spirits; after all, this is your first chance to get out and explore the untamed wilderness of the north. The land of the Skards.

Once across the bridge, it proves a little disappointing. Bare rock and loose stone litter a featureless plain, occasionally zigzagged by crevasses and impassable ridges. Negotiating it with the cart is both tiresome and frustrating.

After several gruelling hours the land finally dips, bringing you into a valley of wind-sheared pillars and canyons. The ground is smoothed stone, occasionally forming shallow basins of still grey water. Kirk insists this area was once covered by ice, back in the day. But every year, the ice has crept a little further north, leaving channels of ice-melt in its wake.

A cold air gusts along the narrow gullies, pulling at clothes and biting at skin. Its mournful howl is accompanied by the shrieking cries of the birds, circling overhead and nesting along the jagged ledges.

‘Petrels,’ hisses Lawson, nocking an arrow to his bow.

‘Leave them be,’ grunts Kirk, glaring up at the pitted rock. ‘This is the birdman’s territory. Let’s not ruffle any feathers, eh?’

‘The birdman?’ echoes Mitch nervously. His eyes are already darting from side to side.

‘Yeah, one of the convicts from Ryker’s Island. Went a little crazy, you know. Thinks he can fly or something. Ah, here we go.’ Kirk halts in front of the party, throwing back his head to take in a deep breath. ‘Smell that?’

You pick up a sweet, pungent oily smell. ‘The tar pits?’ you venture.

‘Indeed, my green-gilled friend.’ Kirk flashes you an ugly grin. ‘Black gold. Come on, let’s get these barrels filled.’


The canyon widens, bringing you to the banks of an immense lake of black tar. Smaller pools lie to either side, several dotted with islands of rock and coarse grass. As Kirk and Lawson start to unload the barrels, you become aware of a grief-stricken howling. At first you wonder if it is a trick of the wind, but the sound only intensifies, reverberating from the walls of the canyon. It sounds like some creature in distress.

‘Look, over there!’ Mitch is already scurrying down the slope, to where the black tar laps thickly against the pebbled shore. He hops onto a boulder to give himself an elevated view of the lake. You hurry to his side, scanning the black waters until you spot the disturbance. A large, shaggy-haired creature is mired in the tar, beating its arms as it tries to free itself. But each frantic movement only serves to ensnare it further, the sticky tar clinging to its matted hair.

‘What is it?’ You squint, trying to make out some features. The tar already coats much of the beast, but you get the sense of a muzzled face, a pronounced forehead and two curving horns.

‘Yeti,’ says Lawson, taking aim with his arrow.

‘What are you doing?’ gasps Mitch, putting out a hand to stay the intended shot.

‘What do you think I’m doing, runt? Putting it out of its misery,’ Lawson furrows his brow in concentration. ‘It’s just a juvenile. Ain’t got a hide worth skinning.’

‘Don’t waste the arrow, Law,’ grumbles Kirk, walking over.

‘But you can’t just leave it!’ Mitch looks around frantically, then his eyes fix on the cart. ‘We could use a rope. Get the horse to pull it free.’

Henna appears at your side, hand resting casually on her sword hilt. ‘It’s hardly likely to thank us, is it? I don’t fancy a crazy yeti on the loose.’

Lawson lowers his bow, glancing towards Kirk. ‘What’s it to be?’

The pug-faced soldier grins. ‘Let the rookies decide. One vote to save, one to kill. Up to you now, green gills.’



	Will you:
	 



	Vote for the beast to be saved?
	216



	Insist the beast is put out of its misery?
	128





25

You ascend a short staircase into a wide, vaulted chamber filled with musty-smelling shelves and stacks. The sight of the familiar library chokes you, bringing back memories of your days as a child, hiding here, lost amongst the many storybooks. You pass between the tightly-packed shelves, your hands running along the spines, leaving a smudge of dust on your fingertips – everything feels real. Exactly as you remember.

You pass the empty tables, passing through a doorway into a small reading room. This had always been your favourite place – the one you came to at night, to read and be alone, to stay awake and avoid the nightmares.

You see yourself, a pale ghost, reclining on the window seat beneath the pitted pane. Moonlight filters in through the glass, joining the amber flickering radiance from the candles on the table. A dozen books lie scattered across it, all your favourite storybooks. Whereas most of them lie open, their pages flicking back and forth in an unfelt breeze, two of them are closed, their titles glowing with a green light of their own.

Drawn to the closed books, you scan their titles, already knowing from their binding and size what volumes have been highlighted to you: The Astounding Adventures of Skyhawk the Sharpshooter and The Magnificent Mind of Theomus the Thinker.



	Will you:
	 



	Open Skyhawk the Sharpshooter?
	767



	Open Theomus the Thinker?
	648




26

You hurry to the centre of the clearing, grabbing the discarded water flask from next to the traveller’s body. To your relief it is nearly full, the sound of sloshing liquid audible from inside. Popping open the lid, you put it to your mouth and take a thirsty gulp of its contents.


It isn’t water. You turn your head away, preparing to spit it out. But then you pause, realising that its flavour is far from unpleasant – putting you in mind of milk and honey, with the sharpness of cinnamon. You swallow it greedily before taking another mouthful, marvelling at the surge of strength now flowing through your body. Its effects are almost as potent as the dragon leaf.

Congratulations, you have now gained the following backpack item:



Pot of might (2 uses)

(backpack)

Use any time in combat to

raise your brawn or magic

by 2 for one combat round



As you are about to leave, a glint of something bright catches your eye. Leaning in closer, you see a ring on one of the skeleton’s fingers. Its silver band glows with a soft green light, suggesting it could be magical in nature.



	Will you:
	 



	Take the ring?
	116



	Leave it with the skeleton and continue?
	19




27

The black slush shifts and slides underfoot as you make your way along the alleyway that cuts between high granite hills. Firelight illuminates the mouth of several openings above you, reached by ragged-looking rope ladders. You wonder if some of the populace has resorted to living in caves hollowed out of the rock.

People trek back and forth, picking their way past the rubbish and squalor. As before, you feel ravenous eyes watching you, appraising your gear, weighing up your ability to defend yourself. Hands never stray far from weapons. ‘Accident alley’, the locals have named it. You can see why.

If you have the keyword ashes on your hero sheet, turn to 601.

Otherwise, you may head east towards the docks (turn to 659) or westwards, back towards the compound (turn to 426).

28

The broken door scrapes stubbornly against the floor as you shove it open. Ducking under the low lintel, you enter the room beyond. The area appears to be a storeroom filled with crates, barrels and rotting sacks. Most of the floor is littered with scraps of wood and metal, where someone or something has smashed its way through the room. The ceiling above is panelled wood, covered in green mould and dark stains. At the far end one wall has caved inwards, the stones scorched by an explosion of some kind. The resulting rubble forms a crumbling slope, leading up to a torn hole in the ceiling.

As you scan the store for anything of interest, you become aware of a knocking, tapping sound coming from your right. Anise has already edged past you, holding out the torch towards the noise. As her light sweeps the area, it illuminates a row of crates and barrels. One of the smaller crates is trembling and shifting slightly, as if something inside is beating against the wood, trying to get out.



	Will you:
	 



	Open the crate?
	232



	Break open one of the barrels?
	156



	Climb the rubble to the room above?
	272



	Retrace your steps and use the stairs?
	111




29

You slash and blast at the shrieking monsters, cutting through their leathery wings and sending them spinning away into the abyss. The rest of the flock gather to attack, but with an extra burst of speed you are able to outrun them.

For successfully defeating the terrordactyls, you have gained the following item:




Terrordactyl scales

(special)

Use on a cloak, gloves, boots or chest item

to increase its armour by 1



When you have updated your hero sheet, turn to 492.



30

The darkness gives way to light, and the shrieks of the damned. You hit the ground running, your short panicked breaths thundering loudly in your ears. All around you is swirling mist, edged with a shifting green radiance. Shapes waver in and out of focus, some distant, others near, but all indistinct through the foggy dreamscape.

You know you have only moments to hide, to find some place that you can cower in until your body awakens from the nightmare. Sometimes it can feel like minutes, other times hours or even days. The ground underfoot is cold and hard – the blackened soil cracking beneath your feet. Ahead you see a formation of stone, perhaps a building. Its edges shimmer, like a reflection on water. You make for it, your strides lengthening with renewed hope. Shelter, safety . . .

Above you, the clouds boil with fury. A vast seething mass of smoke and lightning. Black droplets of rain hiss down from the scoured sky, poisoned water steaming against the parched sand. It brings no life, only death – like the cold wind reeking of tombs and things turned bad.

I have to wake . . . I have to wake up . . .

You half-glimpse the black shape seconds before it slams into you, its chill touch like a blast of winter air. Then come the claws, sinking deep into your flesh, lancing through your very soul. There is no blood, no wound – instead they leave you with an angry pain like a thousand needles burning in your skull.

‘No!’ You roar in defiance, spinning over and flailing out with your fists. The shadow reels back, its ghostly features shifting into a mockery of a face. Claws reach for you again, but you are already back on your feet, running – suddenly aware of the cloak pulling against your shoulders, hide-boots crunching through the sand. It is the first time

you have come into the dream with your clothes and possessions – or at least shadows of them that feel almost real.

My weapon! Frantically you pull it free from your belt, taking small comfort in the knowledge that, for once, you can fight back.

The stone formation looms out of the mist, a statue of some twisted monster, its many eyes staring sightlessly across the forsaken landscape. There is a narrow fracture at its base, wide enough to wriggle into and hide, but there is no time – the wraith trails after you, hissing and wailing through the dark rain.

With no alternative, you turn to face your fear, raising your weapon to defend yourself. ‘You won’t take me, demon,’ you scream. ‘I’m done running from you!’

It is time to fight:



	
	Speed
	Magic
	Armour
	Health



	Nightmare
	0
	1
	0
	12




If you manage to overcome this shadowy nemesis, turn to 84.

31

Anise clings to the paladin, relying on him to half-guide and half-carry her through the swirling dust storm. Since leaving the mountain, neither companion has complained nor questioned the mission; both have set their will to the task, doing all that you ask of them. But with the water and food running low you can see Anise’s spirit diminishing by the day, her body growing weaker. The paladin seems unaffected by either fatigue or hunger; you assume it is his magic – the glowing script that has been carved into his skin must be somehow nourishing him, keeping him strong. You watch jealously as his strong arms support Anise. He almost looks the hero.

Just like in the storybooks.

‘No!’

You jerk round, to see Skoll standing atop the ridge. The burly warrior stumbles back from the buffeting gale, shielding his eyes as he stares ahead at something you cannot see.

Keep it together. You force your numb limbs to action, stumbling and

crawling over the last of the rocky scree, the wind growing stronger the higher you climb. Turn to 228.

32

Frustration leads to anger. You can feel Nanuk stirring within you, his impatience becoming your impatience, his desire to end the fight becoming your vented fury. Orrec dances and dodges around you, seemingly unencumbered by his heavy armour. His goading only makes it worse, a haze descending before your vision, your father’s voice echoing in your ears.

You’ve let me down again, Arran. Such a waste. Sometimes I wonder if I fathered you at all.

Ignoring Orrec’s instruction, you fall back on brute strength, letting Nanuk’s spirit flow into you, dragging a guttural roar from your lips.

It isn’t until you are standing over the downed warrior, your weapons at his throat, that you come to your senses. Orrec is looking up at you – no trace of mockery or disappointment in his expression. Only respect. And a little fear.

‘Where did you learn that?’ He struggles up onto his elbows, wincing with discomfort.

‘A book, I think.’ You brush the dust from your shoulders, stepping away to let the warrior stand. ‘Did I pass?’

Orrec finds his feet, his armour clinking as it settles around his massive frame. ‘No one has ever put me in the dirt before. I’d call that a pass, soldier. Welcome to the honoured ranks.’

Congratulations – you have learned the path of the warrior. You may now permanently increase your health by 15 (to 45). You have also gained the following special ability:



Upper hand (dm): You automatically win the next combat round (without needing to roll for attack speed). Upper hand can only be used once per combat.



When you have updated your hero sheet, turn to 290.


33

You pick your way past the two rusted doors, torn from their hinges. Beyond is a small chamber, once used as a guard room. Three skeletons sit propped in chairs behind a counter, wearing the rotted remains of prison officer uniforms. Their grinning skulls are made eerie by the flickering flames of a naked fire burning its way through refuse dumped in a brazier.

You enter a narrow corridor, bordered on both sides by cells. As your eyes grow accustomed to the gloom, you realise some things are best left to the shadows: crude messages scrawled in filth over the walls; swarms of rats nibbling at decayed remains; prisoners shuffling back and forth, like sleepwalkers lost in a waking dream.

In the distance, a chill scream.

Faces start to appear, leering at you from cells, skin black with dirt, hair greasy and tangled. But you pay them no mind, trying to project a confident air as you advance along the corridor.

‘I smells treasure,’ croaks a voice to your right.

You risk a glance into the large open cell, its stone floor littered with ragged animal hides and skulls. An elderly man is sat cross-legged on a soiled straw mattress, his lank grey hair hanging like cobwebs over his ghoulish-white face. ‘I’m Sam Scurvy,’ he slurps, licking at his toothless gums. ‘Best thief in Valeron.’



	Will you:
	 



	Speak with Sam Scurvy?
	386



	Continue down the corridor?
	563



	Retrace your steps and leave the prison?
	426




34

At the top of the hill you discover a round platform of grey stone, bordered by an outer circle of pillars carved with angular runes. At the centre of the platform stands a single slab of rock, its polished surface decorated with similar markings. A small creature is crouched next to them, studying the glyphs with a keen interest. On hearing your

approach it gives a yelp of fright, spinning to face you. Your response is one of equal surprise.

The creature is less than a metre tall, its body thin and gangly like a child’s. The head is abnormally large, its bald pate tapering forward into a snout-like nose. From its appearance and size, you suspect it is a fengle – a sub-species of goblin. At least your nights spent poring over bestiaries haven’t proved a total waste of time. From what you recall, they are normally cowardly creatures, scavengers for the most part. Perhaps this one might let you go . . .

You raise your hands in a show of submission and start to back away. The fengle’s eyes dart to your sword, its yellow eyes widening at the sight of the fist-sized diamond set into the pommel. It licks its lips greedily, long fingers groping towards the rock dagger tucked into its belt.

Before you have a chance to react, the creature rushes towards you, its bare feet splashing through the muddy puddles. Gripped by panic, you try to run but the creature is too fast for you, barrelling into your side and taking you both tumbling to the ground. Luckily, you manage to untangle yourself from its flailing limbs, twisting aside in the nick of time to avoid the thrust of the dagger. When it tries to stab you again, you catch the creature’s wrist in your hands, looking to turn the blade away from yourself and back against your assailant. It is time to fight:



	
	Speed
	Brawn
	Armour
	Health



	Fengle
	1
	0
	0
	8




If you manage to defeat the Fengle, remember to restore your health then turn to 73.

35

It will take you seven turns to climb to the top of the tree (Five turns if you have ice hooks.). In each turn Ratatosk throws an acorn, aiming for the hungry mouths below you. You must take a challenge test for each acorn (note: if Leif is with you, he will aid you in destroying the acorns – add 2 to your dice result for each challenge.):






	 
	Speed



	Nutcracker
	15




If you are successful you have managed to smash the acorn, stopping it from feeding the growth. If you fail, the acorn lands in one of the growth’s mouths, making the plant grow even larger. Repeat until one of the following occurs:

If you miss three acorns in total, turn to 159. If you reach the top of the tree (after seven/five turns), turn to 597.

36

Skoll leads the charge, an axe in one hand, magic lighting the other – chopping and blasting through the bodies that block his way. Behind him Anise hollers a defiant cry, swinging her sword to sever heads from bodies, clipping limbs and frozen weapons, leaving a trail of ice and writhing corpses in her wake.

And then there is Maune. A glowing beacon of holiness. The heat from his scripted body sears through the statues’ ice armour, exposing their decayed flesh to his brutal strikes. Each movement of his blade, each cut and thrust, leaves another corpse burning, consumed by white flame. Turn to 761.

37

As you close with the wolf, you notice a series of deep cuts around the beast’s throat and torso. Evidently the inquisitor made good use of your sword, weakening your savage opponent and buying you a valuable advantage in the coming battle. It is time to fight:



	 
	Speed
	Brawn
	Armour
	Health



	Alpha
	0
	1
	0
	15










	 
	Special abilities



	[image: Images]
	Pack leader: The alpha rerolls all [image: Images] results, accepting the result of the reroll.



	[image: Images]
	Wounded: At the end of each combat round, the alpha must lose 1 health from the wounds that it has already suffered.



	 
	 



	 
	If you manage to defeat this powerful predator, turn to 298.




38

With the spectral guardian defeated, you may now help yourself to one of the following rewards:



	Mammoth mitts
	Graven might
	Stolen thunder



	(gloves)
	(cloak)
	(talisman)



	+1 speed +2 magic
	+1 speed +2 magic
	+1 speed +4 health



	Ability: insulated, heal
	Ability: curse
	Ability: windblast




When you have updated your hero sheet, turn to 339.

39

The sides of the shaft are pitted with holes and crevices – providing just enough foot- and handholds to make the climb. However, navigating the circular tunnel will not be easy, as you will need to spread your weight between the narrow walls as you push yourself higher up the shaft.

To reach the top, you will need to complete a speed or brawn challenge, using whichever attribute is highest:





	 
	Speed/Brawn



	Risky ascent
	9




If you are successful, turn to 83. If you fail, then turn to 323.


40

You stand over the last of the downed creatures, its strange bulbous brain flickering with magic. Teeth gritted, you drive your weapons through the bloated flesh, turning your head as a bright spray of fluid fountains into the air.

Caul leans on his spear, forcing a grin past his pained exhaustion. ‘Those things have been hounding me for days. Never thought I’d see the last of them. I offer you my thanks, friend.’

You kneel next to the creatures’ remains. ‘If it’s all the same to you, I’ll settle for a knife.’

Caul tugs one of his blades free, then steps forward to hand it over. ‘Ain’t much left. I think we can assume they’re dead.’

‘I know. But I want a trophy.’ You set about cutting through the flesh and scales, extracting whatever magic and armour you can find. If you wish, you may now take one of the following rewards:



	Tangled tentacles
	Scaled pauldrons
	Hive mind



	(gloves)
	(cloak)
	(necklace)



	+1 speed +1 brawn
	+1 speed +1 brawn
	+2 magic



	Ability: webbed
	Ability: shoulder charge
	Ability: recall



	
	
	(requirement: mage)




When you have updated your hero sheet, turn to 115.

41

On reaching the top of the tower, little more than a flat stone platform circumventing a peak-slatted roof, you are met by a scene of both horror and destruction. One of the fortress walls has fallen inwards, spilling chunks of rock across the courtyard. The whole west end of the main hall has also collapsed. Dust hangs heavy in the air – and so does the miasma of blood.

Over the wall and through the breach, black-scaled bodies spill into the yard. Reptilian monsters of all sizes and shapes, some wielding mighty swords and axes, others using whatever they can get their

hands on – splintered wood, rocks, human body parts . . .

‘What are they?’ you shout to Segg, who is looking down at the scene with the same wild-eyed disbelief. ‘Did they cause the quake?’

‘Nisse . . . they’re Nisse,’ gasps the mage. ‘Creatures of the underworld.’

Winged shapes soar overhead, filling the smoke-hued sky with hellish shrieks. You try and follow them as they pitch and dive through the air, swooping on the beleaguered soldiers below. A group of the beasts peel off, their black leathery wings beating the air as they drive their ungainly bodies towards you. They look like spindly lizards, with two webbed feet and a long tail ending in a forked prong.

‘Drakelings,’ you hear Segg mutter.

The elderly mage raises his hands, fingers pointed skywards. The air shifts, becoming waves of yellow, then amber, then red. Like a shimmering tide, the magic rushes up into the clouds, quickly forming two sleek arcs. As they continue to gain height, they gradually pull back to reveal a long, blazing neck and a bird-like head.

A phoenix.

The firebird dives towards the reptilian monsters, flames billowing from its open beak. It collides with the largest drakeling, sending them both spinning and flailing across the courtyard.

‘We must destroy as many as we can!’ Segg fires bolts of magic into the oncoming swarm. The nearest flyer is hit, its black wings trailing fire. But still it comes at you, jaws snapping open to vomit a steaming deluge of black bile. You dodge aside, surprised to see the stone where you were standing cracking and popping as it is melted to slag.

‘Acid!’ you warn Segg. ‘Watch yourself!’

You summon magic to your hands, hoping you have the skill to take on these deadly acid-spitting reptiles. It is time to fight:



	
	Speed
	Magic
	Armour
	Health



	Drakeling
	3
	2
	2
	20



	Drakeling
	3
	2
	2
	20



	Drakeling
	3
	2
	2
	20










	 
	Special abilities



	[image: Images]
	Acid spray: The drakelings are covering the tower with their deadly acid, leaving you little room to manoeuvre. At the end of

the first combat round, roll a die. If the result is [image: Images] you have been hit and must take 4 damage, ignoring armour. In each subsequent combat round, the chance to be hit increases by 1. In round two, you are hit on a roll of [image: Images] or [image: Images], on round three, [image: Images] to [image: Images] and so on.



	[image: Images]
	Pyromania!: Segg and his phoenix cause 2 damage, ignoring armour, to each drakeling at the end of every combat round.






If you manage to defeat this monstrous swarm, turn to 520.

42

‘You sound both surprised and concerned, my dear.’ Sylvie gives you a sideways glance. ‘Do you think poor Sylvie can’t look after herself – that she needs a man around her home to keep her company? Hmm? Is that what they fill your ears with these days?’

You flounder for an apology, wondering how you might have caused offence. Sylvie’s eyes glint mischievously, her lips twitching into a playful smile. ‘Ah, you’re still such a babe. Grew up behind safe walls, I daresay. You’re not ready for the wilds quite yet, are you?’

You find yourself confused at her manner. ‘I wasn’t given a choice,’ you reply sourly.

‘Hmm, that’s as maybe. Well, seeing as you’ve asked, I work for the Botany Society. Actually, I used to – before I decided to focus my efforts in other areas. I’ve had to live in some very remote places, boy, in order to conduct my studies. You learn quickly to fend for yourself when you don’t have nothing between you and the great outdoors.’

Sylvie lifts her hand, displaying a band of silver around her wedding finger. ‘I was married once. He was a good man. Randal. We were posted here together by the society. Perhaps it was always inevitable we would fall in love.’

‘What happened?’ You venture. ‘If you don’t mind me . . .’

‘He died,’ she interjects, before you can finish. ‘It’s painful, but it happened and there’s nothing I can do about it. Sometimes, the hardest part is learning to let go, to say goodbye.’ She looks up, meeting your gaze – then smiles once again. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap. I

haven’t spoken about it for a long time. That’s one downside of being alone – no one to talk to. Well, except for the plants.’ Her grin widens. ‘But they’re really not the same now, are they?’

Return to 191 to ask another question, or turn to 207 to end the conversation.

43

You find yourself in a cobwebbed cave chiselled out of the black rock. One wall is lined with barrels, and another contains a rickety-looking wine rack filled with coloured bottles. Stairs at the back of the cave lead up to a trapdoor, which you assume provides access to the main taproom of the Coracle.

If you have the word Bowfinch on your hero sheet turn to 148. Otherwise, turn to 380.

44

The lightning bolts lance into your transport, causing serious damage. (You must lower your transport’s toughness and stability by 2.) Thankfully, you manage to reach the far side of the island without sustaining another barrage. With an extra boost of speed, you quickly outdistance the towers’ range. Turn to 492.

45

Your weapon splinters the Skard’s javelin, your foot catching him in the chest and driving him back to the ground. He reaches for his belt, fingers closing around the black wand. ‘Min eld!’ he hisses, pointing it towards you.

Then Henna’s sword comes slicing down in a brilliant arc of steel. You turn away from the blow, not wishing to see it land.

‘Funny,’ she pants, dropping to her knees. ‘With a face like yours, didn’t think you’d be so squeamish.’

You grunt at the joke. ‘Is that the last of them?’


She nods. ‘I think so. Took down the other hunter. His dogs too.’ She winces as she works her shoulders. ‘Think I may need a healer, though – and a good bath.’

You take a moment to search what remains of the Skard. If you wish, you may now take one of the following rewards:



	Bone smile
	Red gutter
	Atataq



	(necklace)
	(main hand: dagger)
	(main hand: wand)



	+1 brawn +1 magic
	+1 speed +1 brawn
	+1 speed +1 magic



	Ability: reckless
	Ability: bleed
	Ability: sear




When you have updated your hero sheet, turn to 108.

46

The einherjar are quick-footed and strong – and more used to fighting on the shifting uneven banks of snow. Despite your strength and magic, you struggle to fend off their brutal attacks. It becomes a battle of attrition, which quickly wears you down. As you fall to your knees in the deep snow, your weapons are knocked from your hands. With nothing left to defend yourself, you resort to clawing and biting, letting Nanuk’s spirit rise to the fore.

For an instant you sight the shock on the faces of the warriors, then they back away. Aslev is the first to lower his blood-stained axe. The others look to him, muttering angrily in Skard. Aslev appears to concede to their demands.

‘Are you truly what you say you are?’ he asks gruffly.

You struggle to find your voice, to find that part of you which is still human. Steadily, you push past the savage, bestial anger – kicking inwardly to reach the surface of your own thoughts, to break past Nanuk’s stifling presence.

‘I am,’ you gasp at last, falling forward onto your hands. ‘The ancestor spirit . . . the bear . . . he gives me his power. Sura believed . . . I can save your leader. I just need . . . the chance.’

Aslev offers you his hand and helps you to your feet. Suspicion knits his eyebrows, but there is also admiration in his steely glare. One of the warriors speaks up, barking words in Skard.


Aslev nods. ‘We all gave our word,’ he says slowly. ‘You cannot go back. You will shame us.’

‘I can,’ you reply defiantly. ‘And I will. All I ask is that I am given a chance to prove myself. I will not dishonour the Ska-inuin.’ You raise your manacled wrist, its dark magic still flickering in the half-light.

Aslev sighs. ‘We will become cursed for this.’ He passes his hand over the rune-marked iron. A second later, there is a click as the manacle’s teeth spring open. ‘We will become nameless, lose our seat in the halls of our heroes.’

You rub at your blackened wrist. ‘Gurt cannot judge your worth. He is not the Drokke.’

Aslev grunts. ‘I believe it is you who should be afraid of judgement.’

You retrieve your weapons, fists tightening around the grips. ‘Perhaps you’re right.’ You grin darkly. ‘Now, come. I have a score to settle.’ Turn to 119.

47

You lurch forward, eyes flipping open, hands scrambling for purchase. Your surroundings seem strange, wooden walls and shelves of guttering candles. Light creeps beneath a curtain. From the other side, you can hear a woman whistling merrily to herself. The cabin. Memory suddenly comes flooding back, and with it the unsettling realisation that you were tricked.

You stagger to your feet, still trembling with fear – and the dread cold of that other place. It eats away at your stomach, rooting through you like some malign parasite. You swallow back a wave of nausea, the cooking smells from the main room doing nothing to settle your queasiness.

Fresh clothes have been provided at the end of the bed. You ignore them, instead tugging your damp cloak around your shoulders. After taking a moment to regain your composure, you push back the curtain and enter the main room.

Sylvie is busy with breakfast. You see a pan over the fire, with eggs and bread cooking in goose fat. She looks up as you enter, a smile crinkling the corners of her eyes. It is as if the events of last night had never occurred.


‘Did you sleep well?’ she asks, flipping over one of the pieces of bread. ‘I hope you’re hungry. If you don’t mind fetching some water from the creek, that would be wonderful. Then I’ll get some tea on the boil. There’s a bucket out the front.’



	Will you:
	 



	Ask her why she tricked you?
	295



	Ask her what she knows about the dreams?
	165



	Ignore her and leave?
	282



	Agree to fetch water?
	78




48

The immensity of the mountain fills your view, its sheer slopes carpeted in the same red dust that coats the rest of this blighted land. You scan the rocks, looking for a place to set down the ship. Suddenly, there is a shout from the crow’s nest. The lookout is gesturing wildly towards the nearest rock face. You try and make out what he is saying, but his words are snatched away by the rushing wind. Instead, you turn your attention to the area he is indicating.

You spot a cavernous opening, previously obscured by a spur of rock. At first you assume the lookout is showing you a means of entering the mountain – but then his words finally carry to your ears. Along with his fear.

‘Kraken! Move away! Kraken!’

The attack comes swiftly. You register only a few staccato images – a gigantic beaked snout pushing out of the cave, tentacles surging forward, snapping like whips. Then the ship is rocked to one side, tipping over. A suckered tentacle crashes down across the deck, knocking sailors flying over the rail. There is the crunch as the main mast splinters. More screams. Another tentacle squirms its way between the sails, smashing through anything that gets in its way.

Skoll is struggling against the wheel, trying to haul the ship back on course. Anise rushes to the ship’s mounted gun, a malign weapon crafted from the nails of the dead. Spinning it round, she fires on the nearest appendage, peppering it with razor sharp bullets. It withdraws quickly, trailing a shower of ink-coloured blood.


An agonised screech echoes from the cavern.

But the reprieve is short-lived. More tentacles are thrashing through the air, slamming into the deck and crushing sailors to ash. The ship itself is being gradually dragged towards the snapping, toothless maw of the creature. You realise that unless you can free yourself from the kraken’s tentacles, you are on course to become its next meal. It is time to fight:



	
	Speed
	Brawn
	Armour
	Health



	Kraken
	12
	6
	7
	    90(*)



	Tentacle
	13
	8
	4
	30



	Tentacle
	13
	8
	4
	30



	Tentacle
	13
	8
	4
	30



	Tentacle
	13
	8
	4
	30










	 
	Special abilities



	[image: Images]
	Under pressure: If the tentacles are not defeated by the end of the fourth combat round, you are dragged into the jaws of the kraken. This inflicts 4 dice of damage, ignoring armour, and reduces the stability and toughness of your transport by 2. This cycle repeats every four combat rounds until the tentacles are defeated.



	[image: Images]
	Thrash it out: (*) The kraken cannot be harmed until the four tentacles have been defeated.



	[image: Images]
	Fire at will: You may use your nail gun ability in this combat.



	 
	(Note: If your transport’s stability has been reduced to zero, you can no longer use its associated ability.)






If you manage to overcome the tentacled horror, turn to 238.

49

The moment you step across the threshold the tremors start to subside. You find yourself in a long, vaulted chamber, circumvented by a high balcony. There are no markings or decoration save for a sculptured ceiling showing nine humanoid figures standing at the edges of a circle, arms raised together, hands linked – the pattern reminiscent of an unfurled flower. It is breath-taking in its scale,

marred only by the fractures that criss-cross through the stone.

But something else quickly draws your attention.

Statues. Dozens of them, arranged haphazardly across the length of the hall, seemingly without order or design. Some are men and women, others goblin, troll and half-giant . . . Each crafted from the same green stone, glimmering with magic.

As you step cautiously between them, the true nature of their invention is slowly revealed. Each body is contorted, deformed. Some are flailing with arms raised to their faces, others grasping for something, almost pleading. A few are wielding weapons, caught frozen in a swing or a desperate block, captured in a moment of frenzied battle.

You put a hand to one of the statues. A Skard, like many of the other statues, going by his height and brawn. To your surprise you discover the material is not stone, but ice – slick and freezing cold. Worse, you can sense some glimmer of life still flickering from deep within.

You step around the Skard, your gaze falling on the man’s face. The mouth is pulled open in a silent scream, nostrils flared, head leaning away – the ice having frozen his features in a fateful instant of death. And yet he is still alive. A single eye tracks your movement, wide and unblinking from the hollow of his frozen skull. You never thought so much pain and suffering could be writ in a man’s gaze. The other socket is empty; a pit of cauterised flesh.

Turning, you look into the face of another statue; this one a female knight, clad in plated armour. Through her visor you can see the same agonised expression – and a single eye following you from the depths of its icy prison. The other taken, leaving only a blank hollow.

Another soul trapped in an eternal nightmare.

You draw back, shaking with the horrifying realisation of what has been inflicted on these people. The sentinel’s wings . . . adorned with hundreds of eyes . . .

Do you like them?

The woman’s voice, scratching inside your mind.

You twist round, tracking the edge of the balcony. A hooded shape is moving there, the body slender, stepping silent as a ghost.

‘Melusine . . . ?’ You can barely speak, your mind still racing. Skoll had warned you about the witch and her power to turn flesh to ice.

From beneath the folds of her cloak a slender arm emerges, pale as

snow. Rings glitter on her long fingers, the red-painted nails tapping absently against the balcony rail. I wasn’t sure you would get this far, Arran.

‘I thought you were a prophet,’ you snap, your anger returning.

A soft chuckle, like the tinkling of glass. Oh, you have much to learn, fledgling. Nothing is certain, only possibilities. I work to ensure my own plans come to fruition. This ending is my choice, not yours.

‘Why . . . ?’

The woman ceases her pacing then turns to face you. In one swift motion, she pulls back her hood. You take an involuntary step backwards, your expression mirroring that of the tortured souls in the chamber. What had once been a face is now a bloated growth of pulpy flesh, distending into coils that curl about her slender neck. A crown sits atop a ridged brow, itself looking as if it was fashioned from skin, with bony hooks that grip like claws. A veil of shimmering light streams out behind her, surrounding her tortured visage in a gossamer halo.

You avert your gaze, fearing to look into the pits of her eyes.

‘You are . . . not human.’

Oh, dear Arran. I was beautiful once. A dancer. Every night I would perform the Red Masque at the Scourou Nave. Every night I would exit to a standing ovation, such rapturous applause! Men would shower me with their gifts, they would beg for my attentions. A dancer and a princess. No woman could match my beauty; no performance was ever as spectacular as my own.

You hear the tap of her fingernails as she resumes pacing.

I was traded like a piece of meat. The emperor chose me above all his other daughters to leave my homeland and marry the king of Valeron – all for a bargain, the sealing of a peace treaty; one that barely lasted past my wedding night. Father wanted me there, to spy on my husband – I was a tool, a weapon. For Mordland.

You lift your eyes, watching her move, noticing the graceful sway of her hips, the litheness of her step – the poise of a princess, and a dancer.

Understand this, Arran. Wars are never truly won. There is no end to it, no end to what men will do for power.

‘Power? Look at what you have done, Melusine.’ You scan the rows of statues, each one a cruel work of pain and suffering. ‘Look at what have you done!’


Silence. In the distance you hear another faint rumble. For a moment the ground shivers beneath you.

The woman grips the balcony with both hands. I bring an end to all things, Arran. I have no regret. No pity. Such emotions were beaten from me, torn away, stolen like every other precious part of me. A ruthless father, a cruel husband. You look upon me with disgust, Arran, but this is everything your world has taken from me. She pauses, letting the silence grow. Tell me, prince of Valeron. Has life treated you with any greater kindness?

You glare back angrily.

OEBPS/images/sd2.jpg





OEBPS/images/sd1.jpg





OEBPS/images/sd4.jpg





OEBPS/images/sd3.jpg





OEBPS/images/sd6.jpg





OEBPS/images/sd5.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg
BACKPACK:

+4 healts
Crwe)

24 haaltc
(ruse)

Stone
“Fablet

Forest dow

(2 wses)

Mizacl oo
42 beawrs
(lwse> |






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
EDESTINYOUEST'}






OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg










OEBPS/images/f00xii-02.jpg






OEBPS/images/f00xii-01.jpg
i
A(;T I SKARDF:\E(






OEBPS/images/vel.jpg





OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/f000x-01.jpg
woe koo Y osomor e

r

NOTES KewoRDS:

_JL

L






OEBPS/images/f0viii-01.jpg
CLoak HEAD Goves

- -

- ) —

cnest —i- TET HAND.
I

L
TR [reer "] [iover rovcn

l}j Bj Ti‘ri—m; [oexm peaiTis

|
!
|

] L J—






OEBPS/images/FrontCover.jpg
$.A

M.ICHAEL J. WARD .





OEBPS/images/f00ix-01.jpg
woe om0 P s owoe e o7
[mu carreR: }

 prem—— |

foerers 1

L.

SPECIALABILITIES:






OEBPS/images/f000xiP-01.jpg
H OE R

TouGHNEss

|

]






OEBPS/images/f0xiii-01.jpg





